
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Nigel Hamilton

Title Page

Preface

  1 Franklin D. Roosevelt

  2 Harry S. Truman

  3 Dwight D. Eisenhower

  4 John F. Kennedy

  5 Lyndon B. Johnson

  6 Richard Nixon

  7 Gerald Ford

  8 Jimmy Carter

  9 Ronald Reagan

10 George H. W. Bush

11 Bill Clinton

12 George W. Bush

Picture Section

Notes

Acknowledgements

Select Bibliography

Picture Credits

Index

Copyright


About the Book

The twentieth century has been called ‘the American Century’. Not since the days of the Roman emperors has there been such a succession of rulers holding the fate of the world in their hands. Now, award-winning biographer Nigel Hamilton gives us the lives of the twelve men, from Franklin D. Roosevelt to George W. Bush, who presided over America’s imperial fortunes – the good, the bad and the truly awful.


How did these American Caesars reach the White House? What were the challenges they faced when they got there and how did they meet them? And who were these men in their private lives?


Compulsively readable, packed with unforgettable characters as well as stories, lessons and revelations, American Caesars is essential reading for our times.
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Preface

Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus – known as Suetonius – had written a whole series of biographies of Roman poets, orators and historians (The Lives of Illustrious Men) when the idea came to him, early in the second century AD, to address the first twelve Caesars of Rome. Beginning with the dictator Julius Caesar, he recounted the lives of emperors Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, Nero, Galba, Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian, Titus and Domitian.

The result was The Twelve Caesars, which became a classic of classical times: a virtuoso imperial portrait gallery by a distinguished author, remarkable not only for its frank, often salacious accounts (in contrast to contemporary commemorations) of Rome’s emperors, but also because the twelve men whose lives he chronicled were the embodiment – both good and awful – of Rome’s greatest century and a half, between 49 BC and AD 96.

As Roman hegemony became more contested in the second century AD, and ultimately fractured into the decline and fall that Gibbon later chronicled, Suetonius’ extraordinary work only increased in interest. Some of his chosen Caesars had been deified, but Suetonius showed little reverence for the divine, preferring to chronicle their lives as human beings, each with his own story from birth to supreme power. His emperors were thus portrayed not as sanctified icons, but as distinctive individuals, often effective but also perverse – ruthless characters whom Suetonius treated fairly, without needing to curtsey. Here was the prototype of Lytton Strachey’s later masterpiece, Eminent Victorians, published in 1918, but without the need for irony, and unforgettable not only as portraits, but because the selected group personified the ‘beautiful and the base’ that Dr Johnson later saw as essential facets of ‘useful’ biography rather than hagiography. Bucking the contemporary approach taken by Greek and Roman biographers, moreover, Suetonius divided each portrait into three parts: first an account of how the Caesar rose to power; then his public life as emperor; and finally, an account of the emperor’s private life.

Fast-forward to today. Though few US citizens care for the word ‘empire’ to describe their own country, American historians have reluctantly begun to accept the designation, since by most indices – military, economic and cultural – the United States has incontrovertibly been the world’s dominant hegemony since its entry into World War II in 1941. With its massive rearmament programme, its struggle to defeat Hitler’s Third Reich and fascism, and its use of the atom bomb to defeat the Japanese Empire, it stepped up to the plate in defence of democracy. Then, after the war’s end, it did not turn away from international leadership as it had done after World War I, but undertook a role as ongoing guardian of its allies and those countries which espoused democratic values – and also some that didn’t, as long as it was in America’s interest to do so. Isolationism thus died, and the United States attempted, as best it could, to maintain a Pax Americana, or liberal peace, across much of the post-war world, using its economic, military, diplomatic and even subversive power. At times the Pax turned distinctly belligerent, as it did under presidents Truman, Johnson, Nixon, Bush Sr and Bush Jr – indeed, by the beginning of the twenty-first century, a presidential adviser at the imperial court could shamelessly tell reporters: ‘We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality.’1 Overseas US military bases increased from fourteen in 1938 to more than a thousand in the new millennium.2

In writing this account of the last twelve American presidents and using, somewhat loosely, the words ‘Caesars’, ‘imperial’ and ‘empire’, my object is not to scorn the difficulties which the United States has faced and still faces today. Rather, my purpose is to look back over the past six decades since the United States became the world’s foremost military and economic power, and to shine a spotlight on the men who have led their often unruly nation on its post-World War II ‘imperial’ journey. Although there have been empires and emperors aplenty in the world since Roman times, I doubt there has been a succession of such remarkable individuals who have launched and led a hegemony as potent as that of the United States, paralleling the might of the Roman Empire.

Who were they, then, these American ‘Caesars’? How did they get to be president? How did they confront the challenges of empire once they got there? How effectively did they assert their growing power in the Oval Office, in the role that came to be called the ‘imperial presidency’? How authoritatively did they assert Pax Americana through the long years of Cold War, and thereafter? And what, for good or ill, was the course of their private lives? These are the questions I have sought to answer, as a biographer, within the context of recent American and global history. Of the twelve men who held the office of US president from the onset of World War II, four showed undoubted (to me) greatness. As in ancient Rome some American Caesars started wars; others ended them. Some authorized assassination attempts on foreign leaders threatening American hegemony; almost all became victims of assassination attempts; one was actually murdered in office. But from the time of America’s entry into World War II, each president was required, on a world stage, to show leadership – and it is the quality of each one’s imperial leadership that I have tried to judge in American Caesars.

Each chapter tells the story of a human journey, as its protagonist makes his way to the heart of American power, and there confronts the salient challenges of his time. The book begins with the greatest of American emperors, the Caesar Augustus of his time: President Franklin D. Roosevelt. It continues with the lives of his great successors, Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy; then examines the lives of Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton; and ends with arguably the worst of all the American Caesars, George W. Bush, and his deputy Dick Cheney, who wilfully and recklessly destroyed so much of the moral basis of American leadership in the modern world.

Where the American Empire will go from here – how long it will last, as it competes with other, rising empires, and how it will manage its epic struggle to embrace the values enshrined in its great Constitution – is not for me to predict. In the meantime there are too many lessons to be learned from the lives of these twelve men to neglect or forget them. The reader will not necessarily agree with my judgements, embedded in these life stories. The reader will also have his or her own views on which of the twelve American Caesars (and deputy Caesars) most resemble Suetonius’ heroes – or his tyrants such as Tiberius, Caligula and Nero. Whether we like it or not, however, these were the men chosen, one after another, to lead the United States in what will be regarded as its greatest days in the role of dominant world superpower. They surely deserve to be seen, as Suetonius saw their Roman forebears, unflinchingly and yet with charity, together with their private lives that remind us, in their affections, how intensely human and individual they were, despite the great burdens they undertook on behalf of the empire.

That said, let us begin with the greatest Caesar of all.
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Part One: The Road to the White House

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30, 1882, at Springwood, Hyde Park, a grand estate overlooking the Hudson River, seventy-five miles above New York City. The birth of the ten-pound baby, which lasted twenty-six hours, almost killed his mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt. Because of the difficult parturition she was advised not to have more children.

FDR was suckled at his mother’s breast – unusual at the time – and was kept in dresses and long curls until the age of five, schooled at home, wore kilts, and then pants for the first time at age seven. He had his first bath alone at age nine. In Washington DC, President Cleveland patted FDR’s curly head and, reflecting on the burdens of the Oval Office, pronounced ‘a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be president of the United States.’1

The wish would not be granted.

Mr and Mrs James Roosevelt doted on FDR – so much so, they made do with private tutors and took him with them to Europe, visiting it no less than eight times in FDR’s first fourteen years. It was only then, reluctantly, they let him go to his first full-time school, Groton, three years later than his contemporaries. They had forbidden him to try for entry to naval college at Annapolis, saying they would miss him too much if he went to sea.

The sea, nevertheless, became part of FDR’s lifeblood. Mr James, as his father was known to all, had built a summer home in 1883 off the coast of Maine on the island of Campobello, and there FDR learned to sail, being given his first yacht, the New Moon, at age sixteen, as well as Alfred Thayer Mahan’s works on the influence of sea power in history. He began a collection of stamps, stuffed birds, naval prints and books, all of which he catalogued meticulously.

At Harvard FDR finished his four-year degree course in three, and became a much admired editor-in-chief of the university newspaper, the Crimson. He had a fine singing voice, learned nothing by rote, but instead developed from an early age a surprisingly independent mind, confident in his own opinions, and positive in his outlook on life. Standing 6′ 2″ tall, he towered over most of his contemporaries; handsome, energetic, blessed with a genial sense of humour, yet as happy alone as with companions.

The secret of FDR’s early success was his mother, Sara. On Mr James’ death in 1900 FDR inherited half his father’s financial estate, from which he drew an annuity of $12,000, but Sara retained ownership of the Springwood mansion; moreover she controlled the principal of FDR’s inheritance. The following year, on the death of her own father she inherited a fortune of $1.2 million ($28 million in today’s money). A very rich widow, she avoided fortune hunters and rented an apartment in Boston, Massachusetts, to be close to her son across the Charles River, at Harvard. After graduating, he married in 1905 and Sara built him a house (which she continued to own) close to hers in Manhattan.

‘Nothing like keeping the name in the family’ remarked Republican President Theodore Roosevelt when he insisted on being allowed to give away his orphaned but wealthy niece, Eleanor Roosevelt, to her fifth cousin, FDR.2 It was Sara Delano, however, not Eleanor, who continued to be the linchpin of FDR’s rising career, socially, professionally and emotionally. Sara encouraged FDR not to overestimate his talents, but to use his abundant skills – his intelligence, charm, humour, education and connections – to make his way in the world beyond the inbred Roosevelts, just as her father had done when facing bankruptcy after the 1857 financial meltdown. She was, and remained all her life, FDR’s litmus test in considering his options. When he began to support the local Democratic Party, she supported his decision, recalling later that ‘I was one of the few sympathizers Franklin had among his own people. Many of our friends said it was a shame for so fine a young man to associate with “dirty” politicians.’3

So close was FDR to his mother, in fact, that he was almost rejected by the local Democratic Party as a mama’s boy. Asked by a state committeeman if he would like to run for the New York State legislature as an assemblyman in 1910, he responded he would first have to ask his mother. ‘Frank,’ the committeeman responded, as he looked up at the building where they’d parked, ‘the men that are looking out that window are waiting for an answer. They won’t like to hear that you had to ask your mother.’4

FDR never concealed his political ambition. A fellow law clerk at Carter, Ledyard and Milburn, who had also been at Harvard with FDR, recalled how, in 1907, FDR confided to his young colleagues he was determined to become president of the United States, like his uncle-in-law, and outlined the exact steps by which he would do so: a seat in the New York State Assembly, Assistant Secretary of the Navy, governor of New York, the White House. None mocked him; it seemed, as his colleague recalled, ‘entirely reasonable’.5

In fact Roosevelt stood for the New York State Senate rather than the Assembly – and won. His resounding victory made him, at age twenty-eight, a force to be reckoned with in the New York Democratic Party in 1911. However, in the same way that the Republican Party split between progressives and conservatives, so did the Democrats. FDR found himself a progressive, fighting the forces of corruption in his own party, known in New York as Tammany Hall.

Beaten in every fight for legislation and party appointments, it was only when FDR threw his support to the Democratic outsider, Governor Woodrow Wilson of New Jersey, in the 1912 presidential election that he was given his chance to leapfrog the closed ranks of Tammany Hall Democrats into the corridors of Washington power. Wilson won. As a reward for his help FDR was offered the posts of Assistant Secretary of the Treasury or the Navy. He chose the Navy.

FDR was the youngest man (at thirty) ever to hold the office. Like Winston Churchill – First Lord of the Admiralty in Britain at the time – FDR was energetic, impetuous, arrogant. His boss, Josephus Daniels, was a short, rumpled newspaper owner from Raleigh, North Carolina, who knew nothing of the sea or the navy, in fact was a pacifist and teetotaller who ordered naval officers’ messes to stop serving alcohol. Daniels did, though, know a lot about America and its people. While the European nations allowed power to devolve on to the military once war began, leaving their politicians powerless either to overrule the generals or to make peace, Daniels taught FDR the greatest lesson of the twentieth century: ‘the politicians’ must retain control of the generals, and must use that power wisely.

Under Daniels’ tutelage, FDR learned the exercise of political command. In peacetime the US Navy absorbed 20 per cent of America’s annual federal budget, employed 63,000 servicemen in all ranks, and provided employment for hundreds of thousands more in shipyards across the nation, with 197 ships on active service.6 When President Wilson reluctantly asked Congress to authorize national rearmament involving the building of 176 new ships – the biggest peacetime construction project in the nation’s history (ten battleships, a hundred submarines, six battle cruisers, fifty destroyers and ten light cruisers) – FDR applied his formidable energies to the task. Not only did he propose a Council of National Defense to oversee war production, but while Daniels was out of Washington he created, in September 1916, a 50,000-strong Naval Reserve. Thus, by the time President Wilson declared war on April 4, 1917, in response to the kaiser’s authorization of unrestricted submarine warfare against neutral countries, FDR was considered indispensable, and the president – narrowly re-elected in November 1916 – refused to hear of FDR’s request to join up as a naval officer. ‘Tell the young man to stay where he is’ Wilson instructed Daniels.7

In the 1880s the US economy had become the biggest in the world. With the surrender of the German armed forces at Compiègne on November 11, 1918, the United States finally established its claim to be a world empire in all but name, boasting an army of five million men and a navy of half a million, second only to that of the British Empire, once the German fleet was scuttled at Scapa Flow. America’s moral power, however, was founded in a revered Constitution, idealistic principles of justice and, in Wilson’s view, the ideal of self-determination by all nations. On his way to the Versailles Peace Conference, Wilson – welcomed by his Assistant Secretary of the Navy – was celebrated at Brest with banners reading ‘Hail the Champion of the Rights of Man’, and in Paris by two million people as ‘Wilson the Just’.

War-weariness in America, however, quickly set in, leading to renewed isolationism. On his return, President Wilson barnstormed across America to sell his League of Nations accord – the core of the Versailles Treaty – in the fall of 1919, but suffered first a minor and then a massive stroke. ‘He looked as if he were dead’ a White House usher recalled candidly, and although, over time, the president regained some speech and movement in his right arm, his new wife, Edith, kept him out of sight even of his secretaries.8

It was in these circumstances that, with the president clearly unable to run for a third term in the summer of 1920, the Assistant Secretary of the Navy put himself forward as a candidate for the number two place on the Democratic Party’s presidential ticket, next to the Ohio governor James M. Cox, and was nominated. He was only thirty-eight.

To launch their campaign, Cox and FDR went to the White House to meet President Wilson and get his blessing, Cox having agreed that the League of Nations would be, as FDR recalled, ‘the paramount issue’ of their platform, in deference to Wilson. ‘It was one of the most impressive scenes’, the Democratic vice-presidential nominee afterwards described, ‘I have ever witnessed.’9

The truth was rather different. Roosevelt had greeted the president in full health in France only a year before. Now, ‘as we came in sight of the portico, we saw the president in a wheelchair’, FDR later confided.10 A shawl covered President Wilson’s left arm, his head hung down, the left side of his face was paralyzed, and his words were barely audible. Without realizing it, FDR was staring at his own destiny.

Amazingly, the press declined to publish the truth of the president’s condition. Wilson was awarded that year’s Nobel Peace Prize (which he was too ill to collect). But the further west that FDR travelled as vice-presidential candidate, the more he recognized that the United States, a nation of immigrants, was not yet ready to assume the mantle and responsibilities of world leadership.

President Wilson’s aide, Joseph M. Tumulty, recalled the White House as the ‘loneliest place on election night’ in 1920. Not only were Cox and Roosevelt soundly defeated by the Republican senator, Warren G. Harding of Ohio – 404 to 127 in the Electoral College, and by almost two to one in the popular vote – but the vote was seen as a total ‘defeat of the solemn referendum on the League of Nations’. It was also the Democratic Party’s worst showing since the Civil War.

Roosevelt soon had his own medical disaster to face. Travelling to Campobello for his summer vacation in July 1921, he made good a promise he’d made to attend, as chairman of the New York Boy Scouts, a youth camp by the Hudson River. His enthusiasm and energy were infectious, but so was something else. In Maine, sailing and playing with his children, his legs gave way beneath him. The local doctor diagnosed a summer cold, while a nearby specialist, when summoned, a spinal clot. But with the lower half of FDR’s body paralyzed, his trusted aide, Louis Howe, wrote urgently to FDR’s uncle Fred in New York, telling him the symptoms. A diagnosis of polio was confirmed by the national authority on the disease the moment he reached the island of Campobello.

Polio changed FDR’s life. He had already begun planning a run for the US Senate in 1922. Unkind people now called him a cripple. Even his mother Sara thought he should retire to Springwood, Hyde Park, and become a country squire, though this seemed premature when he was only thirty-nine. There was no way, however, in which the illness could be kept from the public. On its front page the New York Times announced ‘F. D. ROOSEVELT ILL OF POLIOMYELITIS.’11

Since the majority of polio patients recovered at least partial use of their limbs, FDR’s team stressed to the media that the former vice-presidential candidate was heading towards recovery, not disability. This was untrue, but not wholly dishonest. Roosevelt’s willpower in learning to walk with two fourteen-pound steel braces holding him upright from his heels to his hips, mesmerized those who met him. When he swung himself forward on crutches to the podium at Madison Square Garden in New York to give the nominating speech for Governor Al Smith as candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination on June 26, 1924, no one dared breathe, as Frances Perkins – later Secretary of Labor – recalled. ‘Eight thousand delegates, alternates, and spectators watched spellbound while FDR fought his way across the stage, the personification of courage’ one biographer recounted.12 ‘When he finally reached the podium, unable to wave for fear of falling but flashing that famous smile, head thrown back, shoulders high, the Garden erupted with a thunderous ovation.’13

Four years later, in Houston, FDR again gave the nominating speech for Governor Smith – without crutches this time, and with 15,000 people in the audience, as well as radio microphones transmitting his speech. By using the arm of his son for support on one side, and a cane in his other hand, FDR gave the impression of mild, residual stiffness, but otherwise rude good health. A president, he declared in his lilting tenor voice, needed a ‘quality of soul’ that ‘makes him a strong help to those in sorrow or trouble, that quality which makes him not merely admired but loved by all of the people – the quality of sympathetic understanding of the human heart, or real interest in one’s fellow man.’14 He was extolling Smith, but the words applied much more to himself.

Asked to stand for the governorship of New York, FDR decided to take his chances, despite the fact that Wall Street was experiencing an unregulated, feverish speculation bonanza and he had no real hope of winning. ‘Mess is no name for it’ Louis Howe wired him.15 Speaking as many as fourteen times a day, Roosevelt criss-crossed the state, and finally went home to bed in Manhattan on election night, assuming he had lost the battle. He awoke to hear his mother shouting from the front door (she still lived in the next house) that he was governor-elect.

Inaugurated on January 1, 1929, Governor Roosevelt predicted neither the Great Crash that year, nor the Great Depression that followed. However, thanks to his farm and rehabilitation centre in Warm Springs, Georgia, FDR’s finger was on the pulse of American life in an unusual way. In the state capitol in Albany, the new governor responded to the economic collapse that took place as he had in his Navy Department days, using government purchasing power to modernize not a fleet but a state. He set up the first state commission in the nation to stabilize employment, and became the first governor in America to endorse unemployment insurance. He pushed for a massive electrification programme, stressed farm relief and employment projects. In 1930, running for re-election as governor, more than 90 per cent of registered voters went to the polls in New York City, giving FDR the largest win in New York history, as well as returning Democratic majorities in both houses of the state legislature. The way was clear to presidential nomination in 1932.

As national unemployment doubled to eight million, the bread and soup lines grew longer. FDR called the New York Assembly into special session, asking for an immediate $20 million to provide work, and where work was not feasible, ‘food against starvation’. President Hoover had claimed that ‘mutual self-help’ was the answer – principles which, if departed from, would strike at the very ‘roots of self-government’. By contrast, FDR claimed it was the duty of ‘modern society, acting through its government’ to prevent starvation as ‘a matter of social duty’. In August 1931, he set up a Temporary Emergency Relief Administration (TERA) to distribute state funding, and raised state income taxes. TERA would, over the following five years, assist 40 per cent of New York State residents, five million people – with 70 per cent returning to employment.16

FDR’s activist success was not appreciated by his rival, former New York Governor Al Smith. But with Democratic leaders across the country despairing of their losing streak in presidential elections since 1920, they wanted a winner, and early polls showed FDR as the only front-runner who could beat President Hoover in 1932. A scurrilous campaign to damn FDR’s chances on the grounds that he was physically unfit for the rigours of the presidency was scotched by a panel of distinguished doctors, given free access to Governor Roosevelt during his workday. They reported him ‘able to take more punishment than many men ten years younger’. When asked her own opinion, FDR’s wife, Eleanor, remarked sourly: ‘If the infantile paralysis didn’t kill him, the presidency won’t.’17

At Oglethorpe University in Georgia on May 22, 1932, FDR gave one of his most famous speeches. ‘Must the country remain hungry and jobless while raw materials stand unused and factories idle?’ he asked, and gave his famous answer: ‘The country needs, the country demands, bold, persistent experimentation. Take a method and try it. If it fails admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.’18

Imaginative, pragmatic, non-partisan and activist in his response to a growing national emergency: this was Roosevelt’s contribution to the history of democracy, at a time when more draconian solutions were being aired in Europe and the Far East.

For President Herbert Hoover, the 1932 election campaign proved a fiasco. The self-made millionaire and former mining engineer lost to FDR by almost seven million votes out of a record forty million cast. Huge new Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress, moreover, meant that no Republican filibuster would suffice to stop the president-elect’s New Deal programme, once his official inauguration took place in March 1933. A bullet, however, could – and nearly did, when an unemployed Italian bricklayer in Miami, having bought a handgun at a local pawnshop, took aim at the president-elect, sitting in his open, parked car as he talked to the Chicago mayor, Anton Cermak. A spectator swung her purse and deflected his shot. Cermak was mortally wounded: FDR was unscathed.

Part Two: The Presidency

‘This great Nation will endure as it has endured,’ declared the 32nd president in his historic inaugural speech on March 4, 1933, ‘will revive and will prosper. So first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself – nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.’

Those who scorned FDR’s words as empty rhetoric received a rude awakening. Summoning Congress back into emergency session, the new president made good on his promise: using the federal government to put capitalism back on its feet. Issuing a proclamation closing the nation’s banks, he sought the means to keep them solvent. Within days he had it; the government would issue the money, backed not by gold but by its own security. The ruse worked. A week later – after federal scrutiny – banks reopened, with federal insurance backing them, and they stayed open. The dollar soared. ‘Capitalism’, as Raymond Moley, one of FDR’s ‘brain trust’, remarked, ‘was saved in eight days.’19

In a series of initiatives he pushed through with the cooperation of Republicans and Democrats, as well as the support of the nation’s state governors and the press, FDR then kept Congress in session – repealing Prohibition, increasing farm incomes by tackling surpluses (paying for the reduction by special taxes), refinancing farm mortgages threatened by foreclosure, and creating a Civilian Conservation Corps that would offer employment to three million young people. ‘It smacks of fascism, of Hitlerism, of a form of sovietism’ the president of the American Federation of Labor complained, afraid the measure would depress ordinary workers’ wages. But the Boy Scout in Franklin Roosevelt would not back down. Some 2,500 camps across the nation were set up, FDR taking the president of the AFL to see the first of them, that summer, in Shenandoah National Park.

The creation of the CCC presaged the creation of the Federal Emergency Relief Agency, assisting seventeen million people that year, with a staff of only 121. A public works bill was also put before Congress, with $3.3 billion of federal stimulus funding approved by June 16, 1933, less than a hundred days since FDR entered the White House.

Regulation of Wall Street, the revival of the Tennessee Valley hydroelectric programme stalled since its opening in World War I, in deference to the objection that it offered unfair federal competition with private energy companies – and the creation of a Homeowners’ Loan Corporation to rescue the collapsing housing market; these and other measures added to the president’s remarkable domestic achievement. A week after the inauguration, the president had also begun broadcasting ‘fireside chats’ in which, via radio, he explained to listeners across America in articulate yet homey language what he was seeking to do, and why. Instantly, a new bond was established between the president and the public. What surprised listeners most was Roosevelt’s sheer energy, confidence, humour and faith, a testament both to his indomitable courage as a paraplegic, and his positive temperament. As his mother Sara put it, his ‘disposition is such that he can accept responsibilities and not let them wear him out’.20

In contrast to Adolf Hitler – who was granted full emergency powers by the German Reichstag on March 23, 1933, and who in his first days as dictator announced he would rule Germany with an iron, anti-Semitic fist (‘Treason towards the nation and the people shall in future be stamped out with ruthless barbarity’ Hitler declared, as he ordered the rounding up of his political opponents, to be held in concentration camps) – FDR’s first Hundred Days showed America and the world that democracy could be saved, without barbarism.

Try as the Republican right did, it was difficult to portray as a mad fascist, or as a Nazi or Soviet dictator, a patrician president working so closely with the nation’s Congress and governors. Four of Roosevelt’s senior cabinet members were Republicans, and the president went out of his way to show he was not parti pris, but party-free. He took the United States off the gold standard, insisted on balancing the national budget, cut the pay of government officials – including himself – and radiated courage, optimism and confidence. Marxist historians who interpreted history as the implacable movement of economic and social forces would never be able to explain the impact made by a single such individual, drawn from the ‘landed gentry’, who marshalled the positive energies of his nation, rather than the punitive.

The November 1934 midterm elections returned even larger Democratic majorities in both House and Senate. With that fair wind FDR announced the Securities and Exchange Commission, the new regulatory agency for Wall Street, and a revolutionary federal programme to provide unemployment pay, sick pay and old-age pensions. ‘Keep it simple’, FDR ordered his Secretary of Labor. ‘So simple that everybody will understand it.’21 To fend off opposition and make sure the programme could never be derailed by later congressional budget manoeuvres, he made it self-financing through contributions by employers and employees rather than the government. Signed by the president on August 14, 1935, the Social Security Act became FDR’s signature domestic achievement as president of the United States, and a demonstration to both fascists and Communists across the world that there was a middle way.22

Social-security legislation was followed by the Works Progress Administration, whereby Congress gave FDR power to disburse $4.8 billion to employ ‘the maximum number of persons in the shortest time possible’. Using the Army Corps of Engineers, his chief overseer, Harry Hopkins, set to work, employing 8.5 million people over the following eight years and injecting $11 billion into the working economy. Without being aware of it, FDR was in fact rehearsing the nation for the moment when the US government would have to administer an even bigger programme: the manning of a military empire.

Unemployment was cut by two thirds, national income rose 50 per cent, industrial production doubled, stock prices went up, as did corporate profits and farm income. The Rural Electrification Administration Act of 1935 appealed to those outside the cities, while the Wagner Act, recognizing (in the wake of growing violence in San Francisco, Minneapolis and Toledo) workers’ rights to unionize, appealed to urban industrial voters. Criticized by economists for his employment initiatives, rather than the provision of a dole, FDR was unrepentant. ‘That is true’ he allowed, with regard to his rejection of a weekly handout rather than federally funded employment. ‘But the men who tell me that’, he pointed out, ‘have, unfortunately, too little contact with the true America to realize most Americans want to give something for what they get. That something, which in this case is honest work, is the saving barrier between them and moral degradation.’23

FDR’s empathy with the lot of ordinary Americans was the quality that raised him head and shoulders above his contemporaries. At the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia in June 1936, a crowd of 100,000, as well as half the population of America who owned radios, listened as the president – who fell on the way to the podium when one of his leg braces failed to lock tight – was lifted back on to his feet and gave thanks to those who had helped defeat the Depression. Candidly and with humility he acknowledged the mistakes made along the way. ‘Governments can err. Presidents do make mistakes’ he acknowledged. But there was, he said, echoing Dante, a difference between ‘the sins of the cold-blooded and the sins of the warm-hearted’. As he put it – thinking of former president Herbert Hoover, who was currently stomping across the country in an attempt to recast his own bruised legend – ‘Better the occasional faults of a government that lives in a spirit of charity than the consistent omissions of a government frozen in the ice of its own indifference.’ Then, lowering his voice a register, FDR came to the words that would define his presidency: ‘To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is asked. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.’

For ten long minutes the cheering overwhelmed the rhetoric in the formal start to an election that again made history when, on November 3, 1936, FDR won by the largest margin in electoral annals to that date: carrying 523 electoral votes to Governor Alf Landon’s eight, and trouncing his opponent by a margin of more than eleven million votes in the popular vote.

Father Coughlin, who had helped launch a new party to split Roosevelt’s support, had boasted he would ‘teach’ the public ‘how to hate’. ‘Religion and patriotism,’ Coughlin urged Congressman Lemke and the new Union Party, ‘keep going on that. It’s the only way you can get them really “het up”’ – a view that so alarmed Pope Pius XI that he dispatched Cardinal Pacelli to America to calm concerns over Coughlin’s increasingly anti-Semitic invective.24 Fortunately for Roosevelt, however, the Union Party’s showing proved even worse on election night than that of the Republican Party.

Roosevelt’s second term, ironically, proved as disappointing as his first had been inspiring. Not only did his Supreme Court-packing agenda fail miserably (as well as proving unnecessary, once vacancies on the court allowed FDR to nominate his own replacements), but he backed off his great economic stimulus package at the point of its maximum success, fearing inflation and loss of control over the national deficit. The result was a balanced budget, but a new recession. Unionization in big industrial plants such as the Republic steelworks in South Chicago led to brutality and mass murder by the police, with FDR caught in the metaphorical middle. Similarly, an anti-lynching bill split the Democratic Party in the South, and the president, for all his sympathy for the black cause, was loath to intervene lest he lose his traditional Dixiecrat base, should southern Democrats turn to the Republicans. The stock market crashed, unemployment rose by two million in two months, and the president suddenly seemed mortal again – unsure whether to restimulate the economy or sit tight.

By the spring of 1938, as the ‘Roosevelt recession’ worsened, FDR was finally persuaded to abandon his balanced budget demands, and instead revive the Public Works Administration, as well as the Works Progress Administration, with billions of dollars in new federal spending. This duly did the Keynesian trick – though not swiftly enough to avoid a midterm election reverse for Democrats in Congress, the party losing eighty-one seats in the House, eight in the Senate, and thirteen governorships across the country. The outlook for FDR, if he wished to run again for the presidency in 1940, looked unpromising.

It was at this juncture, however, that foreign affairs began to play a major part in the role of the American president, for the first time since Republicans refused to ratify the League of Nations and the United States opted out of a global role in the post-World War I universe.

Roosevelt had recognized the USSR in 1933, and withdrawn American troops from Haiti as part of his ‘Good Neighbor’ policy, but American appeasement seemed only to encourage war elsewhere, not halt it. When Japanese troops invaded China and their warplanes deliberately attacked and sank the USS Panay at anchor in the Yangtse River in December 1937, neither Congress nor the American navy seemed anxious to retaliate. Instead, the State Department sent the Japanese government a bill! This the Japanese happily paid.

In Europe, the same was the case. Neutrality Acts forbade the trading of American war materials with belligerents, let alone American military intervention, unless with congressional approval. Annual immigration quotas had been set by Congress in 1924, with no caveats for refugees, and remained unaltered despite the worsening situation in Europe. No effort was made by the US to make an issue of General Franco’s insurgency, backed militarily by Italian and German forces, against the elected Spanish Republican government. American impotence to intervene abroad was illustrated yet again when Hitler annexed Austria with impunity on March 11, 1938, then went on to challenge the major European powers by threatening war if western Czechoslovakia (which included the Sudetenland) was not also ceded to the Nazi Third Reich.

The fact was, with only 185,000 men in its army, the United States of America now ranked a lowly eighteenth on the scale of military forces in the world. It could do nothing to help Britain, France and Russia in protesting Hitler’s opportunism, even had Congress wished. ‘We in the United States do not seek to impose on any other people either our way of life or our internal government’ FDR assured the international community. ‘But we are determined’, he warned, ‘to maintain and protect that way of life and form of government for ourselves.’ Beyond offering help to Canada if it was attacked, however, the truth was that the president of the United States was, thanks to public sentiment and congressional pusillanimity, powerless: an extraordinary reversal of its situation at the end of World War I.

‘It’s a terrible thing to look over your shoulder when you are trying to lead’, FDR told one of his speechwriters, who was Jewish, ‘– and to find no one there.’25 News of Kristallnacht in November 1938 shocked Americans. ‘I myself could scarcely believe such things could occur in a twentieth-century civilization’ FDR commented, but outrage led neither to higher immigration quotas for Jewish refugees, nor to a change in American isolationist sentiment.26 Protected by the Atlantic, the New World seemed to be severing its links with the Old.

With Hitler’s march into the rest of Czechoslovakia and seizure of Prague in March 1939, the situation resembled, as Winston Churchill memorably commented, ‘feeding the crocodiles’. German troops duly drove into Poland on September 1, 1939, from the west, followed two weeks later by Russian troops advancing from the east as part of a Nazi– Soviet Pact. To Hitler’s surprise, however, Britain declared war in order to honour its agreement to aid Poland, followed by France. World war was now unleashed – with the United States, as in 1914, on the sidelines.

FDR’s experience in the Navy Department under Josephus Daniels in World War I now became invaluable. By remaining neutral in Europe’s struggle, rather than rushing in, the United States had been able to intercede in 1917 with decisive effect. FDR’s approach therefore mirrored that of President Wilson twenty-five years before: declaring a steadfast faith in democracy, but avoiding any commitment abroad, while quietly increasing American preparedness, should war be forced upon the United States.

For FDR, this ‘phony war’ period became perhaps the greatest trial of his political life. France, Britain and Russia had all held firm in the face of German military attack in 1914, but would they do so now, in the face of modern air warfare and German troops, sent into battle by a ruthless Nazi dictator? American aviator Charles Lindbergh thought not, as did Roosevelt’s ambassador to London, Joseph P. Kennedy. Their defeatist views were amply confirmed when Hitler overran Denmark and Norway in April 1940, then invaded Holland, Belgium and France on May 10. No Battle of the Marne came to save the Allies. Instead, surrounded on three sides, the British Army was authorized by the new prime minister, Winston Churchill, to evacuate at Dunkirk, and several weeks later Marshal Pétain surrendered on behalf of a provisional French government in Vichy. This left Hitler master of western and central Europe by sheer force of arms, only six years since becoming chancellor of a bankrupt Weimar Republic, facing massive unemployment.

‘I suppose Churchill was the best man in England’ FDR said, reluctantly acknowledging King George VI’s wisdom in choosing Winston Churchill rather than Lord Halifax to be prime minister, ‘even if he was drunk half of his time.’27 The president found it difficult to forget Churchill’s snooty attitude when FDR had tried to visit British Admiralty units on behalf of the US Navy Department in 1916, and then in person in London at a banquet in 1918. Now, however, their roles were reversed: Churchill (who had conveniently forgotten his faux pas) begged for material US assistance in pleading telegrams each day.

President Hoover would have scoffed, but Roosevelt was torn. It was an election year, and although the public remained predominantly isolationist, the president found it hard to take pride in one form of democratic life in North America, yet turn his back on it in Europe. Churchill might be an alcoholic, but Hitler was far worse: a ‘madman’, as FDR had called him already in 1933, drunk with power.28 The president made up his mind to assist Churchill, as far as he could, overruling his ambassador in London, and treating Britain as an outpost of the US.

This was the turning point in the history of American Empire and the modern world, as the president chose to align the United States with the one major surviving, embattled democracy left in combat in Europe in the summer of 1940. The president had made General George C. Marshall, who had served on the staff of General Pershing in World War I, head of the US Army. Within weeks of the fall of France, under a ‘cash and carry’ bill he had pushed Congress to pass the previous autumn, FDR and Marshall more than made up for the weapons British troops had left at Dunkirk. From London, Ambassador Kennedy continued to predict defeat for England, but the aerial Battle of Britain – equivalent to the Battle of the Marne in 1914 – ended Hitler’s hopes of a swift German invasion that summer. With the Luftwaffe’s failure in the air, the course of the war became a matter not of blitzkrieg but of attrition; a war Hitler knew from his economic and military advisors he could not win, yet would not as Führer relinquish.

Whether FDR could win re-election for a third term in November 1940, meanwhile, was far from a foregone conclusion. The president was still only fifty-eight, but his long struggle with polio and his eight taxing years in the presidency, leading his country out of the Depression, had worn him out. In February he had suffered what his doctor called ‘a very slight heart attack’, falling unconscious across the table. He’d already signed a contract to be contributing editor of Collier’s magazine after he left the White House (at $75,000 per year), and had confided to the Teamsters union president ‘I am tired. I really am. I can’t be president again.’ He wanted to ‘have a rest’ and to ‘write history’, not have to make it. ‘No, I just can’t do it.’29 But with the war in Europe heating up, and calls from Chicago that there were ‘nine hundred leaderless delegates milling about like worried sheep waiting for the inspiration of leadership that only you can give them’, he had to accede.30 FDR thus became the first elected president in American history to be nominated as his party’s candidate for a third consecutive term in office.

The autumn of 1940, FDR knew, would determine America’s survival, as he struggled to stop isolationist sentiment across America from preventing his re-election. In August he announced he favoured a selective military service bill or draft, to increase the nation’s defence forces – the first ever in peacetime. If Wendell Willkie, chairman of the largest utility holding company and the Republican presidential nominee, had chosen to denounce the president’s proposal at that point, he might well have carried the election, such was the nervousness in the country about being dragged into a war that seemed unwinnable for the democracies in Europe. ‘I would rather not win the election than do that’ Willkie nobly declared, however.31 Congress passed the Selective Service Bill in September, and by October, 1940, some sixteen million Americans between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five were registered for a year’s military training.

From a mere 189,000 men America’s tiny army would grow by the following summer to 1.4 million. Willkie, seeing his polls slide, was urged by his Republican advisers to try a dirty tricks strategy accusing the president of ‘secret agreements’ to take America into war if he were re-elected. This time Willkie cooperated, and immediately the polls swung in his favour as the ‘peace candidate’. Stung, the president travelled to Philadelphia. There, in the cradle of American constitutional democracy, he gave a ringing, categorical denial of the charges. ‘There is no secret treaty, no secret obligation, no secret commitment, no secret understanding in any shape or form, direct or indirect, with any other government, to involve this nation in any war or for any other purpose’ the president declared.32 And to nail down the lid on Willkie’s coffin, he proclaimed in Boston, where the American Revolution had begun: ‘I have said before, but I shall say it again and again and again. Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.’33

‘That hypocritical son of a bitch. This is going to beat me’ Willkie sighed as he listened to his opponent on the radio.34 It did. On November 5, 1940, FDR won his third presidential election with fifty million people voting, the largest number in American history. The president received 449 electoral votes to Willkie’s meagre eighty-two, and in the popular vote FDR won five million more ballots than Willike. It was not quite the landslide of 1936, but given the isolationist temper of the times in America, it was a magnificent achievement. With selective military service launched and Congress authorizing massive supplementary funding for military production, the US would be in a position not only to defend itself if it was attacked, but to intervene where and when the president and Congress decided.

In 1936, in addressing domestic policy, Roosevelt had spoken of America’s ‘rendezvous with destiny’. Now, abjuring as an ‘obvious delusion’ the isolationist notion of America as ‘a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force’, as he put it in the summer of 1940, he saw a second destiny: that America should rise not only to the challenge of modern social equality and dignity in a free capitalist society, but gird itself to become the world’s leading power in international affairs, once its defence forces were rebuilt.35 For that to happen, he needed Britain to hold out against the Nazi offensive. At Churchill’s request he therefore not only pushed through a naval-destroyers-for-bases deal, by which fifty mothballed American World War I destroyers could be traded with Britain for strategically important military garrison rights in the western hemisphere, but pressed Congress to ignore Britain’s impending bankruptcy and continue to supply it on unspecified credit, or ‘Lend-Lease’.

Roosevelt’s Lend-Lease proposal was bitterly opposed by many Republicans, even by Democrats like Joseph P. Kennedy, the US ambassador to Britain. But by flattering Kennedy – who left his post in London to exert pressure on FDR and sink Lend-Lease as wasted money (‘Democracy is finished in England’) – the president was able to pressure Congress into passing the bill, while keeping America out of the war.

Speaking to the nation, the president’s fireside chat of December 29, 1940, provided a vivid example of the difference between the everyday democratic values expressed by the elected leader of America in the White House and the venomous, mesmerizing rhetoric of Adolf Hitler. ‘The experience of the past two years has proven beyond doubt that no nation can appease the Nazis’ FDR explained – and poured cold water on the notion of an American ‘negotiated peace’ with Hitler, such as Ambassador Kennedy was proposing.36 ‘Nonsense! Is it a negotiated peace if a gang of outlaws surrounds your community and on threat of extermination makes you pay tribute to save your skins?’ he asked listeners. Hitler was not only clinically insane, but implacable. ‘No man can tame a tiger into a kitten by stroking it. There can be no appeasement with ruthlessness’ the president declared. ‘If Britain goes down, the Axis powers will control the continents of Europe, Asia, Africa, Australasia, and the high seas – and they will be in a position to bring enormous military and naval resources against this hemisphere.’ In that case, ‘Crawling into bed and pulling the cover over our heads’ was no answer. ‘The people of Europe who are defending themselves do not ask us to do their fighting. They ask us for the implements of war,’ he spelled out, ‘the planes, the tanks, the guns that will enable them to fight for their liberty and for our security.’ And with that the president used the phrase that would redefine the status of the United States in 1941: ‘the arsenal of democracy’.37

Several days later, in his State of the Union address, the president raised the stakes still further, urging Americans to lift their sights from mercantilism to a restatement of fundamental democratic principles, setting out what became known as ‘the essential Four Freedoms’ of modern democratic life: the freedoms of speech and of worship, from want and from fear.38

Lend-Lease, endorsed by Wendell Willkie, was signed by Roosevelt into law on March 11, 1941 – not only the largest congressional appropriation in American history but, as FDR put it, ‘the end of any attempts at appeasement’.39

Appeasement might be over as a policy for the United States, but entering the war was a different issue. Eighty-one per cent of Americans still opposed American involvement. As German troops went on to invade Greece, the cradle of western civilization, after overrunning Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, Churchill again appealed to Roosevelt to join Britain as an ally and declare war on Nazi Germany, to no avail. Using paratroopers, Hitler’s Wehrmacht even seized Crete, birthplace of Zeus and considered an impregnable island, dominating the Mediterranean. With General Rommel racing his Panzerarmee across North Africa towards Tobruk, and the Mediterranean controlled by Axis air power, the future for democracy looked bleak, even if the US were to declare war.

In view of Hitler’s blitzkrieg success, then, the question arose: were isolationists such as Ambassador Kennedy, Colonel Lindbergh, Senator Burton K. Wheeler and Herbert Hoover right? Was Britain doomed? Between them, Hitler’s Third Reich, Mussolini’s Italian Empire, and Stalin’s Soviet Union would in that case become the ultimate masters of a modern industrial, militarized, totalitarian Europe.

As if to prove the wisdom of Roosevelt’s warning about stroking tigers, however, Hitler now shocked the world – though not intelligence services – by attacking his own ally, Russia. Beginning before dawn on the same day of the same month in which Napoleon had once attacked Russia, June 22, almost four million German troops, marshalled in 180 infantry and Panzer divisions, crossed the German–Soviet border in 1941, and made for Leningrad, Moscow, Minsk and the Crimea, executing Russian political commissars and Jews as they went, and herding hundreds of thousands of bewildered Soviet soldiers into captivity.

For FDR, Hitler’s apparent success, though welcomed by many in America as a blow against Bolshevism, only increased the threat of Nazism – the more so if, as Hitler was requesting, Japan were also to declare and wage war on Russia in the Far East, forcing the Soviets to fight on two fronts. The Japanese would thereby increase their growing hegemony in the Far East, following their invasions of China and Indochina, while Hitler would become the undisputed master of all Europe and Russia. The United States of America would then be forced into yet further isolation, indeed be pressed to start appeasement negotiations with the Third Reich and the Empire of Japan, in a new Munich.

The fate of the democratic world now rested, to an extraordinary extent, in one man’s hands. Mulling over the situation, President Roosevelt sent word via his emissary Harry Hopkins to Prime Minister Churchill that he’d like to meet him – in secret. Their ‘summit’ aboard the battleships Augusta and Prince of Wales in Placentia Bay, off the coast of Newfoundland, early in August 1941, infuriated Hitler, who felt upstaged; but it disappointed Churchill too.

Churchill had assumed Roosevelt would not have suggested such a meeting – fraught with danger for the prime minister in avoiding German U-boats as he sailed across the Atlantic with his senior staff – unless the president ‘contemplated some further forward step’: namely an announcement of America’s entry into the war, on the British Empire’s side, and that of the Soviet Union, too, in resisting fascism.40 However, though the two leaders clasped hands and began their summit by calling each other ‘Winston’ and ‘Franklin’, and though they lunched, dined and sang rousing English hymns together, and though they reviewed the global scenario in considerable detail, and though FDR made sympathetic noises, no formal commitment was given by the president beyond further Lend-Lease aid and a decision, in the light of the recent dispatch of US Marines to help defend Iceland, that the Atlantic Ocean between the United States and Iceland would be declared an American maritime security zone, patrolled by US warships. Beyond that, FDR would not go. Instead, the president proposed, they should jointly issue a declaration of principles.

Principles? Churchill was driven almost apopletic with rage. Buoyed by a report from an emissary to Moscow whom he trusted, however, the president was certain that both Russian and British forces would hold out. He was therefore determined to step into the shoes of President Wilson, whose ‘Fourteen Points’ had been the only explicit statement of war aims presented by any side in World War I. Where Wilson had produced his document in January 1918, ten months after America’s declaration of war, however, FDR wanted his charter to precede America’s entry into the world conflict, and thus inspire not only those peoples still holding out against the tide of Nazi aggression, but the American public. To Churchill’s chagrin, therefore, Roosevelt insisted in the joint declaration that there be no post-war territorial gains coveted by, or given to, the US or Britain; that any alteration in national boundaries should only take place by consent of the peoples concerned; and that all peoples – including those in the colonies – had the right to self-determination. This sent ice running through Churchill’s veins.

Churchill’s dream of the continuation of the British Empire, with the ongoing subjection of India, Burma, Singapore, Malaya and other colonies in Africa, the Middle East and the Far East, was thus shaken. FDR himself stood behind the American version of the declaration, however, and Churchill, desperate for America to become a participating ally (Field Marshal Smuts, his strategic adviser, had reported that the war against Germany could never be won without American intervention), was forced to present the document to his cabinet in London as a fait accompli.41 The joint declaration henceforth became known as the Atlantic Charter, without even a commitment that the US would fight. It was on Roosevelt’s part a masterstroke, though a bitter pill for the beleaguered British prime minister to swallow, as he read newspaper reports of what the president had told reporters on his return to Washington: the US was no closer to ‘entering the war’ as a result of the summit.42

The Atlantic Charter, though never formally signed, spelled the end of British colonial imperialism – indeed the imminent end of Britain as a world power. As Roosevelt congratulated himself when telling his wife about his trip, Churchill had been ‘the orator’, but he had been the realist.43

Because Roosevelt did not survive World War II, he was unable to write his memoirs; whereas Churchill, purloining most of Downing Street’s secret documents, was able later to portray himself, in his multi-volume history of the war, as the master strategist of ultimate Allied victory. Despite Churchill’s undoubted moral and physical courage, this was to say the least debatable.

In truth, FDR exhibited a far better feel for the likely course the war would follow than Churchill, indeed than any senior politician in the world. With his now legendary powers of persuasion he had gone before Congress to get the Selective Service Act renewed and extended to eighteen months. Congress responded by passing the measure by only a single vote on August 12, against growing resistance from isolationists. Meanwhile the president accelerated war production of planes, tanks, guns, ships and munitions to the point where, unhampered by bombs or invading armies, US output of material in 1942, as a still neutral country, promised to dwarf that of all belligerents combined. If Russia and Britain could survive until the winter, the US would thus be in a position, FDR calculated, to intervene decisively, and thereby emerge as the master of the post-war universe; an economic and military mastery that would, thanks to the Atlantic Charter, be predicated on moral principles.

Roosevelt’s political, strategic, industrial and diplomatic skill in guiding the US not only on the sidelines of a world war, but with a clearly articulated moral framework for the world that would come thereafter, was – and remains – perhaps the greatest example of presidential leadership in American history. To the relief of those like Frances Perkins who feared the clash of prima donnas in Placentia Bay, the president had afterwards remarked that he’d liked Churchill, indeed had found him much improved since 1918. ‘I’m sure that he’s got a greater mind than he had twenty years ago’ he remarked of the prime minister. ‘He’s got a more developed mind.’44 If this was true of Churchill, it was doubly so of Roosevelt. By extending his American security zone as far as Iceland in the summer of 1941, and by then placing an embargo on oil exports to Japan, the president now turned the screw on the Axis alliance, challenging both the Third Reich and the Empire of the Rising Sun to respond in the only way they knew how: by force of arms, thus giving the United States a casus belli that would turn the isolationist tide at home.

Bogged down in his titanic struggle to crush the Soviet Union’s armies before winter, Hitler was forced to cede control of the western Atlantic to the US Navy, and he gave U-boat captains direct orders to avoid any incident that might provoke an American declaration of war. Japan was equally loath to incite war with the US. Without essential raw materials such as oil from America, however, it was stymied in its plans to expand its Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere. Aware from decrypts of Japanese secret signals how hysterical the Japanese leaders were becoming, FDR ratcheted up his diplomatic pressure, not only refusing to lift his embargo on the export of oil and other materials to Japan, but demanding that the Japanese withdraw from conquered territories in China.

Convinced that the United States would declare war on Japan if they invaded the Dutch East Indies and Malaya, the new hard-line Japanese government headed by Hideki Tojo therefore proposed in November 1941 a pre-emptive attack on American forces in the Pacific before US units could be reinforced. The war was becoming a game of cat and mouse; but America, thanks to Roosevelt’s massive rearmament programme and military draft, was the cat.

Aware of Japanese intentions from intercepts, Roosevelt ordered all American commanders in the Pacific to be on the highest alert, and sent a squadron of new B-17s to Hawaii. Not even FDR, however, could credit the utter ineptitude of the peacetime US garrison at Pearl Harbor, when now attacked in broad daylight on December 7, 1941: the ‘day of infamy’, as the president called it in his speech to Congress. In two hours Admiral Yamamoto’s attack on Pearl Harbor managed to sink eighteen American warships, including no less than eight battleships, smash or cripple 283 aircraft, and kill 2,403 servicemen, with almost total impunity.

Hitler, with his armies beleaguered in snow outside Moscow and lacking winter clothing, was ecstatic when he heard the news (he had not been informed by the Japanese in advance), but completely misread the fact that the US had, in the aftermath, declared war only on Japan. Four days after Pearl Harbor the Führer made a long, impassioned speech to deputies in the Reichstag in Berlin. In it he announced something that would cost him the war – and his life.

President Roosevelt, Hitler explained to Reichstag deputies, ‘comes from a family rolling in money’, with social advantages that ‘pave the way and secure success in life in the democracies’. By contrast, Hitler himself had returned from World War I ‘just as poor as I had left for it in the autumn of 1914’. While Roosevelt the millionaire had then pursued the ‘career of a normal politician, who is experienced in business, has economic backing, and is protected by his birth, I fought as a nameless and unknown man for the resurrection of my Volk, a people which had just suffered the greatest injustice in its history. The course of the two lives!’ the Führer reflected, amazed to think how different they were, as men and leaders. ‘When Franklin Roosevelt became the head of the United States, he was the candidate of a thoroughly capitalist party, which used him. When I became the chancellor of the German Reich, I was the Führer of a popular movement which I myself had created.’ Where Roosevelt was guided by a ‘brain trust’ of Jews – people ‘we once fought in Germany as a parasitic phenomenon of mankind, and which we had begun to remove from public life’ – he, Adolf Hitler, had fought against such people on behalf of ‘the fate of my Volk and my sacred inner beliefs’.45 Roosevelt’s and Churchill’s Atlantic Charter was ‘tantamount to a bald hairdresser recommending his unfailing hair restorer. These gentlemen, who live in socially retarded states, should have taken care of their unemployed instead of agitating for war’ the Führer commented. Germany, whose Volk had ‘a history of nearly two thousand years’, had ‘never been as united and unified as it is today and as it will be in the future’, nor ‘so aware of its honour’. As Führer, he announced, he had therefore given the American chargé d’affaires his passport and had told him to leave Berlin. He was declaring war on the United States.

The challenge that now faced the Third Reich would not only be one of arms, but of will and ruthlessness. ‘Just as we were mercilessly harsh in our struggle for power,’ the Führer warned, ‘we will be merciless and harsh in our struggle for the preservation of our Volk.’ Any German who questioned, criticized, mocked or sabotaged ‘the efforts of the homeland’ would be executed.46 Six days later, on December 17, 1941, having arrived back at his Rastenburg headquarters in East Prussia, Hitler then relieved Field Marshal von Brauchitsch of his post as commander-in-chief of the army, and made himself supreme commander or generalissimo of the Wehrmacht and Waffen SS. ‘Anyone can do that little bit of operational planning’ he sneered.

For his part, FDR also took on the role of generalissimo, yet took care while exercising his constitutional authority as commander-in-chief to direct the strategy of the war but not to interfere with its implementation, as Hitler now did, to the cost of his armies’ chances of battlefield success. In casting Roosevelt as a mere functionary and ‘profiteer’ in the ‘shadow’ of President Wilson in World War I, Hitler – who had never visited America – had made a big mistake. FDR’s eight years in the US Navy Department, from 1913 to 1920, had given him the very training Hitler lacked – indeed it is impossible for an historian to imagine how otherwise a huge but militarily impotent democracy, which had refused to militarize in the inter-war years, could have transformed itself into the Rome of the twentieth century as, under Roosevelt’s presidency, the United States now did.

From that earlier administrative experience in Washington, working with Josephus Daniels, FDR had learned the fundamental lesson of war, as set out by Clausewitz and other military thinkers: the organization of a nation’s resources is crucial to achieving success – the means that enable the end. The fact that Yamamoto’s daring sneak attack had proven so damaging to America’s naval and military standing in the Far East was shameful (FDR could not understand why, despite his warnings sent to Hawaii, the battleships were ‘tied up in rows’, and the airplanes parked by their runways as at a polo meet), but the president was not downcast.47 His 500-word speech to Congress on December 8, 1941 on the infamy of Pearl Harbor would go down in history alongside Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, but it was his State of the Union address four weeks later that actually made history.

On January 6, 1942, outlining American production targets for the coming year, President Roosevelt announced numbers that took Congress’ and the world’s breath away: six million tons of new ships; 45,000 tanks; 60,000 airplanes – in 1942 alone! On this basis, there could be no doubt who would win the war, only how long it would take.

Churchill, hearing these figures from Roosevelt himself while staying in the White House for three weeks, was reborn. In a fireside chat two days





































Part Three: Private Life
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