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At 2:50 a. m. on Friday, 1 September 1939, a telephone rang in a 
darkened bedroom on the second floor of the White House. Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, fifty- seven years old, the twice- elected president of the United States, stirred in 
his narrow iron cot and pushed himself up with his powerful arms and shoulders. His useless, 
withered legs trailed behind. He switched on a light, illuminating the clutter with which he liked 
to surround himself: an old rocking chair; a bureau and a heavyset wardrobe; a mess of family 
pictures and naval prints covering the walls; a litter of small china pigs and a herd of carved 
donkeys occupying the marble mantelpiece; a horse's tail hanging over the door to remind him of 
his privileged childhood in New York's Hudson River Valley. He picked up one of the telephones 
that competed for space on his bedside table with books, aspirin, a pack of cigarettes, an ashtray, a 
prayer book, odd bits of paper, and pencil stubs. On the line was Roosevelt's ambassador in Paris, 
William C. Bullitt, relaying a message from his counterpart in Warsaw. Germany's legions had 
breached Poland's frontiers. The Luftwaffe was bombarding Poland's cities. The greatest, bloodiest 
war in history had begun. 'Well, Bill, it's come at last,' said FDR. 'God help us all.'1 

As the news spread, it reached the ears of five other men scattered across North America. Sumner 
Welles, the highborn under secretary of state and principal diplomatic adviser to the president, 
was the first to hear. Welles was brilliant, fastidious, and imperturbable; one minister from Central 
America compared him to 'a tall glass of distilled ice water.' Welles subscribed fully to 
Talleyrand's famous advice to a young diplomat: 'above everything, do not allow yourself to 
become excited about your work.' When Roosevelt put down the telephone to Bullitt, he called 
Welles at Oxon Hill, his lordly 250- acre estate on the Potomac River. A few hours later, the under 
secretary arrived at the State Department for an emergency meeting with his boss, Secretary of 
State Cordell Hull, and other senior officials. Soon he was conferring with the president at his 
bedside: Welles, 'stiff and correct as always,' sat in a chair by the bed; FDR leaned up against his 
pillows wearing a blue cape over his pyjamas. 2 

Over the next two days, as British prime minister Neville Chamberlain dithered, then rallied, and 
eventually declared war on Germany on 3 September, followed quickly by France, Welles was 
never far from Roosevelt's counsels. From his State Department office, a beautifully decorated, 
book- lined space with dark blue leather chairs, a gleaming mahogany table, and a marble bust of 
a statesman on a corner pedestal, Welles helped to coordinate Washington's response to European 
events, starting with an emergency meeting of Latin American foreign ministers. 3 

If Sumner Welles was at the heart of things, Bill Donovan was literally in the wilderness: camped 
beside Teepee Lake in Canada's Yukon Territory, 250 miles from the nearest town. 'Wild Bill' was 
an Irish American war hero, New York lawyer, and muscular Republican in the mold of Franklin 
Roosevelt's distant cousin Theodore. TR certainly would have approved of Donovan's month-long 
hunting expedition in the Yukon with three other wealthy Republicans, including retired general 
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Robert E. Wood, the chairman of Sears, Roebuck & Co. The men had a special permit from the 
Canadian authorities to collect taxidermy specimens for a natural history museum in Boston, and 
they were enthusiastic about their work. Riding on horseback through the spectacular Saint Elias 
Mountains and Kluane Lake country, accompanied by Native guides and a pack train, they 
hunted mountain sheep, moose, caribou, and bear, and caught grayling and arctic trout. Without a 
radio, they were oblivious to the worsening situation in Europe. Donovan nearly perished when 
he was thrown from his horse and almost tumbled over a cliff. He recovered to bring down a ram 
with an extraordinary long- range shot and bag a nine- foot- tall grizzly, 'the great- grandfather of 
them all,' according to one of his companions. Meals were prepared by the Jacquot brothers, well- 
known local outfitters and guides who had trained in France as chefs. A typical camp dinner 
consisted of soup, roast lamb or duck with all the trimmings, a hot fluffy biscuit, lemon cream pie, 
tea, scotch, and cigars. 4 

Around midnight on 2 September, after just such a dinner, the gentlemen were enjoying a few 
rubbers of bridge when there was movement at the tent flaps. A stranger entered. 'Me, Indian 
runner,' he said. 'Message.' The man had ridden for thirty hours over difficult country to get the 
latest news through to General Wood, who despite his isolationist tendencies had recently been 
appointed to a new five- member government advisory body, the War Resources Board. Wood 
opened the envelope with which he was presented, scanned the radiogram it contained, and 
uttered a single word: 'War!'5 

Also a long way from the national capital was Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt's commerce secretary 
and confidant. Whatever Hopkins had in common with Welles and Donovan was not apparent at 
first glance. When the president's cousin Daisy Suckley was first introduced to the social worker 
turned politician, she thought him 'one of the most unattractive people I've ever met . . . A strange, 
weak- looking face, thin, slouching, untidy.' Yet she warmed to him, as most people did. Hopkins 
combined a fierce idealism with a wisecracking sense of humour and 'ten- carat charm.' He also 
possessed a rare ability to reduce the most formidable and abstruse problem to its essence, a gift 
that would later lead Winston Churchill to confer on him the mock title 'Lord Root of the Matter.'6 

In that first week of September, Hopkins faced his own formidable problem: a mysterious 
nutritional disease that his doctors at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, feared threatened 
his very life. Hopkins was skeletal and bedridden, his eyesight was failing, and he had serious 
edema in his feet. His family was told he had only weeks to live. Yet he cheerfully underwent a 
series of unpleasant experimental treatments in the hope of recovering, staying in touch with FDR 
by phone and following events in Europe over the wireless. Having listened to the world news 'at 
all hours of the day and night,' he told a friend, 'I now look upon myself as a full blown authority.' 
Hopkins knew that he could not return to 'the active list' until he had licked his ailment. But he 
admitted he was restless, writing that 'with all the excitement going on it is tough quarterbacking 
from the bench.'7 

In New York City, news of Germany's invasion of Poland was flashed up on the moving electric 
bulletin board that wrapped around Times Tower, the New York Times' old building in Times 

Square. As darkness descended on Manhattan, New Yorkers congregated silently on the kerbs 
and in the gutters of Broadway and Seventh Avenue to watch the board, buy a late edition, or 
cluster around a radio-equipped taxicab. The crowds stretched from 39th Street right up to 47th, 
where the statue of Father Francis Duffy, chaplain of New York's 'Fighting 69th' Regiment in the 
First World War and comrade and admirer of Bill Donovan, appeared to be blessing the congre-
gation. Periodically the traffic in Times Square came to a jarring stop when pedestrians, motorists, 
or streetcar motormen paused to look up and take in the dreadful facts. 8 



Most New Yorkers were not standing vigil in Times Square that night, however. As they settled 
into the three- ay Labor Day weekend, they were thinking of rest, not war. Many were headed for 
the shore or the mountains, even as tens of thousands poured into the city to visit the World's Fair 
at Flushing Meadows. 'The country as a whole does not yet have any deep sense of world crisis,' 
admitted FDR privately. The vast majority of Americans detested Adolf Hitler and wanted the 
Allies to win, but helping them to win was another matter. Only one in six believed the country 
should enter the war at some stage, and only one in forty supported an immediate declaration of 
war. Twenty percent were in favour of helping the Allies in other ways, but more than half 
believed the United States should maintain an impartial neutrality. The war seemed very distant, 
and not especially threatening. 9 

Wendell Willkie was a corporate lawyer and the president of the giant Commonwealth & 
Southern public utility holding company, headquartered downtown at 20 Pine Street. A product 
of small- town Indiana, he and his wife, Edith, now lived at 1010 Fifth Avenue, a grand apartment 
building opposite the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Willkie was a big, bearlike, rumpled man 
with a magnetic personality: a reporter observed that people who met him 'often came away 
talking as if he were 14 feet tall and shot lightning bolts from his eyes.'10 Even though he was a 
lifelong Democrat, he was positioning himself to run against Franklin Roosevelt in 1940. His 
presidential candidacy had crystallised a fortnight earlier when he visited the editor of Fortune 

magazine, Russell Davenport, at his summer home on Saugatuck Harbor in Westport, 
Connecticut. His hosts had planned for tennis, golf, and poker. However, Willkie spent most of 
the weekend on the porch, 'sprawled in a wicker armchair with one leg thrown over the arm of the 
chair,' his jacket off and cigarette ash tumbling down his shirt front, 'talking hard' with Davenport 
about his political beliefs and prospects. Davenport soon signed up to be his campaign manager. 
11 

When the Wehrmacht rolled into Poland, Willkie was enjoying praise for a review of Lord David 
Cecil's book The Young Melbourne that he had just had published in the New York Herald Tribune. 
The article revealed something of its author's own approach to life. Willkie admired the 'earthy 
exuberance' of the Whigs, the aristocratic statesmen who dominated eighteenth- and early- 
nineteenth- century English public life and were the subjects of Cecil's book. 'Rowdy, reckless and 
robust,' Willkie wrote, 'they could eat their twelve-course dinners, dance until dawn and gamble, 
drink and make love until breakfast—and still put in a hard day's work on their estates or in 
Parliament.' Book reviewing was new to Willkie, and he told a friend, 'I am almost childishly 
happy about writing a review that somebody would accept.'12 In fact, he had an advantage on 
that front: the Herald Tribune's influential literary editor, Irita Van Doren, was Willkie's mistress. 
Indeed, he may have been with her at her farmhouse in West Cornwall, New York, on the 
weekend of the invasion. 13 

The fifth man, Averell Harriman, was a different kind of New York businessman. He was 
chairman of the board of his family railroad, the Union Pacific, and a senior partner at Brown 
Brothers Harriman & Co., a private banking firm located at 59 Wall Street, three hundred yards 
from the offices of Commonwealth & Southern. Tanned, athletic, and well-heeled, he spent much 
of each summer at his house on the North Shore of Long Island, where he played competitive 
croquet with friends on the lawns of Sands Point, Manhasset, and Great Neck. 14 Harriman's days 
as a world-class polo player were behind him, but that summer he and his wife had attended 
several big polo matches at the prestigious Meadow Brook Club in Westbury. 15 

Harriman was not a typical Long Island socialite, however. He had a nose for power and a taste 
for hard work. Even more unusually, he was a Democrat, and had spent much of the past decade 
trying to inveigle his way into a big job in the Roosevelt administration. To this end, he assidu-



ously tended his friendship with Harry Hopkins. In June 1939, he tried to persuade Hopkins to 
holiday at his private cottage at the resort he had established in Sun Valley, Idaho. Over the 
summer, he kept tabs on the ailing commerce secretary's health, checking in with his personal 
secretary in Washington and pestering him in Rochester. 'I am happy to hear through Miss Van 
Meter today that you are making satisfactory progress,' he cabled Hopkins on 1 September. 'When 
you feel like seeing me please let me know as I would gladly come down any time,' he offered on 
another occasion.16 Like Donovan, Willkie, and Hopkins himself, Harriman in September 1939 
was at the margins of world events. They all wanted to get to the centre. 

  

The period between the outbreak of the European war in September 1939 and America's entry into 
the war in December 1941 was the turning point of the twentieth century. 17 Over those two years, 
the disposition of forces in the world changed utterly. In 1939, the wind was at Adolf Hitler's back; 
in 1940, he conquered much of western Europe; but by the end of 1941, he faced the deadly 
combination of the United States, the Soviet Union, and the British Empire. In 1939, America was 

nervous and parochial; in 1940, she rearmed and remobilised; by the end of 1941, she was at war, 
and her course was set toward global leadership. 

The position of the United States in these momentous years was precarious. 18 America was the 
most powerful neutral nation in a world of belligerents, a supporter of the democracies but not 
their ally. The U.S. president was by instinct an internationalist, inclined to apply a broad 

definition of American interests. Yet the limits on Franklin Roosevelt's freedom of movement were 
severe, including historical precedent, public anxiety and congressional opposition at home, and 
unreliable partners abroad. FDR's extraordinary achievement over the years 1939– 1941 was to 
navigate these constraints and move a divided and hesitant America toward ever greater 
involvement in the European war. 

Roosevelt never threw over his natural caution. Democratic governments cannot 'swing so far or 
so quickly' as individuals, he told an interventionist newspaper publisher in June 1940. 'They can 
only move with the thought and will of the great majority of the people.'19 Accordingly, he 
avoided sudden moves and abrupt shifts in policy; indeed, he received almost as much criticism 
for moving too slowly as for moving too swiftly. Under his leadership, America's involvement in 
the war deepened in stages, and always in response to events. Yet if the process was gradual, it 
was also relentless. With each reversal abroad and each advance at home, U. S. policy toward the 
dictators hardened. 

Roosevelt had five unusual helpers in this process, and he sent them to Europe on special missions 
that proved crucial to the course of the Second World War. Sumner Welles toured European 
capitals in the spring of 1940, during the so-called Phony War, when FDR was still feeling his way 
toward an effective policy. Four months later, after France's disastrous collapse, Bill Donovan 
visited a lonely United Kingdom at the president's behest. His eyewitness report, as well as the 
exploits of the Royal Air Force in the skies over Britain, convinced FDR that this was a country 
worth backing. 

After his re-election in November 1940, Roosevelt threw a lifeline to Britain in the form of Lend- 
Lease, and dispatched three envoys to secure it. In January 1941, he sent Harry Hopkins on a 
month-long mission to London, and also co-opted Wendell Willkie, who had been the 1940 GOP 
presidential nominee, to deliver a symbolic message to the new prime minister, Winston 
Churchill. A week after Willkie's return, he asked Averell Harriman to serve as his personal 
representative in London, with responsibility for expediting Lend- Lease aid to Britain. 



Finally, in the aftermath of Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, FDR sent Hopkins 
on two further assignments— back to London to see Churchill again, and to Moscow to meet with 
Soviet leader Joseph Stalin for the first time. Through these last two missions, Hopkins helped to 
establish the triangular relationship between the 'Big Three'—Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin— 
who would go on to direct the Allied war effort after the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor in 
December. 

Winston Churchill said there were four 'climacterics'—intense, pressurised turning points— n the 
period 1939– 941. These were the fall of France, the Battle of Britain, Lend-Lease, and Germany's 
invasion of the Soviet Union. 20 Each climacteric produced a sharpening of Roosevelt's position 
toward the war. Remarkably, FDR's five special envoys were vital at each juncture— urging a 
course of action on the president, giving him comfort Prologue that he had laid a wise bet, helping 
him to implement a decision, explaining it to British or Soviet leaders, or selling it to the American 
people. 

It is significant that the president sent his personal emissaries across the Atlantic rather than the 

Pacific. A Europeanist by experience and instinct, FDR believed that the most potent threat to U. S. 
interests and global security came from Germany, not Japan. Consequently, his mind was concen-
trated on developments in Europe; he left the implementation of his Asia policy, which sought to 
contain the Japanese without causing a war, to Hull and the State Department. Perhaps, as events 
unfolded, this disparity betrayed a dangerous Rooseveltian blind spot. On the other hand, few 
could dispute that the greater evil resided in Berlin rather than Tokyo. 21 

Over this critical period, then, Roosevelt entrusted five very different men, only one of whom was 
a professional diplomat, with seven important assignments in Europe. This represents an 
extraordinary passage of politics and diplomacy. Several of the missions were dangerous. Most 
were undertaken alone. All trespassed on the sacred turf of the State Department. They took the 
president's men into the middle of the war and exposed them to the century's leading figures. 
Taken together, the missions plot the arc of America's transformation from a reluctant middle 
power into the global leader. 

We often think of Harry S. Truman, George Marshall, Dean Acheson, and George F. Kennan as the 
authors of America's global primacy in the second half of the twentieth century: men who built the 
institutions of global order, rescued Europe from financial ruin, and set the conditions for victory 
in the Cold War. But all their achievements were enabled by the earlier work of Roosevelt and his 
envoys, who took the United States into the Second World War and, by defeating domestic 
isolationists and foreign enemies, into the world. In these two years, America turned. FDR and his 
envoys were responsible for the turn. 

  

Few presidents have elicited more hatred from their enemies than Franklin D. Roosevelt. Many 
scholars, too, disoriented by what speechwriter Robert Sherwood called his 'heavily forested 
interior,' have dismissed him as facile and lacking fixedness of purpose. 22 Some have mistaken 
his love of improvisation, and the flexibility of means he employed, for an absence of sure and 
certain ends. 

In fact, Roosevelt was the most important statesman of the twentieth century. He saved American 
democracy from the Depression, led the Allies to victory over fascism, won an unprecedented four 
consecutive presidential elections— nd did all this with a broken body. 



FDR was a seductive figure and an effervescent one: to encounter him, said Churchill, was like 
opening your first bottle of champagne. 23 He was, perhaps, the most patrician of all presidents, 
having grown up as the cosseted son of leisured grandees from Dutchess County in upstate New 
York. Yet he spurned the conventional career choices of his class and instead entered politics, 
serving as state senator, assistant secretary of the navy, vice presidential candidate, and governor 
of New York before his election to the White House. Roosevelt was no snob. He took a generous 
view of humanity, preferring the company of rogues to preachers, and attracting to his person a 
colourful menagerie of cronies. He was charming, but also tricky and sometimes heartless. He 
wore his friendships lightly; at times, he discarded them easily. 

Roosevelt was also elusive. When flying over Egypt in 1943, it is said, he looked down and said in 
recognition, 'Ah, my friend the Sphinx.' He wrote afterward to his personal secretary, 'I've seen the 
Pyramids and made close friends with the Sphinx. Congress should know her.'24 Congress, and 
the rest of Washington, knew very well that FDR was sphinx-like. He dissembled, advising his 
friends to 'never let your left hand know what your right is doing.' He disdained formal record 
keeping, and, in the opinion of brains truster Rexford G. Tugwell, 'put every possible obstacle in 
the way' of future scholars who sought to scrutinise him. He drew a heavy veil over his own 
thinking. 25 Divining his intentions is, therefore, a task of classical proportions. Historians must 
piece together a mosaic of the man from thousands of tiny tesserae. Prologue 

  

The picture that emerges, for the most part, is one of coherence and purpose, not ambivalence and 
reaction. If the doctors at the Bethesda Naval Hospital had been able to sequence Roosevelt's 
political genome, they undoubtedly would have found the gene for pragmatism. He 'listened to 
every rustle in the leaves,' wrote one canny observer, 'and built up his own position with 
unending care and subtlety.'26 He was cautious in his movements, and highly sensitive to public 
opinion. He had periods of inertia that seemed to outsiders like paralysis. His tactical shifts were 
ceaseless, yet behind them all a clear and inexorable direction can be discerned. To adapt his own 
metaphor, FDR steered his government like one of his beloved sailboats, tacking this way and that 
for advantage, sometimes drifting, but finally bringing her into his chosen port. 27 

That is not to say that Roosevelt's governing method was tidy or graceful. He 'practised a highly 
personal form of government,' wrote philosopher and wartime diplomat Isaiah Berlin, that 
'maddened sober and responsible officials used to the slower tempo and more normal patterns of 
administration.' He uncoupled the chains of command. He set aside protocols and created 
intersecting administrative empires. Often he allocated a single task to multiple people. To his 
courtiers, FDR was a faithless prince, giving none of them a monopoly on his attention and regard. 
As a result, his administration never coursed with esprit de corps. But there was method to this 
administrative madness. By seeking intelligence everywhere, he avoided capture by any one 
source. By setting his advisers against each other, he tested the strength of their arguments. By 
diffusing authority, he maintained control. 28 

FDR's professional and domestic lives were analogous. Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. observed that 
'co-existence with disorder was almost the pattern of his life.' From the day he married his distant 
cousin Eleanor— to the displeasure of his formidable mother, Sara, who preferred not to share 
him— Roosevelt 'had lived in a household of unresolved jurisdictions, and it had never occurred 
to him to try to settle lines finally as between mother and wife.'29 

Settled lines were not Roosevelt's style. On foreign policy, this proclivity was strengthened by his 
distrust of the State Department. The career men in the diplomatic service were mainly 



Republicans, he believed, and out of step with his policies, being disinclined toward interference 
in the European conflict. His confidants agreed. Interior Secretary Harold L. Ickes felt the de-
partment was 'undemocratic in its outlook' and 'shot through with fascism.' Harry Hopkins 
hooted that foreign service officers were 'cookie pushers, pansies— nd usually isolationists to 
boot.' Not long after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, FDR is supposed to have joked that his State 
Department was neutral in this war and he hoped it would at least remain that way. 30 

Aside from ideological misgivings, FDR found State to be a poor instrument for his purposes. 'You 
should go through the experience of trying to get any changes in the thinking, policy and action of 
the career diplomats and then you'd know what a real problem was,' he told one visitor. On the 
day he died, he reviewed a letter prepared for his signature and observed with a laugh, 'A typical 
State Department letter— t says nothing at all.' He felt the department was littered with 'dead 
wood.'31 He had little faith in the security of its cables, leading him to conduct many of his 
communications with foreign leaders via naval channels. 32 On top of all that, FDR shared the 
public conception of diplomats as effete dandies— he 'boys in the striped pants.' Other White 
House terms of abuse for foreign service officers included 'old maids' and 'stuffed shirts.'33 

FDR never sought seriously to reform the State Department: instead, he sidelined it. He asked his 
key ambassadors to stay in touch with him via personal letters. 34 Wherever possible, he 
cultivated personal relationships with crowned heads and other foreign leaders. In June 1939, for 
instance, he delighted in hosting King George VI and Queen Elizabeth for a weekend at his family 
estate in Hyde Park during their tour of North America. His idea was to increase Americans' 
sympathies toward the British— and to stiffen British spines. 'Roosevelt set the stage for their 
reception with the care and gusto of a Broadway director,' observed historian James MacGregor 
Burns. He deliberately treated the royal couple like old family friends, driving them in his Ford 
(which had been outfitted with custom-made hand controls) to a picnic lunch consisting of hot 
dogs, baked beans, and strawberry shortcake. Much to his mother's displeasure, he even served 
Their Majesties cocktails before dinner. When FDR saw off his visitors at Hyde Park railway 
station, the crowd sang 'Auld Lang Syne.' 'Good luck to you!' called the president. 'All the luck in 
the world!'35 

  

Franklin Roosevelt was, then, a leader who disliked faceless bureaucracies, distrusted his foreign 
ministry, craved information, and enjoyed personal diplomacy. If these factors were insufficient to 
predispose him to the use of personal envoys, there was another: the polio attack in 1921 that 
paralysed him from the waist down and forced him to rely, for the sake of political success and his 
very survival, on family, friends, and aides. For nearly a decade after that calamity, as FDR sought 
unsuccessfully to regain his ability to walk, he relied on his wife Eleanor and close adviser Louis 
Howe to keep his name in the public eye. 36 

When he returned to public life, he continued to encourage his wife in this role of emissary and 
investigator. As governor of New York, Franklin toured the state each summer with Eleanor, 
visiting hospitals, prisons, and insane asylums. It was on those early trips, she recalled later, that 
'she received some of her best training as a reporter.' While the head of an institution sat in the car 
talking to the governor, Eleanor would inspect the place on her husband's behalf. If she reported 
that there was no overcrowding, 'he would laugh heartily at her amateurishness.' 'Idiot, didn't you 
look to see if there were beds put away in closets or behind doors?' On one occasion, he asked her 
what the patients had to eat, and she relayed what she had seen on their menus. 'Look into the 

pots on the stove,' FDR admonished her. 37 



Eleanor never stopped looking into the pots. During their years in the White House, Roosevelt 
asked her to investigate poverty in Appalachia and labour conditions in Puerto Rico; during the 
war, she visited Britain, the South Pacific, and the Caribbean. 38 Eleanor was able to represent her 
husband to people who would never see him in person. From her reports, and those of other 
intimates, FDR could pick up intelligence and gauge the public mood. Her visibility as a 
spokesperson for liberal causes also served a political function, enabling Franklin to hold on to his 
left- wing constituency even as he moved to the centre. If conservatives complained, he simply 
pointed out that she was her own person. 'Well, you know my Missus . . . ,' he would tell the press 
with an affectionate grin. 39 

If personal envoys were an integral element of FDR's domestic political apparatus, they played an 
even more prominent part in his diplomacy. Roosevelt savoured personal diplomacy, but the 
perils of international travel and the questionable security and poor transmission quality of 
international telephone calls circumscribed its reach, causing him to look for alternative conduits. 
40 He was also intrigued by the practice of President Woodrow Wilson (whom he served as 
assistant secretary of the navy and whose portrait he hung in the Cabinet Room when he was 
president) of using Colonel Edward M. House as a roving diplomatic envoy. FDR corresponded 
with House until his death in 1938 and on several occasions expressed a wish that the colonel 
could undertake special missions on his behalf. In the spring of 1934, Roosevelt wrote, 'I so wish 
you could go over [to Europe] and get a true picture for me!' He repeated the sentiment a year 
later: 'I do wish I had someone to fulfil for me the splendid missions which you carried out in 
Europe before we got into the war— but there is only one you and I know of no other.'41 

The unavailability of the aged House, however, did not put Roosevelt off the idea of personal 
envoys. From the first years of the Republic, presidents have assigned individuals to execute 
diplomatic missions outside of the conventional channels. But there has been no more enthusiastic 
practitioner of envoy diplomacy than FDR, whose stable of emissaries included friends, allies, 
cronies, and the occasional political opponent, very few of them with much experience. He 
dispatched them practically everywhere— to western Europe, Russia, the Middle East, China, 
India, Latin America. Secretary of State Cordell Hull referred to such amateur diplomats as 'raw 
materials' and believed they tended to 'create havoc.'42 But the president was very taken with the 
approach, so much so that he tried to extend it from the diplomatic to the divine, appointing a 
personal representative to the Vatican43 and exploring the accreditation of emissaries to the Greek 
Orthodox Church and 'the Mohammedan world.'44 

  

Franklin Roosevelt never called on envoys to greater effect than during 1939– 1941, as the 
European war developed into a world war. As FDR edged the United States closer to the conflict, 
five uncommon individuals— a well- bred diplomat, a Republican lawyer, a political fixer, a 
former presidential candidate, and a tycoon— were the inspirations and instruments of his policy. 

 


