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% Introduction %

Alexis de Tocqueville began his great work Democ-
racy in America with a discourse on childhood. If we are
to understand the prejudices, the habits and the pas-
sions that will rule a man’s life, Tocqueville said, we must
watch the baby in his mother’s arms; we must see the
first images that the world casts upon the mirror of his
mind; we must hear the first words that awaken his sleeping
powers of thought. "The entire man,” he wrote, “is, so to
speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child.”

That is why these books on the childhoods of the
American presidents are so much to the point. And, as
our history shows, a great variety of childhoods can lead
to the White House. The record confirms the ancient ad-
age that every American boy, no matter how unpromis-
ing his beginnings, can aspire to the presidency. Soon,
one hopes, the adage will be extended to include every
American girl. .

All our presidents thus far have been white males who,
within the limits of their gender, reflect the diversity of
American life. They were born in nineteen of our states;
eight of the last thirteen presidents were born west of the
Mississippi. Of all our presidents, Abraham Lincoln had the




least promising childhood, yet he became our greatest
president. Oddly enough,presidents who are children of
privilege sometimes feel an obligation to reform society in
order to give children of poverty a better break. And,
with Lincoln the great exception, presidents who are chil-
dren of poverty sometimes feel that there is no need to
reform a society that has enabled them to rise from pri-
vation to the summit.

Does schooling make a difference? Harry S. Truman,
the only twentieth-century president never to attend
college, is generally accounted a near-great president.
Actually nine— more than one fifth—of our presidents
never went to college at all, including such luminaries as
George Washington, Andrew Jackson and Grover
Cleveland. But, Truman aside,all the non-college men held
the highest office before the twentieth century, and, given
the increasing complexity of life, a college education will
unquestionably be a necessity in the twenty-first century.

Every reader of this book, girls included, has a right
to aspire to the presidency. As you survey the childhoods
of those who made it, try to figure out the qualities that
brought them to the White House. I would suggest that
among those qualities are ambition, determination,
discipline, education— and luck.

—ARTHUR M. SCHLESINGER, JR.
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A Small Child
in a Small World
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High on a snow-covered hill overlooking the Hudson
River stood a large, comfortable wooden house with
a porch and a three-story tower. Acres of trees, a thriving
farm, and stables of fine horses surrounded the house.
This was Springwood, the home of James and Sara Delano
Roosevelt.

On the night of January 30,1882, a newborn baby’s
cry could be heard coming from one of the upstairs
bedrooms. After a long and difficult labor, Sara had given
birth to her first and only child, a boy weighing 10 pounds.
Sara was James's second wife. She was in her mid-twenties
and James in his early fifties when they married several
years after the death of James’s first wife. He had a son
by his first marriage, James Roosevelt, known as Rosy.

It would be some time before James and Sara would
agree upon a name for their new baby. They finally settled
on Franklin Delano Roosevelt, after Sara’s uncle. This was
the name given to the baby at his christening on March
20, 1882, at St. James Episcopal Church in Hyde Park,
New York, not far from Springwood. One of Franklin’s
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godparents was his father’s distant cousin Elliott Roosevelt,
whose brother Theodore would one day become the
26th president of the United States.

Little Franklin was born into a small and privileged
world. The Roosevelts were among the oldest and most
respected families in New York. They had descended from
one of the original Dutch settlers of the area and were
known as Knickerbockers. In addition to their very old
family ties to the area, the Roosevelts enjoyed great

One of the earliest photographs of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt,who was
born into wealth and privilege in Hyde
Park,New York,in 1882.
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» algh. So did many of their neighbors.In fact, the area

*x ‘bf’Yhe Hudson River where Springwood was located
became known as " Millionaire’s Row."”Many of the richest
and most powerful families in New York City chose to build
their lavish country estates there. Sara’s family, the
Delanos, had a lot of money as well. They had made a
fortune in the shipping business in New England. Sara’s
father, Warren Delano, also had an estate on the Hudson,
known as Algonac.

Much of the wealth in the United States at that time
was concentrated in the hands of a few powerful families.
Of these, the wealthiest and most powerful was the Astor
family.Every year, Mrs. Caroline Astor held a ball to which
only 400 people were invited. These 400, in a city of 1.2
million people, were considered the upper crust of New
York society. Franklin’s parents were always invited. In
fact, Franklin’s half brother, Rosy, was married to one of
Mrs. Astor’s daughters.

New York’s powerful families formed a small social circle
that followed the same comfortable routines year after
year. They spent the coldest months of the winter in
their city homes attending dances, parties, and the theater
with other members of the same group. Many could be
found at their country estates during the more pleasant
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Franklin’s childhood included almost no contact with anyone
outside the upper-class elite.
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* A society gathering,late 1800s or early 1900s.Because the
Roosevelts traveled in the most exclusive social circles,

months. Here, they pursued outdoor pleasures such as
riding horses and hunting. It was also quite common for
these families to own summer homes on the coast and
travel frequently to Europe. Even overseas, the families
remained within their own social group, finding one
another on the same luxurious ships and at the same
European resorts.

Franklin’s parents followed this pattern closely. In
addition to Springwood, they owned a home on
Campobello Island, just off the coasts of Maine and New
Brunswick, Canada. When they were in the United States,
they spent their summers there. They also lived in New
York City for part of the year. They left the United States
often, however, for both Sara and James loved to travel.
The first year of their marriage, they spent 10 months in
Europe. Their habits did not change when Franklin Jomgg

the family. He crossed the Atlantic with his parentg, **
times as a very small child. + * *
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In some ways, Sara was different from other mothers
in her social class. All her friends and relatives hired nurses,
nannies, and governesses to care for their children.
Most of these parents pursued very busy social lives and
left the care and daily routines of their children to the
servants. They often left the children at home when they

traveled. Many women observed a “mother’s hour,”the
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Franklin with his mother,Sara Delano Roosevelt,who doted
on her only child.Other parents in the Roosevelts’ social circle
often left the care of their children up to servants,but Sara was
very involved in taking care of her son.
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