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Introduction

If American history textbooks accurately reflected the past, Frances Perkins would be recognized as one of the nation’s greatest heroes—as iconic as Benjamin Franklin or Thomas Paine. Like Franklin, Perkins was a brilliant self-creation: There had not been anyone like her before and there has not been anyone like her since. Like Paine, Perkins helped to start a revolution.

Francis Perkins was Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s secretary of labor, and the first woman ever to serve in a presidential cabinet. She was also one of the key architects of the New Deal, the ambitious series of programs initiated by the federal government in the 1930s. The New Deal was Perkins’s revolution, and it did nothing less than create modern America.

When Perkins arrived in the capital in 1933, the Great Depression was at its darkest. The stock market had fallen 85 percent, and one quarter of the workforce was unemployed. Every state had declared a “bank holiday,” officially closing the banks. President Herbert Hoover had largely stood by, allowing the free market and private charity to respond to the economic cataclysm.

The federal government had historically done little more than defend the country and deliver the mail. That changed dramatically during the Roosevelt years. A large and dynamic federal government emerged—one that helped the jobless provide for themselves and their families, ensured that the elderly had enough to live on, ran programs that allowed struggling farmers and homeowners to stay on their property, and generally intervened when people could not make it on their own.

This extraordinary national transformation arose in large  part out of the unique partnership between Roosevelt and Perkins. They were, in many ways, an unlikely pair. Roosevelt was a Harvard-educated patrician who had coasted to political success on personal charm, inherited wealth, and his familial connection to Theodore Roosevelt. Perkins had been born into more modest circumstances and earned her success by hard work and perseverance. Roosevelt was a shrewd politician, adept at the art of the practical. Perkins was an idealist who fought for broad principles and was prone to talk, as one profile of her observed, “like an editorial in The Survey,” the national social-work magazine.

Perkins was born into a conservative middle-class family in Worcester, Massachusetts. She was a talented student with a curious mind. At a time when few girls pursued higher education, Perkins left home to attend nearby Mount Holyoke College. She had been raised to believe that poor people were largely responsible for their troubles, but a favorite college professor gave her a different perspective. The professor’s influence, and a visit from the founder of the National Consumers League, helped persuade Perkins to become a social reformer.

Perkins’s father believed the only acceptable career for a proper young woman was teaching. To placate him, Perkins took a job at a private school in Lake Forest, Illinois. Once she was out from under her parents’ watchful gaze, she began spending her free time at Hull House, the settlement house Jane Addams ran in a poor immigrant neighborhood of Chicago. Perkins was introduced to tenement living conditions, labor organizing, and a cadre of people who were dedicated to improving the lives of the poor.

Perkins had found her calling. She took a job in Philadelphia with a reform group that studied the poor and provided aid to them. One of her duties was assisting with one of the group’s grittier services—meeting immigrant women who arrived by boat and helping to ensure that they were not lured into prostitution by the unsavory men who waited at the docks.

From Philadelphia, Perkins moved to New York. She earned a master’s degree in social work from Columbia University and took a job with the National Consumers League, a leading  reform group fighting for the rights of working people. Perkins spent much of her time in Albany trying to persuade a largely hostile state legislature to adopt pro-worker legislation, including a maximum-hours law for women. She also became one of the nation’s leading experts on factory safety.

On March 25, 1911, Perkins was having tea with a friend on Washington Square when a butler announced that there was a fire. Perkins rushed to a nearby factory building and witnessed the Triangle Shirtwaist fire as it happened. She watched as factory girls, unable to escape or to stand the heat of the flames, jumped to their deaths.

With the city grieving for 146 workers who lost their lives, the causes Perkins had been fighting for had a new urgency. The Triangle Shirtwaist fire was “a torch that lighted up the whole industrial scene,” Perkins would later say. Two blue-ribbon commissions were established to investigate factory safety, and Perkins worked with both of them. The outrage stirred by the fire helped Perkins win passage of the main bill she had been fighting for, a law limiting women’s workweeks to fifty-four hours.

On her visits to Albany, Perkins had been able to persuade many legislators to back her cause. One new state senator, however, resisted her appeals. Franklin Roosevelt, who had just been elected from rural upstate New York, voted for the bill in the end, but he would not publicly support it or help lobby his colleagues. Perkins was not all that surprised. They had traveled in the same social circles in Manhattan, and Roosevelt had struck her as something of a spoiled aristocrat who lacked compassion for those who were less well off.

As a young woman in New York City, Perkins struck a remarkably modern figure. She socialized with bohemians in Greenwich Village and got to know many notable figures, from the novelist Sinclair Lewis to young Winston Churchill. Perkins freely told friends that she did not intend to marry. When she changed her mind and accepted a proposal from Paul Wilson, a promising young municipal reformer from an affluent family, they married in a small ceremony with no family present, and she insisted on keeping her name.

Perkins’s career took a sharp turn in 1919, when Al Smith became governor of New York. Smith had gotten to know Perkins when he served as vice chairman of one of the commissions investigating the Triangle Shirtwaist fire, and he had been impressed by her knowledge and passion for working people. Smith appointed Perkins to a seat on the state Industrial Commission. It marked the end of her career as an outside lobbyist and the beginning of her life as a government official.

The appointment was a breakthrough for women, who had only just won the right to vote. It was also a bold choice because Perkins was so clearly identified with the battle for workers’ rights. Perkins’s focus as commissioner was workers’ compensation, and she fought to make sure that working people who were injured on the job had a fair chance to make their case and get the money they were entitled to.

Al Smith was the Democratic nominee for president in 1928, and Perkins hit the campaign trail for him. Smith lost to Hoover, but in the same election, Roosevelt was narrowly elected to succeed Smith as governor. Roosevelt offered Perkins a newly configured position of industrial commissioner, which would make her not merely one of several members of a commission, but the top labor administrator in the state.

Perkins accepted the new position. The Roosevelt she agreed to work for was a different person from the callow young man she had once known. The main reason, she believed, was that he had been stricken with polio in the interim. Roosevelt’s disability had stripped away his privileged self-satisfaction. Polio led him to have a “total change of heart,” Perkins later said. “Nobody was dull. Nobody was a great nuisance. Nobody made no sense. Nobody was good for nothing. Because they were human beings who could walk, and run, and exercise, they were all superior to him.”

Perkins supervised 1,800 employees in the largest labor department in the nation. No less important, she advised Roosevelt on industrial and labor policy. In his first year as governor, the Crash of 1929 sent stock prices plunging, and the Great Depression was underway. Millions of Americans were thrown out of work, and many were struggling to find food and shelter.  Perkins was a resolute voice within Roosevelt’s inner circle pushing for New York State to take an active role in helping victims of the hard economic times.

At her urging, Roosevelt established a committee to explore ways to address the Depression. Perkins selected the governor’s appointees to the Committee for Stabilization of Industry, which met out of her offices. In its final report, the committee called for the state to begin a major public-works program to put jobless New Yorkers to work. It also recommended the creation of an unemployment insurance system to tide people over between jobs.

In 1932, Roosevelt ran for president, calling for a more aggressive response to the economic turmoil than President Hoover was providing. In his speech accepting the Democratic nomination, he promised the nation a “new deal,” though the details were sketchy.

Roosevelt won in a landslide and quickly got to work assembling a cabinet. Perkins was an obvious choice for secretary of labor. Roosevelt knew her and her work well, but she was no mere local functionary. Perkins’s two decades of advocacy on behalf of workers had won her a sterling national reputation. Perkins had one more thing in her favor: Democratic women who had worked to elect Roosevelt were also pressing him to choose the nation’s first woman cabinet member, and many of them were asking for Perkins in particular. Her selection would not be well received by organized labor, which had gotten used to having the labor secretary be a union official, but Roosevelt seemed prepared to disappoint them.

One of the few people, it seemed, who were not persuaded that Perkins should be the next secretary of labor was Perkins herself. She liked her life in New York, where she lived with her fourteen-year-old daughter, and she was nervous about starting her life over in Washington. She also had a more personal concern. Paul Wilson had begun showing signs of manic depression soon after their marriage and was now confined to an institution. There was considerable stigma to mental illness at the time, and Perkins worried that if she joined the cabinet, her husband would be thrust into the limelight. After giving it  considerable thought, she wrote to the president-elect and told him she did not wish to be considered.

Ignoring the plea, Roosevelt called Perkins in for a meeting at his Manhattan town house. Suspecting what the subject would be, Perkins brought along a list of the causes she had been fighting for and told Roosevelt she would take the job only if he agreed to back all of them.

The agenda she came armed with was an ambitious one. Perkins wanted the Roosevelt administration to establish a federal relief system and large-scale public-works programs to help people who had been thrown out of work. She wanted federal unemployment insurance and old-age pensions. She also wanted the government to adopt minimum-wage and maximum-hour laws and a ban on child labor.

Perkins’s causes could be counted on to attract fierce political opposition. Roosevelt himself was ambivalent about some of the items, notably unemployment insurance. It was still a fairly novel idea, and Roosevelt worried that it would amount to “the dole”—paying people not to work in a way that would sap their work ethic. In exchange for Perkins’s agreement to join the cabinet, however, Roosevelt endorsed her full list.

When Perkins took over the federal Department of Labor, it was a backwater. Labor was the most recently created cabinet department, and its portfolio was narrow. The biggest part of its work was tracking down illegal aliens, hardly the most pressing issue for a nation wracked by economic crisis. It was also riddled with corruption, including systematic efforts to shake down immigrants by threatening them with deportation.

Perkins ousted the corrupt officials and then got to work refocusing the department on the needs of workers. She became the strongest voice in the cabinet for public works and emergency relief for the unemployed. She continually brought them up at cabinet meetings and squared off against Lewis Douglas, Roosevelt’s fiscally conservative budget director, who kept insisting that the nation could not afford big social programs.

Roosevelt asked Perkins to bring him a plan for a federal emergency relief program. The proposal she brought him was  one prepared by Harry Hopkins, the young social worker who was running the nation’s first state emergency relief program in New York. Roosevelt liked the plan and asked Democratic leaders in Congress to draft a bill to make it law. He then asked Hopkins to run the program.

Toward the end of the first hundred days, the administration’s focus was on drafting a sweeping National Industrial Recovery Act to try to jump-start American business. Members of Roosevelt’s inner circle had different priorities for what to include in the bill. Many were pushing for an elaborate system of government-industrial partnership. Perkins attended the drafting meetings, but she went with a single goal: making sure that the bill contained a major public-works provision. In the end, she persuaded Roosevelt to allocate $3.3 billion for public works. Just before the bill was introduced in Congress, Douglas persuaded Roosevelt to take the money out, but Perkins swooped in at the last minute and, in her own private meeting with Roosevelt, got it restored.

Perkins was one of only two cabinet members who remained with Roosevelt for all four terms. (Interior secretary Harold Ickes was the other.) Over the next twelve years, Perkins accomplished a great deal more. Roosevelt appointed her to head a committee to explore old-age pensions. The committee issued a report that called for creating a broad federal safety net, including pensions for older Americans, unemployment insurance for those who were temporarily out of work, and programs of aid for the needy and the disabled. These recommendations laid the groundwork for the Social Security Act, which Roosevelt signed into law in the summer of 1935. In 1938, another major bill that Perkins drew up, the Fair Labor Standards Act, became law. That act achieved her lifelong goal of establishing federal minimum-wage and maximum-hour standards.

For all of her triumphs, Perkins’s time as labor secretary had many low moments. Some of her difficulties arose in her private life. Perkins regularly shuttled back and forth to New York City to look after her husband and her daughter, who remained in school there. Paul Wilson’s mental health remained a source of constant concern. On the same August morning in 1935 that  Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act, Perkins got a call telling her that Wilson was missing. She went to the White House for the signing, to avoid calling attention to her husband’s disappearance, and then rushed to New York to help find him.

Perkins also had considerable difficulty on the job. She made no secret of her dislike of reporters and their constant attempts to invade her privacy. The Washington press corps returned the frosty feelings, giving her generally negative coverage and, at one point, electing her the “most useless” of Washington officials. Perkins was also unpopular in Congress, in large part due to her firm resistance to allowing political patronage in the programs she supervised.

Many of Roosevelt’s critics focused on Perkins as a symbol of all that was wrong with his administration and the New Deal. Her enemies spread rumors that she was not from an old New England family but rather was a Jewish immigrant. To appease the Daughters of the American Revolution, she provided evidence that she was born in Boston to a Christian family—though she said that if she had been born a Jew she would have been proud of it. The most controversial chapter of her career was the Harry Bridges case. Perkins refused to deport Bridges, a foreign-born union leader with communist sympathies, because she could find no legal basis for doing so. Her refusal created an uproar on the right, and Republican senators responded by introducing a resolution to impeach her.

It was hard, however, even for Perkins’s critics to deny how much she had managed to get done in her twelve years as secretary of labor. There were emergency relief for the unemployed and large-scale public works, old-age pensions and unemployment insurance, minimum-wage laws and maximum-hour restrictions—by the end of Roosevelt’s presidency in April 1945, the whole agenda that she had asked him to sign off on in 1933 had been enacted into law.

In the final days, Collier’s magazine published a profile of Perkins that was largely negative. Amid the barbs about her failings and wonderment that she was still in office, however, it had to acknowledge just how much substantive legislation she had gotten enacted. It could be said, the profile conceded,  that what the past twelve years had produced was “not so much the Roosevelt New Deal as it is the Perkins New Deal.”

 

When Roosevelt died, Perkins was suddenly adrift. Things would have been different if Henry Wallace, the previous vice president and a good friend of Perkins’s, had succeeded Roosevelt. But the 1944 Democratic Convention had removed Wallace from the ticket and replaced him with Harry Truman, whom she did not know well. It was clear when Truman became president that Perkins would not be in his inner circle. What was not clear was what she would do next.

Perkins’s old friend George Bye, who was a literary agent, urged her to write a biography of Roosevelt. With the nation in grief over his death, the time was right for a portrait of the late president written by one of his most trusted aides. Perkins declined, insisting that she was not a great writer and did not have the time. Bye persisted, however, and by the fall of 1945, he had persuaded her.

Viking Press wanted the book within months, to beat out any other Roosevelt biographies that might be in the works. When Perkins despaired of meeting the deadline, Bye urged her to collaborate with Howard Taubman, a music critic for the New York Times. Perkins and Taubman settled into her Washington, D.C., home, Perkins supplying the reminiscences and Taubman turning them into a narrative. Within weeks, they had completed a manuscript. The writing was mostly Taubman’s, but the memories, insights, and conclusions in The Roosevelt I Knew were all Perkins’s.

During the presidency and after, so many of Roosevelt advisers wrote books that the New Deal memoir became something of a literary subgenre. Many of these books were reverential; a few were harshly critical. The Roosevelt I Knew falls between those extremes. It is unambiguously admiring of Roosevelt as a man and a president—as Perkins says at the outset, her book is “biased in his favor,” in part because she was “bound to him by ties of affection, common purpose, and joint undertakings.” Perkins was also, however, forthright about what she saw as his flaws.

The Roosevelt I Knew got a mixed reception. A pair of reviews in the New York Times reflected the division of opinion. A reviewer in the daily newspaper criticized its writing and organization and complained that it was “almost, but not quite, a blanket endorsement of everything Roosevelt did as Governor and President.” A critic writing in the Sunday edition of the paper praised its “penetrating yet generous” portrait of Roosevelt and predicted that it would be a valuable resource for future historians. I can vouch for this final observation. When I wrote a book about Roosevelt’s inner circle during his first hundred days in office, I drew heavily on Perkins’s assessment of her boss.

There is no denying that The Roosevelt I Knew is a largely sympathetic portrait—just as Perkins bills it at the outset. It describes a president who was deeply involved in substantive policy matters. Roosevelt was initially pulled in several directions on a public-works program—Perkins and Harry Hopkins pulling him toward it, Lewis Douglas away from it. Roosevelt was always very engaged with the issue and eventually became a fierce advocate for public works. Under his leadership, the programs expanded greatly, putting millions of jobless Americans to work.

Perkins recounts how adept Roosevelt was at moving the levers of government. She describes his skill at arbitrating among the various proposals that his cabinet members brought to him and his ability to see which made good sense and which were politically achievable. In her chapter on Social Security, she presents Roosevelt as a masterful technician, stage-managing the development of a bill to ensure that it moved forward while remaining under his control.

Perkins presents Roosevelt as fundamentally principled. At the height of the Harry Bridges affair, she went to meet with Roosevelt to tell him that pressure was building to deport Bridges. Roosevelt asked if Bridges had done anything to overthrow the government. When Perkins said that he had not, Roosevelt responded that punishing a man for what he believes was “against the Constitution.” Later, when she told him that there was a movement afoot to impeach her over the matter, Roosevelt told her, “Don’t worry.”

In The Roosevelt I Knew, Perkins talks about how unimpressed she was with Roosevelt when she first met him. She remembers the youthful Franklin as “unpromising.” She recalls, more than three decades after the fact, her disappointment at his refusal to publicly back her fifty-four-hour bill. “I took it hard,” she writes, “that a young man who had so much spirit,” would not support a bill that was “a measure of the progressive convictions of the politicians” of the time.

Her criticism is not limited to the early years. Perkins writes honestly about other shortcomings of Roosevelt, including his limited understanding of some of the matters he had to deal with as president. At one point, she relates how John Maynard Keynes, the great British economist, came to see Roosevelt in 1934. After the meeting, Roosevelt told her that Keynes had left him with a “rigmarole of figures.” Keynes told Perkins that he had “supposed the President was more literate, economically speaking.”

Overall, though, The Roosevelt I Knew is a frankly admiring portrait—and one presented with real affection. In life, Perkins did not often come off as sentimental. She was best known for her command of complex subject matter and her moral suasion—the qualities that had people likening her to an “editorial in The Survey.” In this memoir, however, Perkins was heartfelt about Roosevelt and about what they were able to accomplish together.

In the final chapter of The Roosevelt I Knew, “Last Months,” the author recalls the president’s illness and death. In his waning days, he refused Perkins’s repeated offers to resign, telling her at one point, “I can’t think of anybody else, and I can’t get used to anybody else.” He then thanked her, in a voice “filled with exhaustion,” telling her, “Frances, you have done awfully well. I know what you have been through. I know what you have accomplished.” Perkins was deeply moved. They both, she recalled, had tears in their eyes.

The Roosevelt I Knew is a great book but not a perfect one. At some points, it reveals the rushed circumstances under which it was written. The organization can be loose and even a bit chaotic, and the writing style is at times uninspired. Perkins  says at the outset that she does not intend to give an overview of Roosevelt’s presidency, but even with that proviso, the book’s subject matter is too telescoped, focusing on a few issues, notably working conditions and labor strife, issues that were close to Perkins’s heart, but not always to Roosevelt’s.

In the end, though, the book has two enormous strengths, which set it apart. The first is the wealth of personal experience that Perkins is able to draw on to create her portrait of Roosevelt and of the New Deal. It is remarkable, for example, to read that the genesis of the federal minimum-wage law lay in Roosevelt’s wryly asking Perkins, shortly after he was reelected in 1936, “What happened to that nice unconstitutional bill you had tucked away?” It is perhaps even more striking to read how haphazardly it was that this same bill came to include, at the last minute, a nationwide ban on child labor.

The book’s other great strength is Perkins’s shrewd assessments of what made Roosevelt tick. The short chapter entitled “A Little Left of Center” conveys Roosevelt’s political views better than many far lengthier and more formal biographies. It makes the case that Roosevelt was openly critical of big business but inherently sympathetic to it. He believed government should play a more active role in the economy but that it must not go too far. In explaining this, Perkins includes yet another telling anecdote, this one about a “superficial young reporter” who tries to pin Roosevelt down on whether he is a communist, a socialist, or a capitalist. Roosevelt answered no on all three scores, adding that he was “a Christian and a Democrat—that’s all.”

In The Roosevelt I Knew, Perkins never presents a grand theory of her longtime boss and friend. She does not reduce him, as some biographers have been apt to do, to a hero or a villain, to an idealistic reformer or a calculating politician, to capitalism’s savior or its greatest enemy. Perkins describes Roosevelt as simply “the most complicated human being I ever knew.” He had many qualities that were in tension, she says, and “he was all these things.” Her admiring but unfailingly clear-eyed portrait is as good a guidebook as we are likely to get to Roosevelt’s many complications.

ADAM COHEN




PREAMBLE

Franklin Roosevelt was not a simple man. That quality of simplicity which we delight to think marks the great and noble was not his. He was the most complicated human being I ever knew; and out of this complicated nature there sprang much of the drive which brought achievement, much of the sympathy which made him like, and liked by, such oddly different types of people, much of the detachment which enabled him to forget his problems in play or rest, and much of the apparent contradiction which so exasperated those associates of his who expected “crystal clear” and unwavering decisions. But this very complication of his nature made it possible for him to have insight and imagination into the most varied human experiences, and this he applied to the physical, social, geographical, economic, and strategic circumstances thrust upon him as responsibilities by his times.

He was capable of almost childish vanity about his skill in catching fish, his seamanship in small boats, his exploits in teasing Winston Churchill and in making Stalin laugh and unbend; and at the same time he could be unself-consciously humble and ask the advice of a most casual visitor about some problem he could not solve. He enjoyed the gay, boisterous, and sometimes silly fellows with whom he went on fishing trips. The reason was not only “no mental strain,” as a keen columnist discerned; he really liked the banter and teasing. He used the same coin of personal funmaking when he sat down to talk with a group of labor leaders. Some of them are deadly serious men, or humorless, and were bothered by it. Many loved it and felt warm and included by it.

Many books will be written about Franklin Roosevelt, but no two will give the same picture. For no two people saw the same thing in him. The variety and conflict of the pictures will be startling. It will be many years before a definitive biography and true appraisal of Franklin Roosevelt is written. People who knew him and lived in his times are too close to him, and too partisan about him, either for or against, to have the necessary objectivity. Those who knew him and his times will write what they knew, saw, felt, and understood about him. It will be source material for future historians. It will surely encourage people to continue their own efforts to overcome handicaps and to develop themselves as individuals; but even more important, it will encourage them to seek greater social justice and higher standards of living in the corporate life of our country.

This book about Roosevelt is not a biography. It is biased in his favor. I agreed with most of his positions and policies and worked for many years to help develop, spread, and establish them in action. I am bound to him by ties of affection, common purpose, and joint undertakings. All doubts have been resolved in his favor. Despite his shortcomings, I, on the whole, respect the methods he used to handle his problems and develop his strength.

He was many things—not clear, not simple, with drives and compulsions in a dozen different directions, with curiosity sending him from one field and experience to another, with imagination making it possible for him to identify himself, at least partly and temporarily, with widely different phenomena and people. There was undoubted conflict within him. He was all these things—the rich man’s friend, the poor man’s brother, the stern puritan conscience, the easygoing, indulgent, and forgiving friend of the irregulars. These conflicts, however, did not result in neurotic stagnation, but in life and movement in many directions; and shrewd planning kept them from ruining one another.

Without these conflicts in Roosevelt’s thinking and feeling there would have been less action. He responded to one impulse, was checked by another. By diverting two conflicting impulses and starting something new, he compounded or made  compromises out of both. In this way opposition dropped off and progress was made. This was never wholly conscious on his part. Out of these impulses, interests, curiosities, and sympathies came the dynamic quality which made movement, action, and creative living possible for him.

The core of Roosevelt’s character was viability—a capacity for living and growing that remained to his dying day. It accounts for his rise from a rather unpromising young man to a great man—not merely a President, but a man who so impressed himself upon his time that he can never be forgotten and will be loved as a symbol of hope and social justice long after his generation and his works have passed away.

One cannot predict what Roosevelt would have said or done in the postwar world. It is unfortunate that already there may be growing a rigid “Roosevelt legend.” Some are expressing quite personal ideas as if they were definitely what Roosevelt wanted, and urging them as a guide for the present and future in political and international action. I wonder if they know what he would have done. He was essentially adaptable to new circumstances, always quick to understand the changing needs and hopes of the people and to vary his action to meet changing situations. Methods which he pursued in the past are not necessarily what he would have used today.

He made an indelible impression on his own country and on the world, changing the direction of political thought through knowledge of human needs and suffering and emphasis upon the provision of the good life for the common man. He grew to greatness by a full utilization of all of his talent and personality; he began where he was and used what he had. He ignored his handicaps, both physical and intellectual, and let nothing hinder him from doing the work he had to do in the world. He was not born great but he became great. The words most often on his lips to describe what he regarded as the good democratic society were: “free,” “fair,” and “decent.” To his dying day he held the philosophy that “If you treat people right they will treat you right—ninety per cent of the time.” He left no political system, no basis for a cult. Some of his personal rules of life remain and they will offer guidance and inspiration to many.  Never let fear rise; take constructive action with whatever capacities are available; be flexible in all dealings with human beings; overcome unnecessary discouragement and gloom by laughter and by faith. “Move forward with a strong and active faith,” he wrote on his last day, as on his first day in office as President he had said: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

He learned to love people, and they returned it. Seldom has a man been so beloved within his own generation. On the night he died, a young soldier stood in the silent group which clustered for comfort around the White House where he had lived. The young soldier sighed as I nodded to him and, still looking at the house, he said: “I felt as if I knew him.” (A pause.) “I felt as if he knew me—and I felt as if he liked me.”

This man cannot be made into the founder of a cult, the supporter of a group. He belonged to everyone. If this book can help to establish the real rather than the legendary leader by getting closer to the man himself, I shall feel that I have done him some service.




PART ONE

THE MAN




1.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

I first saw Franklin Roosevelt in 1910 at a tea dance in the house of Mrs. Walston Brown in Gramercy Park, New York City. I was studying at Columbia University for a Master’s degree and working in a settlement house on a survey of the social conditions in the neighborhood.

Roosevelt had just entered politics with a Dutchess County campaign, which was not taken too seriously either by Roosevelt himself, his supporters, or his friends. The Republicans and farmers had voted for him as state senator largely because of his name. It was the era of Theodore Roosevelt, and we were all still under his spell.

Mrs. Brown was a pleasant lady who delighted to entertain serious-minded young people who were not too serious to dance and relax, strictly on tea, for such was the innocent habit of late afternoon parties of the pre–World War I period.

There was nothing particularly interesting about the tall, thin young man with the high collar and pince-nez; and I should not later have remembered this meeting except for the fact that in an interval between dances someone in the group I joined mentioned Theodore Roosevelt, speaking with some scorn of his “progressive” ideas. The tall young man named Roosevelt, I didn’t catch his first name on introduction, made a spirited defense of Theodore Roosevelt, being careful to proclaim that he was not his kin except by marriage.

Like many young people, I was an ardent admirer of Theodore Roosevelt. He had been a vigorous and educative President. He had recommended to the people Jacob Riis’s book How the Other Half Lives. I had read it, and Theodore Roosevelt’s  inaugural address of 1905, and had straightaway felt that the pursuit of social justice would be my vocation. Therefore this tall young man who was one of Theodore Roosevelt’s admirers made a slight impression on me. We did not become well acquainted, but occasionally I saw him at purely social functions.

I did not give him a second thought until I went to Albany, as a representative of the Consumers’ League, to work for passage of the fifty-four-hour bill for women, known as the Jackson-McManus bill. I had already had a conviction, a “concern,” as the Quakers say, about social justice; and it was clear in my own mind that the promotion of social justice could be made to work practically. As a student and professional social worker, I was taking an active part in proposals to use the legislative authority of the state to correct social abuses—long hours, low wages, bad housing, child labor, and unsanitary conditions.

This was a period of confusion. The ancient concept of the rights of man was in conflict with the expansion and needs of big business and mass production. None of us was clear in our thinking, but our emotions were inevitably attracted by the dynamic quality of Theodore Roosevelt (whose attachment to the principles of social justice has never been sufficiently developed by his biographers) and by the qualities of leadership in social reform, both in Great Britain and in our own country, which were being demonstrated on the political plane by Lloyd George and Woodrow Wilson.

Franklin Roosevelt was then a member of the state Senate, a Democrat in an administration with a Democratic governor and a Democratic majority in both houses. No one who saw him in those years would have been likely to think of him as a potential President of the U.S.A.

I believe that at that time Franklin Roosevelt had little, if any, concern about specific social reforms. Nothing in his conversation or action would have indicated it. He was, of course, engaged in 1911 and 1912 in a violent controversy with the regular Democratic party of the state over the election by the legislature of William Sheehan as United States Senator from New York. Roosevelt and many of the Democrats of the nonprofessional  type believed this appointment savored of “dirty politics.” There can be no question but that he sincerely felt he was doing a great service in making a spectacular battle against the party organization. He won the battle, but it did not leave him with many friends in the Senate or Democratic party of the state.

I have a vivid picture of him operating on the floor of the Senate: tall and slender, very active and alert, moving around the floor, going in and out of committee rooms, rarely talking with the members, who more or less avoided him, not particularly charming (that came later), artificially serious of face, rarely smiling, with an unfortunate habit—so natural that he was unaware of it—of throwing his head up. This, combined with his pince-nez and great height, gave him the appearance of looking down his nose at most people.

It is interesting that this habit of throwing his head up, which when he was young and unchastened gave him a slightly supercilious appearance, later had a completely different effect. By 1933, and for the rest of his life, it was a gesture of courage and hope, and people were responsive to it as such.

Many staunch old Tammany Democrats in those days felt that he did look down his nose at them. I remember old Tim Sullivan, himself the acme of personal amiability, saying after a bout with Roosevelt, “Awful arrogant fellow, that Roosevelt.”

I can see “that Roosevelt” now, standing back of the brass rail with two or three Democratic senators arguing with him to be “reasonable,” as they called it, about something; his small mouth pursed up and slightly open, his nostrils distended, his head in the air, and his cool, remote voice saying, “No, no, I won’t hear of it!”

I think he started that way not because he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and had a good education at Harvard (which in itself constitutes a political handicap), but because he really didn’t like people very much and because he had a youthful lack of humility, a streak of self-righteousness, and a deafness to the hopes, fears, and aspirations which are the common lot.

The marvel is that these handicaps were washed out of him by life, experience, punishment, and his capacity to grow. He  never wholly ignored these youthful traits himself. He once said to me when he was President, “You know, I was an awfully mean cuss when I first went into politics.”

During this period he was, in his personal as distinguished from his public relations, gay and agreeable. He loved to laugh in 1911 as in 1945.

The regular Democrats in Albany, however, found him austere. Personally he got great fun out of his fight against Sheehan, although it was just a drastic application of the old-fashioned reform program of honesty and intelligence in government. A young and inexperienced person like myself could not fail to observe that it was fun to put “corruption,” as Theodore Roosevelt called it, to rout. The regular Democrats of the Tammany Hall persuasion just gritted their teeth and endured him. They disliked him, and I include among them Robert Wagner, Alfred E. Smith, Jim Foley, Harvey Ferris, Hugh Frawley, Henry Grady, and many others who thought him impossible and said so privately.

I was tremendously interested and intrigued by politicians, like Tim Sullivan of the Bowery and his cousin Christy; Senator Grady, the great orator who was nearly always slightly intoxicated when he made his orations in the Senate of New York; The MacManus, called by a columnist of his day “the Devil’s Deputy from Hell’s Kitchen.” The warm, human sympathies of these people, less than perfect as I examine their record, gave me insight into a whole stratum of American society I had not known. In contrast with these roughnecks, I don’t hesitate to say now, Franklin Roosevelt seemed just an ordinary, respectable, intelligent, correct young man.

In the first Albany period of Franklin Roosevelt, I repeat, I was not much impressed by him. I knew innumerable young men who had been educated in private schools and had gone to Harvard. He did not seem different except that he had political rather than professional or scholarly interests. Many years later I realized that Franklin Roosevelt had learned from rough Tammany politicians like Tim Sullivan and The MacManus. In the spring of 1938 when I was trying to impress upon him the seriousness of a problem relating to immigration policy, he suddenly  said, “Tim Sullivan used to say that the America of the future would be made out of the people who had come over in steerage and who knew in their own hearts and lives the difference between being despised and being accepted and liked.” Then he added, “Poor old Tim Sullivan never understood about modern politics, but he was right about the human heart.”

 

On the last night of the legislative session of the spring of 1912, the fifty-four-hour bill for women came to a test vote, but the forces in the New York state legislature at Albany were scattered. The Democrats had proclaimed for a number of years that they favored this law. The strategy of those of us promoting it had been to force the bill to a vote. An acceptable bill had gone through the Senate, but in the Assembly an amendment had been attached by floor vote exempting women who worked in the canneries. We had been very strongly on record as opposed to this exemption.

I later came to realize that this was part of a plan, and some of our Democratic friends by indirection had agreed to it. It was taken for granted that the friends of the bill would condemn it as amended and that it would be dropped without a roll call in the Senate. I didn’t figure this out for myself. Tim Sullivan, the senator from the Bowery, told me. It was hard to believe, for I hadn’t yet learned about “practical politics.”

When the bill arrived in the Senate as amended, I had to decide whether to accept the amendment or see the bill die. I decided to accept the amendment and to ask to have the bill put through the Senate. Josiah Newcombe and Mayhew Wainwright, liberal Republicans, and Tim Sullivan and other Democrats really favorable to the bill advised me to do so and said they would put it through. Here the test came.

Robert Wagner, the chairman of the Rules Committee, was in the Chair. Tim Sullivan, the next ranking member, had boarded the Hudson River boat in the belief that the bill was safe, as all had agreed to the amendment. But it was still a critical moment, as the opposition had planned not to let a vote be taken, and he had to be called back.

When Tim Sullivan came puffing up the hill after being pulled  off the Albany boat, he said to me, “It’s all right, me gal, we is wid ya. De bosses thought they was going to kill your bill, but they forgot about Tim Sullivan. I’m a poor man meself. Me father and me mother were poor and struggling. I seen me sister go out to work when she was only fourteen and I know we ought to help these gals by giving ’em a law which will prevent ’em from being broken down while they’re still young.”

This was a simple emotional response with no sophisticated political consideration involved. Certainly Tim Sullivan never realized the extent to which this type of measure twenty years later would bring nation-wide support to Franklin Roosevelt.

Tim Sullivan got the bill passed. True, it was an amended bill, but it made possible shorter hours for hundreds of thousands of women in the factories and mills of New York State.

Franklin Roosevelt did not associate himself actively with this bill, which was a measure of the progressive convictions of the politicians of 1910. I remember it clearly because I took it hard that a young man who had so much spirit did not do so well in this, which I thought a test, as did Tim Sullivan and The MacManus, undoubtedly corrupt politicians.




2.

WILSON ERA

When Roosevelt first became interested in Wilson, or Wilson in him, I do not know, but certainly it was well before the Democratic national convention of 1912. I remember that Roosevelt’s name was attached to the invitation to join a “New York Committee for Wilson for President” which was a preconvention activity. I have been told by others that Wilson was attracted to him by his opposition to the election of “Billy” Sheehan as United States Senator. It had been a vigorous fight, based on the principle of personal and political integrity as a prerequisite for public office.

I saw Roosevelt at the 1912 convention in Baltimore. He was energetic, high-minded, and still looking down his nose through the pince-nez. Because of his devotion to Wilson and his ideas, Roosevelt was learning to make adjustments in his personal position to satisfy the greater needs of the party and of society. Wilson’s high intellectual quality and complete devotion to his program of the “New Freedom” evoked lasting admiration in young Franklin Roosevelt.

The influence of Wilson, both personally and objectively, upon young Franklin Roosevelt can be gathered from what Roosevelt once said to me as late as 1941 or 1942: “You know, Wilson had an uncanny understanding of the European problem. He understood the moral drives of modern man. He was a Presbyterian, you know, and a tough one, and he was perfectly sure that all men are sinful by nature. He figured it out that Western civilization would attempt to destroy itself through the natural sinful activities of modern man unless [and here F.D.R. paused to trace an exclamation point with his finger] by the  grace of God the decent people of Western civilization resolved to support the doctrine of the Golden Rule.”

This was the beginning of a new life for Franklin Roosevelt. He had never before been associated with people who arrived at convictions by intellectual rather than emotional processes. His father had based his attitudes on tradition, his mother had derived hers from love, his school and college associates had derived theirs from respectability. Wilson was something new. He derived not only from intellectual convictions, but also from a new idealism and humanitarianism in which the economic and cultural aspirations of the common man were beginning to play a part in the political program.

These concepts began to come alive in this country in the late nineties and early 1900’s and found expression in literature, poetry, drama, and the graphic arts. The pity and terror of the slums, mills, and work shops, with their low wages and long hours, were used for artistic effect as in Greek tragedy. The feelings and minds of people responded to the exposure of degraded living and working conditions in The Jungle by Upton Sinclair, Experiences as a Factory Girl by Mary Van Vorst, How the Other Half Lives by Jacob Riis, and Ernest Poole’s novel of the working class, The Harbor. The muckraking magazine writers, like Will Irwin, Sam Merwin, Lincoln Steffens, Ray Baker, startled the American people with documents of American life that showed deep suffering, social injustice, and indifference to it in large areas of our population. John Sloan and George Bellows were painting the life and portraits of “the poor” with beauty, pity, and passion.

These ideas crept into the political field. American sympathy is quickly stirred, and, furthermore, we have the natural and old American habit of using democratic and legislative processes to correct abuses and adversity. The town meeting system of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries used this method. They put it simply: “It is the sense of the meeting that the selectmen should provide for the Widow Jones.”

Proposals began to be made for laws to overcome social disadvantages. Societies and voluntary agencies, aiming to prevent abuses and promote remedies, sprang up. There was a sincere  effort on the part of the American people to find the way of social justice. Shorter hours and better wages, removal of slums, new tenement house laws for sanitation, fire safety, and decency; reforms to prevent child labor, prevention of the use of hazardous chemicals in industry began to be mentioned in political speeches and legislation in some states. The phossy-jaw of the match industry, which so horrified the public, gave way before the pressure of public opinion in the Diamond Match Company’s simple moral action making public property of its patents for effective matches without phosphorus.

The Bull Moose, or Progressive, party of Theodore Roosevelt, the Wilson wing of the Democratic party, the Republican party in Wisconsin, and the Democratic party in New York began to pledge specific bills to advance social justice where abuses had been shown by investigation and where there was a popular demand for a remedy. Political commitments lagged behind the literary and cultural concepts and moral implications, but the tide was turning.

Alfred E. Smith and Robert Wagner, who later became great leaders in the state and nation in social justice achieved by legislative techniques, got their education as members of the Factory Investigation Commission appointed by the state legislature after the terrible Triangle Factory fire in New York City, March 11, 1911. They got a firsthand look at industrial and labor conditions, and from that look they never recovered. They became firm and unshakable sponsors of political and legislative measures designed to overcome conditions unfavorable to human life.

Franklin Roosevelt had been called to Washington by President Wilson in 1913 and did not share in that educative experience. But the Wilson school embraced social justice as a part of political action, and Roosevelt became responsive to these ideas. Newton D. Baker, Secretary of War in the cabinet and very influential intellectually and politically, had considerable effect upon young Roosevelt. Baker had been president of the National Consumers’ League and had been associated with Florence Kelley and John Graham Brooks in devising legislative measures to make the ethical gains of social justice a reality  by legislation. Margaret Wilson was a professional social worker. Francis Sayre, who married into the Wilson family, had a record of commitment to similar purposes.

There was no broad legislative program along social lines. It was an ethical climate, and the friends Roosevelt made in the Wilson administration served to develop new standards of judgment in him. Foremost was the idea that poverty is preventable, that poverty is destructive, wasteful, demoralizing, and that poverty in the midst of potential plenty is morally unacceptable in a Christian and democratic society. One began to see the “poor” as people, with hopes, fears, virtues, and vices, as fellow citizens who were part of the fabric of American life instead of as a depressed class who would be always with us.

Before Roosevelt had been in Washington a year he had begun to show his capacity to grow and flourish under the infection of these ideas. His administrative duties brought him into direct contact with labor unions, and perhaps for the first time he got to know some labor leaders pretty well. They were labor leaders whose business with him was terms and conditions of work for the workers in the Navy yards. He liked and respected them. He found it not only easy, but agreeable, to be popular with them. Moreover, his wife had joined the Consumers’ League and had associated herself in a modest way with some of its activities for industrial reform by education and persuasion as well as by law. Ethical principles and human sympathy led him also in that direction.

 

Wilson appointed him Assistant Secretary of the Navy with the hearty approval of Josephus Daniels, the Secretary. It is said that Wilson offered Roosevelt two other posts often thought of as more important and likely to be more rewarding financially in the future. Roosevelt’s love of the sea prompted him to accept the Navy job without hesitation. “I’d rather have that place,” he said, “than any other in public life.”

It was March 1913 when the Roosevelts arrived in Washington. Although it was more than a year before World War I, Roosevelt could see the clouds gathering over Europe. With  supervision over the Navy’s civilian personnel and yards and docks, he set about to prepare for the worst. He worked out estimates of supplies needed in the event of war, gathered statistics on the productive capacity of plants, and placed contracts. Slashing red tape and eliminating middlemen, he stepped up the flow of supplies to naval plants. He did such a thorough job that Wilson called him to a conference one day with the Army Chief of Staff and said: “I’m very sorry, but you’ve cornered the market for supplies. You’ll have to divide up with the Army.”

By the time the United States entered the war, Roosevelt had naval plants and yards operating shipshape. He worked hard to keep the men contented and happy. As the war progressed, Roosevelt branched out into other activities. He carried out housing projects for naval workers. He campaigned for more 110-foot submarine chasers and helped to map plans for the battle of the North Sea which broke the effectiveness of German U-boat warfare.

During these years he made friends on all levels of capital life. The lights burned late in the house on R Street as people came and went. The Roosevelts were hospitable and had many visitors. They had friends not only among American officials but among the people attached to foreign embassies and legations.

From his Washington vantage point Roosevelt saw the seed of Wilson’s idea for a League of Nations germinate and flower. And from its eventual failure he learned a lesson that shaped his own thinking and action in foreign policy in the years to come.

On the second day of 1919, less than two months after the war ended, Roosevelt sailed for Europe accompanied by Mrs. Roosevelt. On the same ship were members of the preparatory commission for the Versailles Peace Conference. Roosevelt’s job was to liquidate American naval stations and stores in Europe. The European scene was familiar to him. In addition to earlier trips, he had visited the continent in July 1918, where he had talked with King Albert of Belgium, Lloyd George, Foch, Clemenceau, and others. On this second visit abroad in six  months, Roosevelt found Versailles, and, indeed, all Europe, eager and excited over the coming of Wilson, who was being hailed in every land as the great liberator. Everywhere Roosevelt went he found great sympathy for Wilson’s idea of nations being free, with the strong to protect the weak.

As a member of the Wilson administration, Roosevelt noted Wilson’s personal difficulties with the politicians, his remoteness and isolation from them. Taking state committeemen to luncheons to listen to and mollify their grievances was one of the chores Roosevelt undertook. He gave up the notion of strictly formal and professional relations between political associates. He unbent, laughed with them, swapped yarns, and began to be as easy and natural as with old friends and neighbors.

In telling about it as a guide to me years later he said, “They’d rather have a nice jolly understanding of their problems than lots of patronage. A little patronage, a lot of pleasure, and public signs of friendship and prestige—that’s what makes a political leader secure with his people and that is what he wants anyhow.”

F.D.R. was good at this. He learned to be a politician. At least he thought he learned it during this period. He had a good time. He knew everybody, played hard, and worked as well. I saw him only a few times in those years and then only at official and social events. His habit of looking down his nose was greatly modified now—it was hardly noticeable. The toss of the head up and back was softened—it had become a gesture of cheerfulness, not arrogance. He smiled when he did it.

He learned the tough techniques of government. Assistant secretaries are responsible for departmental budgets, Civil Service procedures, purchase of supplies, the legal intricacies of government policy, accounting, and the like. It became his policy that what has to be done can be done somehow. “There’s always a way to get through it,” he would say when, as President, some high officer would tell him that the lawyers, or the Civil Service, or the budget, or a congressional committee prevented carrying out some project of merit or need.

The knowledge gained as a subordinate administrator was  invaluable to him as Governor of New York and as President. He had to think constantly about government as a system, and he gained a sense of its form and structure and of the reasons for its checks and balances which few people equaled.

He began to like people—just anybody—and to stimulate himself by new contacts with new people. Newton Baker, who liked him, once said to me, “Young Roosevelt is very promising, but I should think he’d wear himself out in the promiscuous and extended contacts he maintains with people. But as I have observed him, he seems to clarify his ideas and teach himself as he goes along by that very conversational method.”

As one saw him do the same thing in later life, both as Governor and as President, one realized how important for him were these varied and manifold points of contact. An “audience” friend was just as stimulating and sometimes more helpful to him than the friend who came bearing well-established opinion and recommendation. If the caller was a good listener, he talked himself and his visitor into an understanding of the specific problem and the principles underlying it—an approach he certainly didn’t have at the beginning of the conversation.

In this period investigation and inquiry into factory working conditions on contracts for the War Department were undertaken, probably the first time that such a matter had been thought important. Secretary of War Baker called on Florence Kelley of the Consumers’ League to organize an inspection service for war contract factories and to recommend changes in working conditions in the interest of health, safety, and human comfort. The Women’s Bureau, organized in the Department of Labor, set up standards for women workers in the war industries. Industrial accident prevention was inaugurated. The young Assistant Secretary of the Navy supported these ideas. Although he sometimes did not fully understand the social adversity to be remedied by the proposed measures, like the Women’s Bureau rule about providing seats for women and exhaust fans to draw out fumes and gases from workrooms, he was in favor of anything that would make people more comfortable and happier at their work. He himself had not seen factory girls with silicosis and carbon monoxide poisoning or  fallen arches and aching backs from long standing at work; but he believed the investigators’ reports, and his vigorous imagination and warm sympathy filled in the realities. If he had remained in New York and been a member of the Factory Investigation Commission, he would have seen and learned more directly.

I was an investigator for the Factory Investigation Commission and we used to make it our business to take Al Smith, the East Side boy who later became New York’s Governor and a presidential candidate, to see the women, thousands of them, coming off the ten-hour night-shift on the rope walks in Auburn. We made sure that Robert Wagner personally crawled through the tiny hole in the wall that gave egress to a steep iron ladder covered with ice and ending twelve feet from the ground, which was euphemistically labeled “Fire Escape” in many factories. We saw to it that the austere legislative members of the Commission got up at dawn and drove with us for an unannounced visit to a Cattaraugus County cannery and that they saw with their own eyes the little children, not adolescents, but five-, six-, and seven-year-olds, snipping beans and shelling peas. We made sure that they saw the machinery that would scalp a girl or cut off a man’s arm. Hours so long that both men and women were depleted and exhausted became realities to them through seeing for themselves the dirty little factories. These men realized something could be done about it from discussions with New York State employers who had succeeded in remedying adverse working conditions and standards of pay. Such a man was Edmund Huyck, a blanket and wool textile manufacturer at Rensselaer; such businesses were the Carolyn Laundry in the Bronx and a concern in Rochester with the strange name of “Art in Buttons.”

It was the experiments of these and other manufacturers (all successful moneymakers) that brought conviction to the members of the Commission that conditions in industry were frequently bad for the workers; that they were correctable by practical means; and that correction by lawful process would benefit industries as well as workers. Production and business would increase and the whole state would profit.

These principles the Commission recommended, and the legislature, over a period of three to five years, put into law the program of compulsory shorter work day and week for women, limitation of age of children at work, prohibition of night work for women, workmen’s compensation for industrial accidents, measures to prevent industrial accidents, and elaborate requirements for the construction of factory and mercantile premises in the interests of the health and safety of the people who worked in them.

The extent to which this legislation in New York marked a change in American political attitudes and policies toward social responsibility can scarcely be overrated. It was, I am convinced, a turning point; it was not only successful in effecting practical remedies but, surprisingly, it proved to be successful also in vote-getting.

New York was a great industrial state. It had within its borders one huge city, the largest in the United States, and a number of other large cities. This differentiated the influence of this program of labor legislation in New York from that, for example, in the State of Wisconsin. Wisconsin was a small homogeneous community, more agricultural than industrial, with a few large industries and no large cities. The experimental development of legislation to remedy social adversity in Wisconsin was of great value and was quoted in support of the New York legislation, even though in Wisconsin it was of lesser scope. But New York! If it could be done there, it could be done anywhere. The fact that the Democratic party became dominant in New York for many years largely on the basis of this program of legislation (combined with competent, sympathetic administration), riveted in American life the conception that it was the duty and opportunity of people elected to office to develop programs for prevention of poverty and for improving the conditions of life and work of all the people.

As a young, relatively uninfluential social worker, with a beginning acquaintance of Albany politicians and political methods, I was able to have a hand in these programs. I am convinced that the pull of social forces rather than vote-getting considerations moved the politicians in this direction. It was not because  some of the Democrats were poor boys and many of the Republicans were well-to-do in their youth that the Democrats were more responsive to social reform. I think it was purely chance that the Democrats were in office when the opportunities and necessities to move in this direction came. Thousands of people became Democrats or voted that ticket when the Democrats espoused these ideas.

There was nothing social minded about the upstate Democrats who boasted they were Jeffersonians, whatever that means. In my experience it meant that they were for the farmers and the canneries and regarded labor laws as interfering with the liberty of individuals.

Certainly there was nothing social minded about the head of Tammany Hall, Charles Murphy, whom I went to see when legislation on factory buildings was before the state legislature. I went to enlist his support for this legislation. I climbed up the stairs of old Tammany Hall on 14th Street in a good deal of trepidation. Tammany Hall had a sinister reputation in New York, and I hardly knew how I would be greeted, but, as I later learned, a lady was invariably treated with respect and gallantry and a poor old woman with infinite kindness and courtesy. Mr. Murphy, solemn dignity itself, received me in a reserved but courteous way. He listened to my story and arguments. Then, leaning forward in his chair, he said quietly, “You are the young lady, aren’t you, who managed to get the fifty-four-hour bill passed?”

I admitted I was.

“Well, young lady, I was opposed to that bill.”

“Yes, I so gathered, Mr. Murphy.”

“It is my observation,” he went on, “that that bill made us many votes. I will tell the boys to give all the help they can to this new bill. Good-by.”

As I went out of the door, saying “Thank you,” he said, “Are you one of these women suffragists?”

Torn between a fear of being faithless to my convictions and losing the so recently gained support of a political boss, I stammered, “Yes, I am.”

“Well, I am not,” he replied, “but if anybody ever gives them  the vote, I hope you will remember that you would make a good Democrat.”

All through this period a moral turmoil was going on. The twentieth century had witnessed a great change in American economy and culture. The frontier was conquered. Machinery was universally in use, with consequent increase in production. Transportation and communications were fast. The population was increasing (a million a year by immigration alone). The standard of living was rising. It was possible to conceive of production which would give the great majority of the people access to comfort, good wages, good living conditions, and opportunities for education.

We knew from our own experience, although we rarely said so, that a primitive society in which everybody must work all the time barely to keep alive is inevitably a deficit economy; and although many legislators and businessmen recalled sentimentally their days as barefoot boys, people generally understood that these days were not so good as the surplus economy which we were beginning to develop. Simon Patten of the Wharton School of Economics coined the phrases “surplus civilization” and “deficit civilization.” Many who never heard his name as well as many of his students agree with him that a surplus civilization makes generosity and social progress possible; whereas a deficit civilization, although it may not always result in cannibalism and although it advances the virtues of thrift and mechanical invention, does not advance the social and economic satisfactions of the community.

The Democratic party in New York may not have been aware of these principles, but it understood political success. Democratic candidates were elected over and over again because they said that they were in favor of the measures proposed by the Factory Investigation Commission. Even upstate Democrats found themselves delivering similar speeches at campaign time, and although they sometimes may have wished that we reformers who had entered the party had been “reasonable,” they went along. They gradually converted themselves, and ten years later were under the impression that they had originated these ideas and laws.

I have often wished that Roosevelt could have had the firsthand experience of the politicians who served on the Factory Investigation Commission of New York, but the miracle is that he understood it secondhand and that these ideas penetrated into his personality by a kind of intellectual and spiritual osmosis.




3.

THROUGH THE VALLEY

Early in August 1920 the Democrats held their convention at San Francisco. Franklin Roosevelt was in the thick of it. Tall, strong, handsome, and popular, he was one of the stars of the show. I recall how he displayed his athletic ability by vaulting over a row of chairs to get to the platform in a hurry. James M. Cox of Ohio was nominated to be the party’s standard bearer, and word came out that Franklin Roosevelt, then only thirty-eight, had been selected by the steering committee as his running mate. His name was placed before the convention with Al Smith making a seconding speech. Al always thought of this as the beginning of his friendship with Roosevelt and often referred to it as Roosevelt’s real start in important political life. And so it was. Roosevelt always agreed. His election as state senator had been an accident and a stunt. His service with Wilson, while it gave him prestige, did not put him in vote-getting politics in a big way.

Roosevelt won the nomination, and a new phase of his education began. His campaign was conducted to the limit of his great vitality. He stumped the country—north and south, east and west. He spoke in small towns and large cities and bore the strain of two or three meetings a day without slackening of pace. He talked with party leaders and the rank and file wherever he went. He established a wide personal friendship, and left new friends and old with a hearty “Come and see me some time” that in later years taxed the resources of the Executive Mansion at Albany and the White House. He became a good judge of people and learned to distinguish the sincere from the insincere. He learned the value of presenting programs and issues to the people themselves. His political education came as  candidate and party spokesman, not as the ward worker who pushes doorbells, hands out party literature, and gets out the vote. It made a difference in his equipment and attitude as a politician.

He found that the interest of the people was in their jobs, families, security, and future rather than in political theories. Party platforms left them cold and puzzled. He learned a great deal about America too. As a farmer from a well-watered valley in New York, he learned that irrigation rights are life and death matters in the West and Southwest. He was a keen observer, asked hundreds of questions, and increased his knowledge of the land he was to serve one day as President. Out of the Cox campaign he brought a firm conviction that agricultural and industrial life could be made much better for the people by conscious government programs.

The campaign days whizzed by at breakneck speed. Roosevelt gained experience, but the Republicans got the votes. The Cox-Roosevelt ticket went down under an avalanche of ballots that swept Warren G. Harding into the White House and Roosevelt back into private life for the first time in ten years.

Back in New York, Roosevelt resumed law practice. His chief interest in politics for the moment was the progress of Governor Al Smith’s new administration in New York. Mrs. Roosevelt also renewed old acquaintances after all the years in Washington. Through her work in the Consumers’ League and the Women’s Trade Union League she met new and active people in and out of politics.

During this period Roosevelt learned more about the labor movement and some of its problems in his assignment as counsel for the American Construction Council. This organization was interested in low-cost housing projects, and he got an inside view of the problems of wages and limitation practices in the building trades unions. He also got to know some of the building trades leaders. He plunged into other activities, among them chairmanship of a fund-raising committee for the Woodrow Wilson Foundation.

And then his own tragedy struck. In August 1921, while the family was at Campobello, New Brunswick, on a summer holiday,  Roosevelt was stricken with infantile paralysis. He escaped death by a narrow margin and then, through the dynamic force of his realistic courage, he slowly began to fight his way back to health.

In this struggle he had the intelligent support of Mrs. Roosevelt and Louis Howe, his faithful aide of Navy Department days. Howe had a fixation about Roosevelt’s future as a great political leader and worked for it unremittingly.

After the danger of death had passed, Roosevelt’s illness and convalescence led into more years of liberal education. He and Mrs. Roosevelt made this period of disaster serve a constructive purpose in his life.

Franklin Roosevelt underwent a spiritual transformation during the years of his illness. I noticed when he came back that the years of pain and suffering had purged the slightly arrogant attitude he had displayed on occasion before he was stricken. The man emerged completely warmhearted, with humility of spirit and with a deeper philosophy. Having been to the depths of trouble, he understood the problems of people in trouble. Although he rarely, almost never, spoke of his illness in later years, he showed that he had developed faith in the capacity of troubled people to respond to help and encouragement. He learned in that period and began to express firm belief that the “only thing to fear is fear itself.”

He never displayed the slightest bitterness over his misfortune. In occasional asides he revealed that he had also had a great strengthening of religious faith. He believed that Divine Providence had intervened to save him from total paralysis, despair, and death. His understanding of the spiritual laws of faith and of the association of man’s feeble powers with God’s great power must have come at this time. It was a solid basis for his future inner security in times of stress.

I saw Roosevelt only once between 1921 and 1924, and I was instantly struck by his growth. He was young, he was crippled, he was physically weak, but he had a firmer grip on life and on himself than ever before. He was serious, not playing now. Politics had become important to him as a means to a good life. He had become conscious of other people, of weak people, of human  frailty. I remember thinking that he would never be so hard and harsh in judgment on stupid people—even on wrongdoers. His viability—his power to grow in response to experience—was beginning to show.

In the years of his illness Mrs. Roosevelt developed a remarkable reportorial quality. She had always been an observant woman. She learned to be more observant and to be able to repeat in detail what she saw and heard. This was of priceless help to him, handicapped as he was, longing to be in touch with the people, and having to learn to take vicarious instead of direct personal experience. The friends who became most useful to him were those who reported truthfully, colorfully, on what they saw and heard. His own sympathy and imagination built on these reports. Mrs. Roosevelt realized that in his invalid period he needed all the help and strengthening that could come to him through his mind. With great perspicacity she brought him people with whom he could share the things going on in his mind. She realized she could introduce new and stimulating ideas through people who were thoughtful, had had a variety of experience, and wanted to know what he thought. She began to take out to see him two friends in the Women’s Trade Union League—Rose Schneiderman and Maude Schwartz. These intelligent trade unionists made a great many things clear to Franklin Roosevelt that he would hardly have known in any other way. These girls knew the theory and history of the trade union movement. They were not run-of-the-mill organizers making their way as best they could.

Maude Schwartz, an English-Irish woman, had been a member of a British trade union ever since she was a young girl. A printer by trade, she had had a good deal of experience in the trade union movement in England before she came to this country and was grounded in the high-mindedness of the British Labor movement. She was witty and amusing, and told a story well. Her descriptions of trade union meetings were vivid, realistic, lightened with humor. She knew labor men well. She did not think them angels. She knew them for the ordinary hard-working men they were. But she had ideals, and so did they.

So had Rose Schneiderman, an organizer in the garment and needle trades, who had been working at the sewing trade in New York City since she had been a little girl. She had grown up in a poor family, but had taken advantage of the free educational opportunities the city provided. She had studied the theory of trade unionism in the classes organized by the garment unions for their members. She had taken part in the effort to set up health and recreation centers. She had been an organizer of the shirtwaist workers, a branch of the garment workers. A fiery redhead, she had spoken with ardor at the Carnegie Hall meeting, on the Sunday after the Triangle fire of 1911, which had led to the Factory Investigation Commission.

Roosevelt’s principal social talent lay in making people feel at ease in his society and in getting them to talk about the things they knew. He was soon learning from these girls a great deal about the trade union movement. He saw it in a new light. While he was well disposed toward it, he never had understood with real detail the purpose of the movement. He had neither seen the background of exploitation in industries from which the movement had grown in England and in this country, nor had he been a technical academic student of the movement itself. I doubt that he had ever read any of the standard works on trade unionism.

His attitude toward trade unionism might have been different if his first contacts with labor leaders had been with some of the hard-boiled men who ran the building trades unions. But through the eyes of these girls he saw the exploitation in the sweat shops, and how the tuberculosis rate had shot up in the printing industry before the union stepped in with regulation of hours and wages. He heard about the English co-operative movement which had sprung out of union activities. He heard about improvements in labor conditions in the textile industries where the unions had been organized for some years. He heard about the prevailing thirteen-hour day, with a longer day on Saturday because Sunday was to be a day off for “pious recreation.” He heard about wages of four and five dollars a week and the theory that larger wages would lead to immorality. He heard about the efforts to organize the mass production industries and why  they had failed. He heard how the trade unions had been the first to demand that little children under ten should not be employed.

He learned why labor leaders are sometimes rough—often quite rough. He learned that in the days of organizing against severe opposition the police and the hired thugs were often set upon trade union organizers. It took a “roughneck” to stand up to that kind of thing, and the sweet reasonableness which some think so much better than toughness had no chance to develop until a union was well established and could deal with its employers.

Later on he became acquainted with other labor leaders—even during the years of his illness he met a few. Mostly their conversations were vague because they had nothing to bargain about. Theoretical conversation was not as easy for most of them as it was for Rose and Maude. As Governor of New York he met a considerable number of state labor leaders. When he talked with them, relying upon the knowledge he had gained from these girls, he appeared to have a real understanding of the trade union movement. A labor leader once said to me, “You’d almost think he had participated in some strike or organizing campaign the way he knew and felt about it.”

In other ways, too, the years of illness were constructive years for him. As he grew stronger he liked to read to his family. He once said to me, “You know, I like to read aloud—I would almost rather read to somebody than read to myself.” Those words stuck in my mind because they illustrated his capacity to learn while he was taking part in an experience. Reading to others enabled him to absorb more from the writer than if he had been reading by himself. There was something incurably sociable about this man. His sociability was not only for purposes of pleasure and recreation. He was sociable in his intellectual as well as his playful moods.

He read a great deal of political history, political memoirs, books of travel. Naval history and naval technical works he had always read, and he continued to read them, but he read more general literature during those days. Other things he read during this period were farm and agricultural journals and, I suppose, a few books on agriculture. He was alert to developments in modern agriculture and was particularly interested in  their application to the small farm which is so characteristic of the East. He also acquired a taste for the modern American soothing sirup—detective stories—and learned to read himself to sleep on them as so many other distinguished people have. I do not think he read much poetry or philosophy.

He had a first-rate knowledge of geography gained not only from studying his stamps, the usual explanation, but also from being an avid atlas reader. He had an amazing amount of information about the height of mountains and the depth of oceans, the rivers and their sources and the plains they watered. He read books of travel and exploration, from Arabia Deserta to Colonel Younghusband’s brilliant story of the hazardous penetration into Tibet. Of American history he read a great deal, and he knew American history in a way which indicated a man who has talked with old people who had talked with older people who remembered many things: their own part in the War of the Revolution, the launching of sailing ships that went out to China, the driving of spikes in the railroad that crossed the continent, the fighting with Indians, and the driving of buffaloes out of the path of the engines.

The history and social life and organization of any community he visited or lived in absorbed him. The years of illness brought him more contacts with his neighbors at Hyde Park. He drove about the country as he got better and stopped to chat over the fence and learned how things were going in that particular little house. He knew the Hudson Valley, of course, as a native, as one who knows all the old stories and folklore of the Dutch settlements and of the English penetration. He knew the story of the passage of the American and British armies over that part of the country, as was natural for one who had listened eagerly to the tales of the old people in the neighborhood. His years at his mother’s summer home on Campobello had awakened his interest in the history of those remote and hardy regions.

He was not a great student. I never was able to make out that even during the days of his illness he had read substantially in the field of economics. He rarely mentioned a book on economics.

He read Elsie Clews Parsons’ book entitled The Family because  he knew Elsie Parsons, and he used to refer to it laughingly as “a lot of words,” saying that he knew what a family was and didn’t have to read a long book about it. But he thought it amusing that a girl he knew could write such a heavy-weight book, and he was particularly amused because it created such consternation in conservative circles and shocked so many of the clerics of the day.

In reading political handbooks, he discovered the handbook of the Socialist party. He called it to my attention years afterward, saying, “You know, it’s a funny thing—the Socialists have what they call their immediate and long-term programs. The immediate program, as you read it over, sounds almost exactly like the Bull Moose party of Ted’s day.”

I think this was almost his only adventure into the reading of the unorthodox political groups, and I doubt that he really had full understanding of what the Socialists were driving at. He was interested in political possibilities, and he didn’t see much political possibility for their point of view.

During this time Mrs. Roosevelt broadened her own social and political contacts—she made a habit of keeping in touch with party activities in the state. She entered into local campaign work. She made a broad political acquaintance; she was anxious to keep her husband’s interest in political affairs alive. It had been his primary concern, and she saw in it something he could build on as he began to recover. She was well aware that if one is ill and out of things too long one is forgotten, and she made, I think, a determined effort to keep alive Franklin Roosevelt’s name and good reputation within the party.

As he grew better he apparently kept up with the immediate political situation, followed the platform and campaign speeches of candidates in various states, the attitude of Democrats and Republicans alike all over the country. He became well acquainted, just by reading the record, with the work of Al Smith and his administration in New York, and he developed considerable enthusiasm for it.

Politics, I assume, were never out of his friend Louis Howe’s mind. His admiration for Roosevelt was based partly upon the idea, which he conceived early, that he could make a great politician  out of Roosevelt. Howe called attention to political movements developing and made a point of seeing that Roosevelt became acquainted with different politicians whom he brought in to see him.

 

Roosevelt’s discovery of Warm Springs also helped broaden his horizon. Hydrotherapy treatment had been only slightly developed, but it was an old local tradition to go and bathe in the Warm Springs if you were ill of any disease. Somebody who had been lame had strengthened himself by learning to swim in the warm saline waters, and Roosevelt heard of it. At once he was stirred with enthusiasm to try it. His doctors thought it would help, and he started upon this program of getting back the use of his legs.

When Roosevelt took a little house in Warm Springs, he did not know that part of the country well and he immediately became interested in the people and the area in which they lived. He also became aware of the large number of people handicapped by partial or total paralysis, and became stirred with the idea that something could be done for them. He began to plan what could be done to make Warm Springs a center for the cure and relief of victims of paralysis.

The models of the European spas did not suit him. He knew they were for rich people. His plan was to keep the place simple and cheap, to make it possible for people to help themselves, to give them something to do if they were able, and to make the scale of living more like a camp than a hotel.

He put his own money into it, and he got some of his friends to put money into it, to build the place up and make it a practical, modern, and scientific therapeutic center. He also conceived the idea that some day there ought to be an endowment which not only would make this place available to the thousands who have paralysis, but would also make better medical and nursing care and better appliances available to victims of the disease everywhere. He thought that, above everything else, there should be medical research into the causes of paralysis and into methods of preventing it or curing it in the early stages.

His relations with the other patients at Warm Springs, after the place had been somewhat developed, were interesting and charming to see. He was one of them—he was a big brother—he had been through it—he was smiling—he was courageous—he was feeling fine—he encouraged you to try—he said you could do it. “I did it, you can do it” was the attitude.

He will go down in folklore as a man who could overcome terrible handicaps. In many households for many years the story will be told, and children and adults in the midst of a hard time will gain the faith and strength to bear a terrible disfigurement, or maiming, or loss in their fortunes or persons. They will say to themselves, “Roosevelt did it. If he did it, I can too.”

He had an instinct for sharing his spiritual strength. During World War II he made a great effort to go to the hospitals where the badly injured were, the men who must face life handicapped. Even in the last year of his life, when the strain was beginning to tell on him, he continued to visit the hospital wards. There is no question that his hearty “You’ll make it, brother” helped to keep up the morale of those men.

 

At Warm Springs, the daily baths in the warm waters, and the swimming, strengthened his muscles. Soon he recovered some strength in his paralyzed legs and could drive a specially designed, hand-operated automobile. By 1928 he could walk with the aid of braces and two canes.

During the long haul back to recovery he made one major political appearance—in 1924. He appeared at Madison Square Garden in New York City to make a nominating speech for Al Smith in the Democratic national convention that finally selected John W. Davis to head the party ticket. That was the memorable speech in which Roosevelt called Smith “the happy warrior.” To those of us who remembered the strong, radiant, successful Roosevelt of the San Francisco convention of 1920, the man who appeared at Madison Square Garden in 1924 was deeply moving. He was thin and pale. He struggled along the platform on crutches, smiling only when he reached the security of the speaker’s rostrum. When he smiled at last, his face had a  warm friendliness that included everyone in the auditorium. He seemed to be sharing his personal victory.

His “happy warrior” speech rang out in a clear, ardent voice. The thunderous applause that followed was a tribute to him as well as to the candidate he placed in nomination.

By 1928 his cure had progressed so that he could get about more readily. He felt up to the long trip to Houston, Texas, for the Democratic national convention. It was a happy occasion for him. He met old friends who noted that here was a new Roosevelt. One heard comments that some day he might return to active politics.
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