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Eyes Right

Campobello Island, New Brunswick  -  We crossed to the island from Maine around noon in mid-August.  The sun was shining gloriously, but the breeze blowing off Cobscot Bay was brisk and cool.  Welcome to Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s summer world.

He first came here in 1883 when he was one year old.  His parents were extremely wealthy New Yorkers who, like many of the super-rich of the American Victorian era, spent the summers along the New England shore escaping the heat and humidity of the city.  James Roosevelt, his father, was a “businessman and country gentleman.” His wealth and stable of servants allowed the family to spend summers from July to mid-September pursuing the “good life.” 

His mother, Sara, was domineering and very protective of her only son, Franklin, but allowed him to romp freely around the island hiking and sailing.  They purchased a cottage and proceeded to spend every summer on Campobello.  In 1897, another cottage was built on the adjacent lot to the east by a Mrs. Hartman Kuhn, who later became close friends of Sara and FDR’s new bride, Eleanor.  When Mrs. Kuhn died in 1909, her will contained a provision for the Roosevelt’s to purchase the cottage, fully furnished, with 4 acres of land, for $5000.

Let me tell you about the “cottage.”  It is your basic summer mansion.  There are over 15 bedrooms, and the view to the north across the water to Eastport, Maine is to die for.  Today it is the centerpiece of Roosevelt Campobello International Park.  There are several other buildings on the immaculate, manicured, grounds, including a Visitor’s Center with an 18-minute video.  Within the Roosevelt Cottage itself, each room is manned by smiling, uniformed attendants (all female) who tell you everything you need to know about each room, unless you happen to ask a politically incorrect question.  I  learned this the hard way when I inquired about the ethnicity of the 8 servants whom the family brought with them to Campobello each summer.  I can report that the smile immediately turns into an ice-cold glare of “move-along, Jack.”

The engineering inside the cottage is rather remarkable, as it had running water, toilets, hot water and a fully-functioning kitchen – all in an era without electricity on the island.  Water was brought to a cistern outside the house weekly by locals, who also provided meat and vegetables.  A windmill then pumped the water to a holding tank in the attic above the third floor, from which gravity allowed it to flow freely throughout the house.  A water line passed through the large wood stove in the kitchen to provide hot water to each bathroom and the food preparation area.  

FDR had entered New York politics in 1910 at the age of 28 when he won election as a state senator.  Even though he was too ill to campaign due to typhoid fever, he was reelected in 1912, largely due to the efforts of an Albany journalist, Louis McHenry Howe, who became a life-long friend and political advisor.  Howe even had a permanent bedroom at Campobello just down the hall from Roosevelt’s.  By 1921, Roosevelt’s national political career was blossoming due to close ties and appointments from President Woodrow Wilson.  Unfortunately, he contracted polio that summer at Campobello and developed permanent paralysis in both legs. The other bad news was that he had also been discovered by Eleanor to have been having an affair with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer.  You know the rest:  11 years later, he became President.

Having not fully recovered from the attendant’s previous glare, I decided not to ask which one of the guest rooms had been occupied by Mercer. 

I thought you might like to know.
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