

[image: cover image]







[image: image of the title page][image: image of the title page]





Copyright © 2015 by Timothy Dwyer and Marc Peyser

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Nan A. Talese / Doubleday, a division of Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto, Penguin Random House companies.

www.nanatalese.com

DOUBLEDAY is a registered trademark of Random House LLC. Nan A. Talese and the colophon are trademarks of Random House LLC.

Cover design by John Fontana

Cover images: Eleanor Roosevelt © Library of Congress; Alice Roosevelt Longworth by Frances Benjamin Johnston courtesy of the Library of Congress; snakes © Morphart Creation/Shutterstock and Hein Nouwens/Shutterstock

Family tree graphic by David Foster

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

Peyser, Marc N.

Hissing cousins : the untold story of Eleanor Roosevelt and Alice Roosevelt Longworth / Marc Peyser and Timothy Dwyer.—First edition.

pages cm

Includes bibliographical references

ISBN 978-0-385-53601-1 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-0-385-53602-8 (eBook)

1. Roosevelt family. 2. Roosevelt, Eleanor, 1884-1962—Family. 3. Longworth, Alice Roosevelt, 1884-1980—Family. 4. Presidents’ spouses—United States—Biography. 5. Cousins—United States—Biography. I. Dwyer, Timothy, 1965– II. Title. III. Title: Untold story of Eleanor Roosevelt and Alice Roosevelt Longworth.

E807.1.P39 2015

973.917092’2—dc23

[B]      2014026766

eBook ISBN 9780385536028

v4.1_r4

a





For Caroline and Sophie,

the most wonderful girls in the world





CONTENTS


[image: dingbat][image: dingbat]





Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

FAMILY TREE




Chapter 1     ORPHANS

Chapter 2     HOME ABROAD

Chapter 3     DOMESTIC AFFAIRS

Chapter 4     OTHER WOMEN

Chapter 5     THE BREAK BEGINS

Chapter 6     THE SINGING TEAPOT

Chapter 7     NEW ROLES

Chapter 8     IN THE ARENA

Chapter 9     CLOUDS OF WAR

Chapter 10   COLD PEACE

Chapter 11   MONUMENTS




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

About the Authors

Illustrations











[image: spread image][image: spread image]

 To view a full-size version of this image, click HERE.


    

[image: ][image: ]



Detail left








[image: ][image: ]



Detail right









Chapter 1

ORPHANS
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Eleanor Roosevelt hoped no one would come to her funeral. What she really wanted was to scotch the whole affair and just have someone announce her death after she’d already been buried. “I’d like to be remembered happily if that is possible,” she said. “If that can’t be I’d rather be forgotten.” Forgotten? “I had to tell her,” said her friend William Turner Levy, “that she was being unrealistic.”1

Unrealistic, but not surprising. After all, this was the famously unfussy First Lady who served hot dogs to the king and queen of England during their 1939 state visit, who dragged her own suitcase around the world on countless humanitarian missions, and who insisted, after her husband died, that she’d never do anything newsworthy again. Naturally, she wanted her afterlife to be just as unpretentious as what came before. “Just a plain pine coffin covered with pine boughs. Inside the coffin are to be plain pillows and sheet with cloth,” she’d written in a letter to her doctor years earlier.

The service was held in Hyde Park’s St. James’ Church, which seated just 250 people. Among those who didn’t make the guest list: Horace W. B. Donegan, the grandstanding Episcopal bishop of New York. The five Roosevelt children refused to invite him, dreading he would eulogize their mother at length. (He showed up anyway but otherwise kept quiet.) Even the weather seemed to cooperate with Eleanor’s wishes. November 10, 1962, was a cold, damp day with the wind blowing off the Hudson River and pushing the chill through the streets of the town.

Yet the mourners, like the good bishop, weren’t going to let a cold shoulder stop them from saying good-bye. Thousands lined the roads, some standing five-deep to watch the hearse carry Mrs. Roosevelt from St. James’ to the Roosevelt mansion, Springwood, two miles away. For generations, the Roosevelts of Hyde Park had been buried in the quiet graveyard behind the little church, but President Roosevelt had requested that he and Eleanor be laid to rest in the large rose garden just to the side of the family home. It was, in its way, the perfect spot. After all, “Roosevelt” in Dutch means “field of roses.” Perhaps just as important, FDR’s overbearing mother, Sara, was tucked a safe distance away, resting in uncharacteristic silence back behind the church.

The president’s arrangement, however, helped produce exactly the kind of funeral Eleanor wanted to avoid. It was as if someone had picked up the entire Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade and dropped it into small-town America. The nightly news, including the BBC, delivered extensive coverage. Limousine-lock tied up the roads; amid all the excitement, two local keystone cops crashed their cruisers into each other right in front of the Hyde Park state police barracks. Most people were fans, but there were haters, too. One man standing along the funeral route waved a sign that read, “I’m glad you’re dead, Eleanor.”2 Two other men were arrested for carrying “derogatory” signs.3

The roster of invited guests might have been small, but it was A-plus-list. President and Mrs. Kennedy arrived on Air Force One (which was taking its maiden voyage and would be used, almost exactly one year later, to transport JFK’s body back from Dallas). Vice President and Mrs. Johnson came, as did the former presidents Truman and Eisenhower, making this the first time that three presidents attended the funeral of a First Lady. Chief Justice Warren, Secretary of State Rusk, Secretary of Defense McNamara, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, Governor Rockefeller of New York, the United Nations ambassador Stevenson, and a sizable contingent of the Washington establishment were there. One well-aimed Soviet missile would have decimated the U.S. government.

That was no idle concern. Mrs. Roosevelt’s funeral came at the tail end of the Cuban missile crisis. Just days earlier, Nikita Khrushchev had agreed to dismantle the Soviet missiles he’d lined up in Cuba like cigars ready to be lit, and Castro was still threatening to shoot down anything bigger than a kite that wandered into his airspace. The U.S. military was so concerned, the Pentagon wanted to install a kind of hotline in the pew at St. James’ where President Kennedy was to be seated. The Reverend Gordon Kidd said no. “If he had to talk on the phone during the service it would be terribly frustrating and confusing,” Kidd reasoned.4 The Feds settled for a phone placed unobtrusively on an outside wall of the church, though Eleanor would undoubtedly have scoffed at that, too. After all, Khrushchev didn’t scare her. She had visited him on his home turf in 1957 for a magazine interview, a somewhat tense meeting that ended with Khrushchev’s declaring his own sort of détente with one of the world’s most formidable women. “At least,” he said, “we didn’t shoot each other.”5 When he popped in for a visit at her woodsy Val-Kill cottage two years later, Eleanor had only one real worry. She realized she had no vodka—even though Khrushchev was coming at 7:00 a.m. (Her son John dutifully ran down a bottle.)

Given all the world leaders Eleanor met and hosted over the years, it’s hardly surprising that she received what was arguably the first power funeral of an American woman. What was notable was that one of Washington’s most influential women was among the few who declined to attend. Her name was Alice Longworth. Mrs. L., as she was known, was a battle-ready Republican, a Capitol Hill institution with a biting wit, and a woman who, like Eleanor, tossed aside gender barriers as easily as she flicked the ashes off her long-stemmed cigarette holder. She was also Eleanor’s first cousin.

Alice’s father, Theodore Roosevelt, was the older brother of Eleanor’s father, Elliott. To her cousin Eleanor, Alice was a childhood playmate, a teenage confidante, and, in adulthood, a relentless rival. Their relationship had taken a sharp turn for the worse thirty years earlier, when Franklin Roosevelt was elected president, a job Alice believed rightly belonged to her favorite brother, Theodore Roosevelt Jr.

Over the years, the press played Alice and Eleanor off each other like rivals in a blue-blooded version of Oz: the good witch and the bad witch. Eleanor was the saint, the woman who revolutionized the role of First Lady with her very public activism, obvious concern for the poor and oppressed, and outspoken passion for human rights. She did more to cement the role of the United Nations in American and world diplomacy than any other woman and almost any man. Alice played the troublemaker. She relished any opportunity to tweak the stodgy establishment, and no one was more establishment—or, in Alice’s eyes, more sanctimonious—than Anna Eleanor Roosevelt Roosevelt. Eleanor didn’t just marry into the esteemed Roosevelt clan when she wed her fifth cousin Franklin. Roosevelt was also her maiden name.

Yet Alice was, in her own way, as much a pillar of power as Eleanor. As Theodore Roosevelt’s beautiful and flamboyant daughter, she became arguably the century’s first global celebrity when her father entered the White House in 1901. “Princess Alice,” as she was known on the front page, made headlines for her clothes, her smoking, her parties, even her pets. Her straitlaced parents despised all that frivolous attention—except when they wanted to leverage her popularity for their political advantage. In 1905, when the president needed someone who could charm the Japanese as he tried to negotiate the end of the Russo-Japanese War, he sent twenty-one-year-old Alice as part of the delegation. When the trip was over and the treaty was signed, Theodore Roosevelt was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Alice had to settle for marrying one of the men who traveled to Asia with her, though Nick Longworth was an Ohio congressman and future Speaker of the House.

As administrations came and went, Alice’s backroom influence ebbed and flowed, but like the Potomac she always cut a swath through Washington. She appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 1927, joined official American delegations overseas into the 1950s, and was still sitting in the front row at presidential races into the 1970s. Along the way, Mrs. L. acquired another nickname: Washington’s Other Monument. She remained a force until she died, in 1980, at ninety-six. Such a force that every president from Truman to Ford made sure to pay homage at Longworth’s Massachusetts Avenue home on February 12—her birthday. Nixon, one of Alice’s personal favorites, came even at the height of the Watergate scandal.

And so Mrs. Democrat and Mrs. Republican, as they were called in a Press Club comedy sketch in 1933, spent half a century engaged in an epic political battle while locked in familial embrace. During the height of the New Deal, it was not unusual for Alice to attack her Democratic cousins’ policies in the afternoon, via her syndicated newspaper column, then head over to the White House to join them for dinner. Their sparring could get painfully personal, given that both women staked a claim to the extraordinary, complicated, and sometimes contradictory legacy of Theodore Roosevelt. Before the Kennedys, the Bushes, or the Clintons, the Roosevelts showed just how close to a monarchy American democracy can veer. The name Roosevelt appeared on a national ticket an astonishing eight times in the twelve presidential elections from 1900 to 1944, and the extended Roosevelt family held dozens of elected and appointed positions at all levels of government throughout the twentieth century, right down to Franklin and Eleanor’s son Elliott’s term as mayor of Miami Beach in 1966.

But this was much more than a family feud. As the twentieth century became the American century, Alice and Eleanor became vocal symbols of the country’s great debates. What was the right role for America on the world stage? The best way to prevent war? To address the gap between rich and poor? For that matter, what was the role of government—to shape society or get out of the way? Eleanor and Alice represented opposing sides on just about every one of those issues, and they fought for their beliefs—and against each other—as fiercely as any passionate partisan around. Typically, even their means of engagement were radically different. Eleanor was the dutiful but stubborn wife who used her First Lady status to fight for her beliefs in public, and even harder in private. Alice was more comfortable behind the scenes, wielding a whisper rather than a megaphone. But a few well-chosen, carefully placed words from Mrs. L. could torpedo a campaign or give new hope to an underdog. The Republican presidential candidate Thomas Dewey, belittled by Alice as looking like “the little man on the wedding cake,” saw his political career gravely injured amid smirks and laughter. For all their differences, the cousins share part of at least one important legacy: they short-circuited the twentieth century’s rules of gender. Their roles as power players are all the more impressive given that they didn’t even have the right to vote until they were thirty-six.

Alice never explained why she didn’t join the pilgrimage to Hyde Park to say good-bye to Eleanor; after all, she rarely missed an opportunity to rub elbows with influential people. Some wondered if it was a parting shot, a final snub in a relationship often interrupted by stubborn, stony silences. But by the time Eleanor died, the personal barbs and caustic exchanges between the two cousins were largely a thing of the past. Like the late-in-life reconciliation between Adams and Jefferson 140 years earlier, the perspective of the passing years changed them. Their political passions never exactly cooled, but they boiled over less frequently amid the baggage of flawed marriages, difficult children, and the premature loss of parents and siblings. In those more human respects, Mrs. Democrat and Mrs. Republican found their lives mirroring each other in ways that must have astonished even them.

—

For Alice and Eleanor, their oil-and-water bond was something of a birthright, bequeathed to them from their respective fathers and beyond. Even though he was almost two years younger than Theodore, Elliott had long been the Roosevelt family’s prime hope. Handsome and athletic, he was the favorite of his sisters and his mother, the kind of bighearted boy who would literally give you the clothes off his back, as he did one December when he saw a “street urchin” shivering in the New York cold and handed the boy his new overcoat. Elliott was seven. The family called him Nell, after the saintly Dickens character in The Old Curiosity Shop. Charm became his calling card. When he was twenty, Elliott took off on an around-the-world hunting excursion. On the ship from New York to England, he bumped into his distant cousins James and Sara Roosevelt, who were on their honeymoon. They became so taken with handsome, dashing, life-of-the-party Elliott that they asked him to be the godfather to their first child, who was born a little more than a year later. They named him Franklin Delano Roosevelt, making Eleanor’s father the godfather to her future husband.*1

The Roosevelt boys were intrepid adventurers, but they were plagued by health problems. Theodore was an asthmatic child who spent much of his earliest years indoors, playing dolls with his sisters or reading in bed. Elliott developed debilitating headaches and unexplained seizures that forced him to drop out of St. Paul’s boarding school after one year. What made the brothers different was how they responded to their frailties. Theodore was determined and disciplined; he essentially worked and willed himself to health and to the apex of public life.

Elliott slid in the other direction. Always the bon vivant, he acquired a self-destructive taste for liquor and women. The more his vices tarnished his status as the family golden boy, the more energy he poured into besting his big brother. If Teddy went to shoot big game out west, Elliott would go further—to hunt for tigers and elephants in India and the Himalayas. If Theodore married a great beauty, Elliott would snag a woman who was so breathtaking that the poet Robert Browning once asked to watch her portrait being painted, as a kind of inspiration. They could turn a garden-variety sibling rivalry into something practically Shakespearean. When Alice and Eleanor were about four, their fathers competed against each other in a polo match that almost became a medieval joust. It was Teddy’s Oyster Bay club versus Elliott’s “third-rate” Meadowbrook squad, as Theodore teasingly described them. With time running out, Teddy’s side had the match locked up, leading 6–1, but that didn’t stop him from taking off after Elliott when his little brother headed downfield at breakneck speed. Before anyone could see it coming, their horses collided. “There was a thump of horseflesh as brother tried to ride brother out. Suddenly—no one saw how—Theodore was thrown,” their younger sister, Corinne, wrote in a letter to their older sister, Anna. For several minutes he “neither moved nor stirred, and looked like a dead man.”6 When Theodore finally pulled himself up, he staggered around for hours and was unsteady on his feet for days. A week later, his wife, Edith, suffered a miscarriage.

—

The Roosevelt family had long had something of a split personality, dating back to the eighteenth century, when the Dutch-American brothers Johannes and Jacobus made their mark in the United States. The brothers were merchants and investors, first with flaxseed mills and later via timely purchases of land in fast-developing New York City. They set the pattern for generations of Roosevelts: they were almost all businessmen (sugar refiners, hardware store owners, bankers), and they appreciated the value of real estate.

The brothers ultimately decamped to what became the family’s twin forks: Johannes’s offspring migrated to Long Island’s Oyster Bay, and Jacobus’s found their way to Hyde Park, along the Hudson River. The distance between the two was less than a hundred miles, but that was enough to foster distinct branches of the family tree.

The Oyster Bay clan became more civic-minded and philanthropic. It was this flank that helped found the Bank of New York, the Children’s Aid Society, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the American Museum of Natural History, and Roosevelt Hospital, which was built on the family’s land and financed with a large donation of the family silver. In 1882, it also produced the youngest New York state assemblyman in history: Theodore, age twenty-four.

The Hyde Park branch wasn’t without notable ancestors, including a founder of Chemical Bank and a man known as Isaac the Patriot, FDR’s great-great-grandfather, who earned his nickname by refusing to pay taxes to the British government. But over time the Hyde Park Roosevelts gravitated toward lives as landed gentry, aided and, more important, financed by wives who came from wealthier families: Astor, Aspinwall, Penn. James Roosevelt, FDR’s father, brought far less money to his marriage than Sara Delano did. Her father made his fortune in Asia, much of it in the opium trade.

But by the end of the nineteenth century, the big difference between the branches was their politics: the Democrats in Hyde Park and the Republicans in Oyster Bay.*2 Politics was the wedge that would drive the two sides apart, one insult layered on top of the last, and spread over the twentieth century. The Roosevelts fired each other from high-profile jobs. They disowned each other. When they were playful, they would declare how their side of the family “got all the looks and the money.” When they were being vicious, they’d compare a certain four-term president to the enemy. “Elected four times! Hitler disarmed, didn’t he?” Alice once said.7 The intra-family rivalry ultimately grew so intense the two sides could not even agree on how to pronounce their name: Rose-eh-velt (Oyster Bay) or Rooze-eh-velt (Hyde Park).

—

When Alice and Eleanor were born, in 1884, the family was intact, even quasi-incestuous: Eleanor wouldn’t be the only Roosevelt to marry within the bloodline. The cousins were close as children, born eight months and twelve blocks apart in New York City. Elliott and his wife, Anna Hall, were actually subletting his brother Theodore’s old apartment on Forty-Fifth Street when Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was born on October 11. Elliott had also been tending to Theodore’s wife, Alice, when she gave birth eight months earlier to Alice Lee Roosevelt on February 12, at the Fifty-Seventh Street home of Theodore and Elliott’s mother, Martha. Theodore had left New York for Albany that very morning with the romantic notion that his wife wouldn’t go into labor before Valentine’s Day, which was also the fourth anniversary of the day they announced their engagement. When a telegram arrived at the capitol on February 13 with news of a healthy daughter, Theodore passed out cigars and went back to work in the assembly, confident that he would be home later that night. Then a second telegraph arrived. Baby Alice was fine, but her mother had taken a turn for the worse. What’s more, Theodore’s mother, who had been nursing what seemed like a bad cold while waiting for her first grandchild’s birth in an upstairs bedroom, clearly had contracted something more serious.

Theodore left Albany immediately, but much of New York state had been swallowed by an epic fog—“suicide weather,” the New York Times called it—and the five-hour train trip stretched on and on. His younger sister, Corinne, traveling from Washington, arrived before him at the Roosevelt family home. Elliott met her at the front door looking and sounding as grim as an undertaker. “There is a curse on this house!” he wailed. “Mother is dying, and Alice is dying too!”8

Theodore finally arrived an hour later, at about eleven o’clock. The prognosis was indeed grave: His wife had an undiagnosed case of Bright’s disease, an inflammation of the kidneys. His mother had typhoid fever. He went to see his wife first. Baby Alice had already been removed to an aunt’s house, so he sat and cradled his wife’s nearly unconscious body for several hours. He only stopped when his siblings summoned him downstairs to join their vigil by their mother’s deathbed. Martha died at 3:00 a.m., and Theodore ran back upstairs to Alice. About twelve hours later, she died, too, having held her daughter only once and with time to say little more than “I love a little girl.”9 It was February 14, the day Theodore had expected to be magical. Instead, he scrawled a large X in his diary on that date, and underneath it he wrote, “The light has gone out of my life.”10

And Theodore soon went out of his daughter’s. A week after the double funeral for his wife and mother, he returned to Albany to finish out his term. Everything associated with his old world now made him miserable, including his own daughter. In May, he gave up his assembly seat and escaped to the Badlands of North Dakota, leaving baby Alice with his sister Anna, whom the family called Bye. “Her aunt can take care of her a good deal better than I can,” Theodore explained to one of his Dakota buddies. “She never would know anything about me anyway. She would be just as well off without me.”11 For the next three years, Alice saw her father only occasionally, in the summers and at holidays.

Bye was the oldest of the four siblings (Bye, Theodore, Elliott, Corinne) and the family rock, the one everyone relied on for guidance and support. “There is always someone in every family who keeps it together. In ours, it was Auntie Bye,” Alice said. “I always believed that if she had been a man she, rather than my father, would have been President.”12 “Teedie,” as Theodore was called by his family, was especially dependent on Bye. She handpicked his freshman apartment at Harvard (nothing too drafty, on account of his asthma) and persuaded him to run for mayor of New York. Throughout Theodore’s long political career, Bye would prove to be his most trusted and perceptive adviser. Whenever a new job necessitated a move, Bye turned over her own homes, in New York and Washington. It was a pattern that started when they were young: the big sister looking out for her sickly but irrepressible little brother. Once, when Teedie was beginning his lifelong obsession with animals and taxidermy, the budding naturist placed a newspaper ad for field mice: ten cents each, thirty-five cents for a family. But he had an asthma attack before he could receive any deliveries, and his mother took him to the mountains to recover. When their New York City neighbors began arriving with critters, it was Bye who collected them—and paid the finder’s fees out of her own allowance.

So it was natural that Bye would collect little Alice, too. When the grieving Theodore ran off to the Badlands, Bye was twenty-nine, unmarried, and, frankly, homely. Though she had deep-blue eyes, richly dark hair, and a pert little nose, she had developed something of a hunchback. For all her adult life, she had to wear a specially made corset to help her stand up straight. She was also beginning to lose her hearing. Naturally, the family assumed she’d spend her days as a spinster, which made her the perfect repository for parentless children.

Bye clearly adored her firstborn niece. “She was the single most important influence on my childhood,” recalled Alice. “She called me her ‘blue-eyed darling,’ can you believe, and she protected me from my father with his guilt fetish.”13 For the rest of his life, Theodore never mentioned his dead wife—not to his family, not in his autobiography, and not to his daughter. Before his wife died, he had begun to build a house in Oyster Bay on Long Island’s North Shore that he was going to call Leeholm, after Alice’s maiden name. When she died, he renamed the place Sagamore Hill.*3 “It was pathetic, yet very tough at the same time,” Alice said. “I think my father tried to forget he had ever been married to my mother, to blot the whole episode out of his mind. The whole thing was really handled very badly. It was awfully bad psychologically.”14 Aunt Bye was the only person who dared break Theodore’s perverse code of silence. “Finally, Auntie Bye did tell me something very revealing, such as that [my mother] had been very pretty and attractive. And she gave me some of her things, from my father I suppose, some of which (like the jewelry) were fun to have later on.”15

Her father’s almost cruel reticence made Alice defiant. She came to loathe being shielded from the past or pitied in any way. “Early on I became fairly hard-minded and learnt to shrug a shoulder with indifference,” she said. “I certainly wasn’t going to be part of everyone saying, ‘the poor little thing.’ ”16 She had an excellent role model in Auntie Bye. Recognizing his eldest daughter’s ever-thirsty mind, Bye’s father sent her to France when she was fourteen to study with the freethinking proto-feminist Marie Souvestre, who specialized in grooming awkward girls with untapped leadership potential. Mlle Souvestre helped turn Bye into a voracious reader and a vivacious conversationalist, the kind of person who somehow commands attention no matter how crowded the room. “She [Bye] was certainly not beautiful—she was a great big handsome man of a woman—but oh so attractive!” marveled Alice. “She was both crippled (they say she had been dropped as a child, but I think it more likely that she had had infantile paralysis) and deaf, but somehow she managed to overcome these handicaps and certainly never made one aware of them.”17

Bye held the rest of the world to her same unforgiving standards. She might have employed a spoonful of sugar now and then, but she believed in strong verbal medicine. “Aunt Bye had a tongue that could take paint off a barn while sounding unusually syrupy and cooing,” remembered the newspaper columnist Joseph Alsop, whose grandmother was Bye’s younger sister, Corinne Roosevelt. “For example, when Auntie Bye would sum up a foolish woman, she would almost coo as she said commiseratingly, ‘Poor little irrelevant Mary.’ ”18

Few nineteenth-century women dared to be that frank, even opinionated. Those who weren’t shocked by her were often smitten, especially—against considerable odds—men. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, the British ambassador Cecil Spring-Rice, and various other friends of Theodore’s became enamored of Bye’s sharp mind and tongue. Teddy called them her “potpourri of admirers,” and they included a dashing eighteen-year-old Scot named Robert Munro Ferguson (Bye was thirty-two when they met), and fifty-year-old James Roosevelt, her fourth cousin, who asked her to marry him after his first wife died. Bye was twenty-three, and she said no. It was a decision which arguably changed the course of American history, given that James went on to marry Bye’s good friend Sara Delano.

—

Aunt Bye, the family fixer, also came to the rescue of the other lost girl of the Roosevelt family. Eleanor’s troubles didn’t start as early as Alice’s, but they were, if anything, more heartbreaking. Her father, Elliott, met Anna Hall when she was almost nineteen and already a legendary beauty, with milky skin, saucerlike eyes, and golden ringlets worthy of a Botticelli. The New York Tribune noted that Anna was already “celebrated for her pale loveliness,” and she and Elliott quickly became one of New York’s It couples, mainstays of the society pages and on Mrs. Astor’s “400 list” of the city’s most prominent families.19 Their December 1883 wedding was, according to the New York Evening Telegram, “one of the most brilliant social events of the season.”20

Unfortunately, Anna never considered plain and dour Eleanor worthy of her parents’ place among the beautiful people. Eleanor certainly didn’t win much of Anna’s time, which was largely spent hobnobbing at charity balls and performing in amateur theater productions. When Eleanor was six, her great-aunt Elizabeth Ludlow was appalled to discover that no one had taught her how to read. In fact, Anna had sent her daughter away to a French convent school the year before with these words of encouragement: “You have no looks, so see to it that you have manners.”21 (Defiant and desperate for attention, Eleanor promptly got herself expelled, after the nuns accused her of fibbing about swallowing a penny.) Back home again, Anna’s disparaging comments about Eleanor’s appearance were the one consistent source of maternal attention she would offer. “My mother was always a little troubled by my lack of beauty, and I knew it as a child senses those things,” she wrote. “I can remember standing in the door, often with a finger in my mouth, and I can see the look in her eyes and hear the tone of her voice as she said, ‘Come in, Granny.’ ”22

Eleanor’s relationship with her father was just the opposite—complete, mutual adoration. He took her on carriage rides, bought her a pony, and doted on her as only a father can, calling her “Little Nell,” a chip off his old childhood nickname. On the day she returned home after that disastrous stay at the convent school, her father was “the only person who did not treat me as a criminal.” He was her savior in every sense. On May 18, 1887, two-year-old Eleanor and her parents set sail for Europe aboard the Britannic. The seas were calm, but the second day out was extremely foggy, well into the afternoon. The ship had been clanging its fog bell for hours when, at about 5:25 p.m., the entire vessel seemed to jump in the water. The Britannic had been rammed by another steamship, the Celtic. (As it happened, both ships belonged to the White Star Line, whose Titanic sank almost exactly twenty-five years later.) There was pandemonium on board. At least six Britannic passengers were killed instantly when the prow of the Celtic sliced it like a knife through a cake, boring ten feet into the steerage cabins; all that was found of one victim was a severed leg. The Britannic’s captain had to brandish his gun and threaten to shoot the men who were pushing ahead of the women and children into the lifeboats. Eleanor remembered only one thing: her father, standing below her on a lifeboat, reaching up for her as a crew member dropped her safely into his arms. “With my father I was perfectly happy,” Eleanor said. “He dominated my life as long as he lived and was the love of my life for many years after he died.”23

Even under normal circumstances, however, Elliott was the most unreliable of parents. As much as he loved her, he couldn’t possibly take care of her. He could hardly take care of himself. That ill-fated voyage on the Britannic had actually been Anna’s attempt to get her husband to dry out, away from his polo pals and assorted drinking buddies. She and Elliott still made the trip a few months later, but Eleanor now stayed behind with her great-aunt Gracie, Elliott’s mother’s sister, and Gracie’s husband in Oyster Bay. She lived with them for six months, and initially it was a shock. “She asked two or three times in the train coming out here where her ‘dear Mamma was & where her Papa was,’ ” Gracie wrote to Corinne. “I told her, ‘They have gone to Europe.’ She said, ‘where is baby’s home now?’ I said, ‘baby’s home is Gracewood with Uncle Bunkle & Aunt Gracie,’ which seemed to entirely satisfy the sweet little darling. But as we came near the Bay driving by Mrs. Swan’s she said to her uncle in an anxious alarmed way ‘Baby does not want to go into the water. Not in a boat.’ It was really touching.”24

Baby soon thrived, removed from the stresses of her unhappy parents and enveloped for the first time in a family who appreciated her for herself. “She has such a gentle, affectionate nature. It is impossible not to love her,” Aunt Gracie wrote to Bye.25 What’s more, she acquired a steady playmate. Aunt Bye was overseeing the construction of Leeholm, just down the road in Oyster Bay, and in the spring and summer of 1887 Alice and Eleanor became fast friends. Aunt Gracie, who had taught their fathers how to read, made a point of reading every day to the young girls. They played on the lawn and on the porch and even, after a time, by the water. Oyster Bay became a kind of haven for Eleanor that year and beyond, and Alice was at its center. “Aunty and Uncle Bunkle took Alice and Eleanor sailing yesterday. They did enjoy it so much,” Anna wrote to Elliott the next summer. “She won’t hear of going home; as she says, she would not have Alice any more.”26 On another occasion, after Eleanor had spent several days with her, Aunt Gracie wrote to Corinne, “Sweet little Eleanor was sent for Friday and I felt very sad to give her up. I love her dearly. She has such a gentle, generous, affectionate nature. It is impossible not to love her. She talked incessantly and a great deal of it is about ‘Baby Lee’ [Alice].”27

Alice was adjusting to a new chapter in her life as well. On one of his periodic visits back east from his exile, Theodore ran into an old friend leaving Bye’s house. Edith Carow grew up with the Roosevelts; there is a famous photograph, taken in 1865, of young Teedie and Elliott standing at their grandfather’s window to watch Abraham Lincoln’s funeral procession near New York’s Union Square. What can’t be seen is little Edith, age three, who was playing with them that day. She began to cry when the black-robed masses started to file by, so the boys had locked her in a back room. Edith later went to school with the Roosevelt clan, and she and Theodore became high school sweethearts with an eye toward marriage. But during his junior year at Harvard, Theodore met the stunning (and wealthy) Alice Lee, and plain, middle-class Edith was left behind (though as Corinne’s oldest and dearest friend, she was the only non-Roosevelt invited to Theodore and Alice’s wedding). Just over three years later, when Alice died in childbirth, Theodore made a point of telling Bye not to ask Edith to her house, where he stayed when he was in New York. According to his Victorian moral code, a man must remain faithful to his wife even after death, and he feared that if he saw his old flame again, he might weaken. And so he did. The “chance” meeting—Bye would never say if she’d arranged it, despite her brother’s orders—happened in October 1886. On December 2 of that same year, they were married.

Having capitulated on the marriage issue, Theodore intended to stand firm on the rest of his solemn commitment to widowerhood. He planned to leave Alice with his sister in perpetuity. “As I have already told you, if you wish to you shall keep Baby [Alice] Lee, I of course, paying the expense,” he told Bye just before his wedding.28 “He obviously felt tremendously guilty about remarrying, because of the concept that you loved only once and you never loved again,” Alice later said.29 But Edith objected. Three months later, he wrote to Bye from his honeymoon in Europe: “I hardly know what to say about Baby Lee. Edith feels more strongly about her than I could have imagined possible. We can decide it all when we meet.” When Theodore and Edith arrived back in New York, at the end of March 1887, it had been resolved. Alice appeared at the top of the stairs at Aunt Bye’s house, wearing her best dress and clutching a bouquet of pink roses. She walked down slowly and handed them to “Mother,” as Edith insisted on being called. “Alice was hardly four years old,” Bye said, “and it almost broke my heart to give her up.”30

It wasn’t long before Bye found herself paddling the family lifeboat again. Elliott returned from Europe that November much improved—no longer drinking and now working at Uncle Gracie’s brokerage firm. But the old demons crept back. By 1890, his alcohol-fueled mood swings became so debilitating that Anna insisted they go back to Europe for serious medical treatment. This time the children—Eleanor’s brother, Elliott junior, was born in 1889—went along, traveling with their parents to Italy, France, Austria, Switzerland, and Germany. Some stops went better than others. In Berlin, they ran into Theodore’s pal Buffalo Bill Cody, who promptly offered Elliott a shot of whiskey, which he managed to decline. But as time went on, Elliott weakened. Anna, who tailed her husband most everywhere and monitored his drinking like a seasoned AA sponsor, could no longer keep up. She was pregnant with their third child. So in January 1891, she wrote to New York and summoned Bye.

But the case was now beyond even Bye’s ability to salvage. Elliott would wander off on a bender and not return for days. He had an affair with a married expatriate woman from Detroit, just as word came from the States of a lawsuit filed by one of Anna’s former servants, alleging that he was the father of her soon-to-be-born child. (He denied fathering the child at first, then said he “couldn’t remember” if he’d been intimate with her. Given his near-constant state of inebriation, that might well have been true.) Bye spent eight months with the family in Europe, even living for a time with Elliott at a detox facility in Graz, Austria. Nothing helped. In fact, the birth of his second son, Gracie Hall, on June 28, 1891, in Paris, seemed to push Elliott further down his black hole. Make that his third son. About three months earlier the servant had given birth to a boy. She called him Elliott Roosevelt Mann, which meant that the older Elliott now had two sons named Elliott.

By the end of July 1891, Theodore and Bye had had their brother committed to an asylum just outside Paris. In August, word of Elliott’s situation reached the States: “Elliott Roosevelt Mad” was the headline in the New York Herald.31 The story detailed the previous year’s attacks of “mental derangement,” including claims that Elliott had threatened suicide three times. It also cited court testimony from both Bye and Theodore, who said that Elliott “has been of unsound mind for some time and is now unable to take care of himself.” Theodore was insisting that his brother relinquish any claim on his estate, which he valued at $175,000 in real estate, stock, and bonds. Elliott responded by firing a letter back to the Herald. “I wish emphatically to state that my brother Theodore is taking no steps to have a commission pass on my sanity with or without my wife’s approval,” he wrote—from the asylum. “I am in Paris taking the cure at an establissement hydrotherapeutique, which my nerves, shaken by several severe accidents in the hunting field, made necessary.”32 By then, Elliott’s protest didn’t matter much. The week before, Bye had taken Anna and the children back home.

—

The Elliott Roosevelts never lived together again after Anna’s return to New York in late 1891. She and the children moved into a house on East Sixty-First Street, a block from Aunt Bye. Anna tried to make the most of her meager maternal instincts. She converted the top floor of their home to a school, where Eleanor and other well-bred girls were tutored. She also made a point of reading to and playing with her three children, particularly in the evenings from 6:00 to 7:00. “If anyone comes to see me during that hour, they must understand they are welcome, but the children are of the first importance then, and my attention must be given to them,” she told Bye.33 But Eleanor still felt like an interloper in her mother’s world, the girl who didn’t know where her home was. “My little brother Ellie adored her and was so good he never had to be reproved. The baby Hall was always called Josh and was too small to do anything but sit upon her lap contentedly. I felt a curious barrier between myself and these three,” Eleanor said. “If a visitor was there she might turn and say, ‘She is such a funny child, so old-fashioned that we always call her Granny.’ I wanted to sink through the floor in shame.”34

It didn’t help that her mother was just as miserable, like a child whose friends frolicked outside her window while she was punished in her room. Beautiful Anna Hall hadn’t been raised to be a homebody. Fashionable folks would come over for tea and dinners, but tea hardly satisfied a woman with champagne tastes. She longed to go out in the world—and she did take a trip with Eleanor to ritzy Newport, to visit some family—but in the real-life Age of Innocence a married woman didn’t dare kick up her heels without her husband. “One feels desperately lonely and wildly furious with the world at large,” she wrote to Bye.35 Anna spent hours and hours in her room, frequently with Eleanor at her bedside to massage her throbbing head. “People have since told me that I have good hands for rubbing,” Eleanor said.36

The rare moments when “Granny” was free to have fun were away from her needy mother. Eleanor spent as much time as she could at Aunt Bye’s house, drinking tea and nibbling cookies in the maid’s sewing room. “You always had a sense of the closeness of family feeling,” said Eleanor. “She went to a great deal of trouble to see that [we] had a good time, but actually you wanted to be with her.”37 Eleanor saw a lot of Alice there, and their bond began to strengthen. “Much of her shyness and sense of insecurity stemmed from her enforced separation from [Elliott] and the unhappiness it created,” Alice said. “I understood that from a fairly early age. In a way, we both suffered from being deprived of a parent. She had an idealized image of her father and I had one of my mother.”38

The girls also had something of a standing date on Saturdays with Aunt Gracie. She would take them on the rounds of doctor and dentist appointments in the morning, then they’d play tourist, sightseeing around the city at places of culture high and low. “Mrs. Jorley’s wax works I first saw with her!” Eleanor remembered.39 Rainy days, when the group hunkered down at Aunt Gracie’s home, seemed to please Eleanor just as much. Grandmother Martha and her sister, Gracie, grew up in Roswell, Georgia. Their brothers actually fought for the South in the Civil War and afterward fled to England rather than capitulate. Gracie delighted in sharing her heritage with the children, who would eat southern food (pecan pie was a favorite) while playing games or listening to her nostalgic stories about life on a plantation. For Elliot’s daughter, a vicariously happy childhood was better than no childhood at all.

Eleanor’s other sanctuary was Sagamore Hill. Her summer trips there were, relatively speaking, blissful. Uncle Ted was the perfect antidote for a mother who loved her sparingly and a father who was out of reach. Theodore had come to adore children and childishness of any kind: he could never resist a good pillow fight, even when he was living in the White House. But he was especially taken with Eleanor. “Eleanor was always my brother Ted’s favorite niece,” Corinne recalled. “She is more like him than any of his children.”40 When she would arrive for a visit, her uncle would practically tackle her. “He was a bear,” Edith said after the time her husband hugged Eleanor so tightly that he “tore all the gathers out of Eleanor’s frock and both buttonholes out of her petticoat.”41

Theodore was a lightning bolt with a mustache, someone who could send jolts of energy through everyone around him, even an unnaturally solemn little girl. Eleanor never considered herself athletic, but around Uncle Ted and his rambunctious brood she rose to the challenge, just as young Teedie used feats of stamina to push back against his asthma. One day might be spent on a lengthy hike and bird-watching jaunt. Another might feature relay races outside the barn or rowing to a picnic spot along the shore. Sometimes the kids would gather upstairs in the “gun room,” where Theodore hung his rifles and the stuffed prizes he’d bagged with them, and listen to him recite reams of poetry.

Almost every summer day involved a quarter-mile hike (the youngest children got to ride in a donkey cart) to the Long Island Sound. “I can see my father at Sagamore shouting to me from the water, ‘Dive, Alicy, dive,’ ” Alice recalled. “And there I was, trembling on the bank saying through tears, ‘Yes, Father,’ to this sea monster who was flailing away in the water, peering near-sightedly at me without glasses and with his mustache glistening wet in the sunlight. It was pathetic. My cousin Eleanor was always so fine about that sort of thing. She hated it as much as I did but was much more unprotesting. I was not. I cried. I snarled. I hated.”42

The family used to say that after a diving lesson, Alice’s copious tears caused a perceptible rise in the tide. But she was right about Eleanor, who not only made the best of it but turned the experience into yet another feat of goody-two-shoes stoicism. “Occasionally, he [Uncle Ted] would take us on a picnic or camping trip and taught us many valuable lessons [such as] that camping was a good way to find out people’s characters,” Eleanor recalled. “Those who were selfish showed it very soon, in that they wanted the best bed or the best food, and they did not want to do their share of the work.”43 No wonder Alice came to find her cousin’s sanctimony about as appealing as diving practice. She made Alice look bad. Alice preferred to spend time in Sagamore’s small apple orchard, which she “owned” by virtue of being the oldest. The other children paid “rent” by climbing one of the trees when Alice ordered them to.

—

It wasn’t really the sporting life that Alice resisted. She might have lost her mother, but she blamed her father for abandoning her, too. After all, he had effectively tried to give her away to Bye, only to destroy that stability when Edith insisted on reclaiming her—over his objections. “I had a great affection for him but tended to worship from afar,” she said. “I don’t think he had any special affection for me.”44 He certainly had little time for her. He had campaigned throughout the West for the Republican Benjamin Harrison in the presidential election of 1888 and was rewarded with an appointment to the Civil Service Commission, requiring the family to move to Washington. When she was six, Alice got to meet the president, a feat she would repeat sixteen times over the next eight decades. “[Harrison] appeared to me to be a gnarled, bearded, gnome of a man gloomily ensconced in a corner of the red room at the White House,” she said.45 But Alice saw relatively little of her father. Theodore Roosevelt served with such distinction that he was reappointed to the same post when the Democrat Grover Cleveland won the election of 1892, despite Theodore’s having supported Harrison’s reelection. He returned to New York in 1895, becoming president of the board of New York City Police Commissioners, where he shook up the establishment and made a name for himself as an honest, energetic, and hardworking public servant. In his spare time, he wrote books on the War of 1812, the history of New York, the life of Thomas Hart Benton, hunting trips of a ranchman, and more.

As a result, Alice could be almost as unhappy in her family as Eleanor was in hers. Her stepmother, Edith, began having children almost immediately after she was married. Ted junior was born exactly nine months and eleven days after his parents’ wedding, and he was followed by four more little Roosevelts over the next ten years.*4 Just as Eleanor felt left out of the relationship between her mother and her brothers, Alice could never get over being the only child in the family with a stepmother. She liked to claim that she shrugged off self-pity, but she carried a lifelong grudge over Ted junior’s teasing her about having a wet nurse: “So this horrid little cross-eyed boy of about five would go around to all and sundry exclaiming: ‘Sissy had a sweat nurse! Sissy had a sweat nurse!’ It was frightfully wounding to the character.”46

It didn’t help that Edith was about as warm as February in the Badlands. Her own father’s slide into alcoholism drove his family into the dreaded middle class, and like many children of alcoholics (including Eleanor) Edith clung to order and propriety as if her life depended on it. “Both Aunt Bye and my mother-in-law [Theodore and Bye’s sister, Corinne Roosevelt] were a little bit afraid of her, which always amused me because they weren’t afraid of anybody, ever,” said Helen Roosevelt Robinson, Corinne’s daughter-in-law. “They were watching their p’s and q’s a little bit when they were with her.”47 Stern and cool, she was unemotional almost to the point of comedy. When the sixty-foot windmill at Sagamore Hill got stuck one summer, Theodore grabbed an oilcan and shimmied up the support pole to the jammed turbine. He reached the top easily enough, but as he did, the wind shifted and the blades started spinning on their own—one of them slicing off a good chunk of his scalp. With blood leaking into his eyes and onto his shoulders, he climbed down and staggered into the house, where he was met by Edith in the front hall. Most wives would have screamed or at least hurried to help. Not stoic, orderly Edith. “Theodore,” she said, her exasperation dripping along with his head, “I wish you’d do your bleeding in the bathroom. You are spoiling every rug in the house.”48

None of which made Edith a bad mother, or even an uncaring one. She worried about her stepdaughter’s education, her friends, even her clothes. “I got Alice a beautiful dress at Stern’s, dark large plaid with navy blue velour, but how much do you think it cost? Forty-two dollars,” she wrote to her sister, Emily. “Mrs. Lee [Alice’s maternal grandmother] wishes it, and I am glad as Alice is a child who needs good clothes, and would look quite forlorn as Eleanor in makeshifts.”49 But Alice only reluctantly gave her stepmother credit for her thoughtful upbringing. When Alice was eight, she had to get braces on her legs, to straighten them after what might have been a mild case of polio. Edith painstakingly stretched Alice’s Achilles tendons to make sure they grew properly: five minutes on one leg, seven and a half on the other, every night. Alice’s response? “My stepmother made an enormous effort with me as a child,” she said, “but I think she was bored by doing so.”50

—

Elliott, on the other hand, was desperate to return to his family, but it would come with conditions. Theodore wouldn’t sign the release from the French asylum unless Elliott agreed to continue treatment in the States. He also demanded, with Anna’s backing, that Elliott keep away from his family for a year, to prove that he could stay sober and employed. Arriving back in the United States in February 1892, Elliott spent five weeks taking the renowned Dr. Keeley’s Bichloride of Gold Cure*5 in Dwight, Illinois, then went to work tending to his brother-in-law’s real estate holdings in Virginia.51 After only a few months there, Elliott began a sort of letter-writing campaign, begging Anna, Bye, even Anna’s mother to allow him to return to the fold in New York. Elliott reached out to Eleanor, too. “Because father is not with you is not because he doesn’t love you. For I love you tenderly and dearly. And maybe soon I’ll come back all well and strong and we will have such good times together, like we used to have,” he wrote two days before her eighth birthday.52 He also sent her a pony. As her present to him, she learned to recite much of Longfellow’s poem “The Song of Hiawatha” by heart—“because that happened to be a favorite poem of his,” she said.53

Unfortunately for Eleanor, she was the only one who responded to her father’s overtures: “Sometimes I woke up when my mother and her sisters were talking at bed time, and many a conversation which was not meant for my ears was listened to with great avidity. I acquired a strange and garbled idea of the troubles which were going on around me. Something was wrong with my father, and from my point of view nothing could be wrong with him.”54 When Anna became ill and needed to go to the hospital in November 1892, her mother sent Elliott a telegram that said plainly, “Do not come.” “It is most horrible and full of awe to me that my wife not only does not want me near her in sickness or trouble but fears me,” he telegraphed back to Mrs. Hall. “If Anna cares for it give her my love.”55 The note was dated December 7, 1892. Anna died, of diphtheria, that day. It’s a measure of Eleanor’s blind adoration of Elliott that even when she wrote about her mother’s death years later, she still couldn’t summon any sadness. “She was very sweet to me, and I must have known that something terrible had happened,” she said. “Death meant nothing to me, and one fact wiped out everything else—my father was back and I would see him very soon.”56

To no one’s surprise except perhaps Eleanor’s, her father failed to make her world better. Anna’s will left the three children in custody of her mother, Mary Livingston Ludlow Hall, and Elliott was in no condition to fight back. He visited them infrequently when they were at their grandmother’s Manhattan residence, drifting in and out of New York amid sporadic letters overflowing with unfulfilled promises. One time when he did collect Eleanor for a walk, he arrived with a large collection of hunting dogs, which had become his steadiest companions (besides his drinking partners at his men’s club). “He took me and three of his fox terriers and left us with the doorman at the Knickerbocker Club,” Eleanor said. “When he failed to return after six hours, the doorman took me home.”57

From there, things actually got worse. In May 1893, just five months after their mother’s death, both of Eleanor’s little brothers came down with scarlet fever. Elliott was in Virginia working for his brother-in-law, and he rushed back to New York, but three-year-old Elliott junior died within days. Motherless Eleanor had already begun to assume the role of a parent, even to her own father. “We must remember Ellie is going to be safe in heaven and to be with Mother who is waiting there and our Lord wants Ellie boy with him now, we must be happy and do God’s will and we must cheer others who feel it too,” she wrote to Elliott. “You are alright I hope.”58

Elliott was as far from “alright” as he could be. He continued to tell his family that he was receiving his mail at the Knickerbocker Club, but he had secretly moved into an apartment on New York’s very unfashionable West 102nd Street, where he lived with a new mistress named Mrs. Evans. He also occasionally snuck away to visit the Detroit expatriate with whom he had cavorted in Europe. Theodore wrote to Bye that their brother was now “drinking whole bottles of anisette and green mint—besides whole bottles of raw brandy and of champagne, sometimes half a dozen a morning.”59 Elliott was thrown from his carriage after drunkenly driving it into a lamppost, and he burned himself badly after tipping over a reading lamp. He could only manage sporadic contact with Eleanor, writing her letters equally full of apology and self-pity: “What must you think of your father who has not written in so long.” On August 13, 1894, he wrote and tried to explain himself: “I have after all been very busy, quite ill, at intervals not able to move from my bed for days,” he said. “Kiss Baby Brudie for me and never forget I love you.”60

On that August night, he began acting more strangely than usual. His valet said he collected his dogs and proceeded to introduce them all to Elliott, his dead son. At one point he ran up to the fourth floor of his apartment house and knocked on a neighbor’s door and asked “if Miss Eleanor Roosevelt were at home.” No, the neighbor said, she wasn’t. “Tell her her father is so sorry not to see her,” Elliott replied.61 He then started running up and down the stairs like a rabid dog. When he tired of that, he jumped out the parlor-floor window. His valet got him into bed, but he started to have convulsions. He finally fell asleep some time before 10:00 p.m. By the morning he was dead.

—

Dead to the world—all the major New York papers wrote news stories about him—but of course not dead to his daughter. It was as if she lived in some kind of shiny, happy fantasyland. She would later admit that she survived those bleak and bereft years by retreating to “my dream world.” “My grandmother decided that we children should not go to the funeral, and so I had no tangible thing to make death real to me,” Eleanor said. “From that time on I knew in my mind that my father was dead, and yet I lived with him more closely, probably, than I had when he was alive.”62

In less than two years, Eleanor had lost her mother, her brother, and her father. Nonetheless, Grandmother Hall now decided to keep ten-year-old Eleanor and three-year-old Hall away from their paternal relatives as much as possible. Though her grandmother’s New York house, on West Thirty-Seventh Street, was only about a mile from her devoted aunts Corinne and Bye, Eleanor rarely saw them in the wake of Elliott’s death. “Perhaps she feared we might slip away from her control if we were too much with our dynamic Roosevelt relatives,” she reasoned.63 She was probably right, given the bleak condition of Eleanor’s latest temporary home. “I was sent by my mother for supper with Eleanor,” said her cousin Corinne Robinson Alsop. “I say advisedly that I was sent, because I never wanted to go. In her own words Eleanor has pictured her distressingly grim childhood, and I can only reinforce her statements by confessing my own horror at the atmosphere of the brownstone house with the narrow dark hall lit by a gas jet, the formal, uninviting drawing room, the room back of the drawing room that was even darker than the hall, and the frigid looking dining room where we had our supper in solemn silence as we were all affected by the unbroken gloom.”64

Eleanor’s time at the family’s country house north of the city was even worse. Mrs. Hall’s five surviving children still lived with her at Tivoli, the family’s baroque estate on the Hudson, and they were already more than she could manage. Eleanor’s uncle Vallie was a particular nightmare. Another in the long line of alcoholic men in Eleanor’s family tree, he liked to sit in his second-floor window and shoot his rifle at unsuspecting passersby (though he invariably missed them because he was invariably too drunk to shoot straight).*6, 65 Mrs. Hall felt compelled to put a lock on Eleanor’s bedroom door to keep Vallie out. Or was it to keep Eleanor in?

Alice’s experience with her maternal grandparents, the Lees, could hardly have been more different: “There never were such kind, indulgent, affectionate grandparents—four aunts and an uncle as well—who let me have my way until I ought to have been spanked.”66 Alice escaped to their home in Massachusetts for several weeks each spring and fall. Unlike dour and overwhelmed Mrs. Hall, the Lees were delighted to indulge their firstborn grandchild. Mr. Lee, a successful banker, had already set up a trust fund for Alice upon her mother’s death, and the grandparents yielded to her every whim. “Everything belonged to me,” Alice remembered. “I would come in and jump up and down on the sofa, hoping the springs would break, and they would merely smile indulgently.”67

Edith was just as wary of Elliott’s children as Mrs. Hall was of Theodore’s, especially considering the blotch Elliott had attached to the Roosevelt name. “As you know I never wished Alice to associate with Eleanor so shall not try to keep up any friendship between them,” Edith wrote to her own mother.68 With Elliott’s death she closed the door further, allowing only a brief visit or two in the summer. She wasn’t all that gracious then, either. “Eleanor has been here too—poor little soul; she is very plain,” Edith wrote to Bye. “Her mouth and teeth seem to have no future but as mother (always said)…the ugly duckling may turn into a swan.”69

To top it off, Alice and Eleanor then lost their mutual anchor: Aunt Bye. James “Rosy” Roosevelt, Franklin’s older half brother, was serving as the first secretary at the American embassy in London when his wife, the former Helen Astor, died unexpectedly. Rosy, a somewhat aimless and decidedly foppish playboy who made liberal use of the Astor money, found himself stranded abroad with no one to care for his family, fifteen-year-old James and thirteen-year-old Helen. Rosy cared deeply for his children; he just had no idea how to care for them.*7 So despite the awkward fact that Bye had rejected Rosy’s father’s marriage proposal two decades earlier, she moved to London to care for yet more neglected Roosevelt children. She lived off and on with Rosy and the children for the next two years. Nannie Lodge, wife of Henry Cabot Lodge and an old family friend, wrote, “You are an angel, as usual, to go and take care of the poor forlorn things of the world.”70

Bye did her best to keep Alice and Eleanor connected from afar, writing to each about the other, even sending them identical sets of Shakespeare for Christmas. But the girls no longer had any neutral territory in the city where they could sip tea and find sympathy. “I am so glad Alice is going to be in town this winter,” Eleanor wrote to Bye. “I wish she went to school with me then I would see her every morning.”71 It was left to Aunt Corinne to pick up the slack. A somewhat softer touch than Bye—she was the family poet and resident Sunday school teacher, and she could still turn a dandy cartwheel—Corinne had her own bond with her nieces. She was in the house on Fifty-Seventh Street when Alice was born, and Elliott had introduced her to his business partner, Douglas Robinson, whom she later married. The Robinsons lived on a seventy-acre estate in Orange, New Jersey, called Overlook, which was where Corinne gathered the family each year just after Christmas for skating on Mitchell’s Pond, riding one of their fourteen horses, and other feats of Rooseveltian exertion.

The highlight of the annual family reunion in Orange was a grand dance, held at the Essex County Country Club. Corinne was perhaps the most popular and easygoing of the Roosevelts—she even got along with stony Edith—and the cousins came from far and wide. It was one of the few times that Mrs. Hall allowed Eleanor free rein with her father’s family. It was also the only social occasion where the budding teen could mingle with kids her own age—and she hated it. Trapped in gothic seclusion by her grandmother, Eleanor knew more about the love life of the Romantic poets than she did about acting like a teenager. The clothes, the jargon, the latest dances—it was all lost on her. One year she showed up wearing the same blue dress as the year before, now several inches too short. Another time she wore long black stockings and a white organdy dress that stopped above the knee, giving her a pre–What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? look. “No one, young or old, wore very short skirts in those days, even for sports, but her grandmother bought her a dress that could have been for a five-year-old,” said Corinne Alsop.72 “She was,” said Augusta Tilney, a friend of Corinne’s, “a living freak.”73

Alice attended these gatherings, too, and the differences between her and Eleanor were becoming as glaring as those black stockings. Dressed in elegant clothes purchased with her grandparents’ limitless funds, Alice was the center of attention, surrounded by young men who wanted to dance with her or just watch her hold court. “[She was] so much more sophisticated and grown up that I was in great awe of her,” Eleanor said. “She was better at sports, and my having so few companions my own age put me at great disadvantage with other young people.”74 In later years, Alice would scoff at Eleanor’s feelings of inadequacy. “She was always making herself out to be an ugly duckling but she was really rather attractive. Tall, rather coltish-looking, with masses of pale, gold hair rippling to below her waist, and really lovely blue eyes,” Alice said. “It’s true that her chin went in a bit, which wouldn’t have been so noticeable if only her hateful grandmother had fixed her teeth. I think Eleanor today would have been considered a beauty.”75

It’s easy to chalk up Alice’s backhanded compliment to her growing determination to be contrary at all costs, a desire to be kind, only to be cruel. But Alice truly cared for her cousin. One fateful evening in Orange, she not only confirmed her warmest feelings for Eleanor; she also—to borrow Edith’s callous phrase—helped turn the duckling into a swan. The orchestra was playing a polka, and as usual Eleanor was on the sidelines, staring at the ceiling, fidgeting with her dress, and generally trying to disappear into the wallpaper, while Alice and the others were kicking up their heels. When the music stopped, Alice and her handsome partner stood together laughing. She whispered something in his ear, and he suddenly looked over in Eleanor’s direction. Alice had suggested that he walk across the room to talk to her cousin, and so he did. “Eleanor, may I have the next dance with you?” asked the tall young man with a radiant smile. “Oh, Franklin,” she replied. “I’d love to.”76

Oh, Franklin indeed. For the rest of their lives, he would form a sort of dividing line between the cousins. It wasn’t that they fought over him. Alice vehemently denied ever having romantic designs on Franklin; in fact, she said her family always thought he was an intellectual lightweight: they joked that the initials “FD” stood for “Feather Duster.” But he stood between them, less like a net on a Ping-Pong table than the ball itself, bouncing from Alice’s side to Eleanor’s, and often in ways that underscored how far apart the cousins stood politically, socially, even morally.

The Orange dance revealed just how differently the two young women had matured. Eleanor and Franklin had been occasional playmates through the years. He gave
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