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In 1932 the American nation was in the depths of despair. The country was suffering
the worst economic crisis in its history. Millions were out of work, and desperate
people roamed the streets looking for work and a bite to eat from a soup kitchen.
Herbert Hoover, the Republican president, appeared to be doing little to help the
situation. One American complained, ‘I am afraid. Every man is afraid.’

It was no surprise when Hoover was voted out of office in November 1932. The
new president was Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a Democrat, from the state of New
York. The American people identified with his cheerful optimism and saw him as
a symbol of hope. They were certain he was the right person to put the country
back on its feet, and were further reassured by his ‘fireside chats’, a series of

A Franklin Roosevelt giving one of his famous
radio *fireside chats’ in 1933.

radio talks in which he spoke
calmly to the nation.

A second crisis was to confront
Roosevelt. In 1939 World War I
broke out in Europe. To begin with,
the USA was not directly involved
in the fighting but, after the
Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor
in 1941, the country declared war.
Roosevelt now had the
monumental task of guiding the
USA through the conflict.
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» President Roosevelt reviewing
American troops in North Africa
in 1943.

The American people felt that there
was ‘an experienced hand on the
tiller’ and, even in the darkest days
of the war, were confident that
Roosevelt would lead them to victory.

Roosevelt's cheerful image, however, hid a personal tragedy. An attack of polio
in 1921 had left him paralysed from the waist down. Yet he fought back to become
the only person to be elected president on four occasions. In 1983, 38 years after
his death, a group of eminent historians voted Roosevelt the second greatest
American president of all time. Only Abraham Lincoln, who was president from
1861 to 1865 and is credited with the abolition of slavery, was ranked higher. So,
who was Franklin Roosevelt, how did he rise to the presidency and what was his
impact on American and world history?
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In 1867 James Roosevelt, a well-off businessman whose ancestors had migrated
to America from Holland in the 1640s, purchased the country estate of Springwood
in New York state. The Springwood estate was situated among gentle hills and
woodiand near the village of Hyde Park, some 135 kilometres (85 miles), north
of the city of New York. James Roosevelt (1828-1900) was a pillar of the Hyde
Park community, serving on the school board and as churchwarden. He was also
wealthy enough to spend a lot of his time at leisure, holding frequent dinner parties
at his seventeen-room mansion.

In 1880, at the age of 52, James, a widower,
married his distant cousin Sara Delano
Roosevelt who was just half his age. On
30 January 1882, Sara gave birth to her
only child, a boy named Franklin Delano.
The young Franklin had a happy but isolated
upbringing. He was educated at home, first
by a governess and then by a private tutor,
who taught him maths, science, French,
Latin, history and geography. He was not
allowed to mix with the local Hyde Park
children.

A Franklin, aged 11, with his mother, Sara. She
was to have a considerable influence on his life.
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His parents considered them to be unsuitable companions for their son. Franklin
loved the countryside and had numerous pastimes including horse-riding, collecting
birds’ eggs, photography and stamp collecting.

Sara and James Roosevelt adored Franklin. They taught him to have impeccable
manners and expected him 1o respect other people. in other ways they stifled him.
He was not allowed to wear long trousers until he was 8, and Sara organized every
moment of his day.

The Roosevelt family travelled widely in the USA and made frequent visits to
Europe. By the age of 15, Franklin had crossed the Atlantic Ocean eight times.
Every summer the family took a vacation at their cottage on Campobelio Isiand,
New Brunswick. It was here that Franklin developed a passion for the sea and
became an expert yachtsman.

The Groton years 1896-1900

In 1896 Franklin, aged 14, was sent away to be educated at Groton preparatory
school in Massachusetts. Groton catered for students from privileged backgrounds,
and its headteacher, the Reverend Endicott Peabody, believed that the school
had a duty to train its students for public service. As a result the rules were strict.
The students slept in crudely furnished dormitories, and were expected to be polite,
organized and punctual. Among the subjects studied were Latin, Greek, German,
French, mathematics and science. Franklin's academic record at Groton was
above average and Peabody regarded him as an ‘intelligent and faithful scholar’.

Initially, Franklin found it difficult to make friends. The other students had already
been at Groton for two years when he arrived and they looked upon him with
suspicion.
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To compensate, Franklin tried to gain acceptance by joining as many sports teams

as possible, but was only gocd enough to make the second team in hockey,
American football and baseball.

Outside speakers frequently visited Groton to talk to the students about the lives
of the poor and underprivileged. These talks made an impression on Franklin and
he was inspired to help out on a summer camp run by the school for poor youngsters
from New York and Boston. In 1897
Peabody invited Franklin’s cousin,
Theodore Roosevelt, to visit Groton.
Theodore was making his way in politics
and, at the time, was the assistant
secretary to the American navy. Franklin
was captivated by his cousin and came
1o regard him as a role model. By 1900
Franklin was more popular with his fellow
students, and enjoyed a reputation as
the school’s most formidable public
debater. His four years at Groton played
a crucial role in shaping his character
and attitude to life.

< Groton School’s second football spuad.
Franklin Roosevelt is in the middle of the
front row.
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Harvard and marriage

In September 1900 Franklin enrolled at Harvard University in Massachusetts to
study history and government. Shortly afterwards his father, James Roosevelt,
died at the age of 72. Franklin was shocked and upset and returned home to
comfort his mother, who socon moved to Boston to be near to her son.

Such was his busy social life attending parties and dances, Franklin found it difficult
to concentrate fully on his studies at Harvard. He was keen to make his mark as
a sportsman but was not selected for either the football team or the rowing team.




