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18 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

more so than paper, and there was roughly a ton of the stuff piled on
the eighth floor alone.*

Bernstein dumped more buckets of water on the growing fire, but
by this point they had no effect whatsoever, and the flames were
spreading to the tissue paper patterns hanging above the wooden work
desks. He ordered workers to drag a fire hose from a nearby stairwell.
They opened the valve, but there was no pressure. As a historian of
the fire, David Von Drehle, has argued, Bernstein made 2 fatal deci-
sion in those first three minutes. He could have spent the time fighting
the fire or evacuating the nearly five hundred workers. Instead, he
battled the exploding fire, to no effect. If he had spent the time evacu-
ating, it is possible that nobody would have died that day.s

When Bernstein finally did take his eyes off the wall of fire, he was
astonished by what he saw. Many of the women on the eighth floor
were taking the time to go to the dressing room to retrieve their coats
and belongings. Some were looking for their time cards so they could
punch out.

Eventually, the two factory owners up on the tenth floor were
alerted to the fire, which had already consumed the eighth floor and
was spreading quickly to their own. One of them, Isaac Harris, gath-
ered a group of workers and figured it was probably suicidal to try to
climb down through the fire. “Girls, let us go up on the roof! Get on
the roof!” he bellowed. The other owner, Max Blanck, was paralyzed
by fear. He stood frozen with a look of terror on his face, holding his
youngest daughter in one arm and his elder daughter’s hand with the
other.® A clerk, who was evacuating with the firm’s order book, de-
cided to throw it down and save'his boss’s life instead.

Most of the workers on the eighth floor were able to get out, but
the workers on the ninth floor had little warning until the fire was
already upon them. They ran like terrified schools of fish from one
potential exit to another. There were two elevators, but they were
slow and overloaded. There was no sprinkler system. There was a fire
escape, but it was rickety and blocked. On normal days the workers
were searched as they headed home, to prevent theft. The factory had
been designed to force them through a single choke point in order to
get out. Some of the doors were locked. As the fire surrounded them,
the workers were left to make desperate life-and-death decisions with
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limited information in a rising atmosphere of fire, smoke, and terror,

Three friends, Ida Nelson, Katie Weiner, and Fanny Lansner, were
in the changing room when the screams of “Fire!” reached them. Nel-
son decided to sprint for one of the stairwells. Weiner went to the el-
evators and saw an elevator car descending the shaft. She hurled
herself into space, diving onto the roof. Lansner took neither course
and didn’t make it out.’

Mary Bucelli later described her own part in the vicious scramble to
get out first: “I can't tell you because I gave so many pushes and kicks.
I gave and received. I was throwing them down wherever I met them,”
she said of her co-workers. “I was only looking for my own life. . . .
At a moment like that, there is big confusion and you must under-
stand that you cannot see anything. . . . You see a multitude of things,
but you can't distinguish anything. With the confusion and the fight
that you take, you can’t distinguish-anything.”®

Joseph Brenman was one of the relatively few men in the factory.
A crowd of women were pushing between him and the elevators. But
they were small, and many of them were faint.. He shoved them aside
and barreled his way onto the elevator and to safety.

The fire department arrived quickly but its ladders could not reach
the eighth floor. The water from its hoses could barely reach that high,

just enough to give the building exterior a light dousing.

Shame
THE HORROR OF THE TRIANGLE SHIRTWAIST FIRE TRAUMATIZED THE CITY.
People were not only furious at the factory owners, but felt some deep
responsibility themselves. In 1909 a young Russian immigrant named
Rose Schneiderman had led the women who wotked at Triangle and
other factories on a strike to address the very issues that led to the fire
disaster. The picketers were harassed by company guards. The city
looked on indifferently, as it did npon the lives of the poor generally.
After the fire there was a collective outpouring of rage, fed by collec-
tive guilt at the way people had self-centeredly gone about their lives,
callously indifferent to the conditions and suffering of the people
close around them. “I can’t begin to tell you how disturbed the people
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zz2 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

existed long before you and will last long after you, and that in the
brief span of your life you have been thrown by fate, by history, by
chance, by evolution, or by God into a specific place with specific
problems and needs. Your job is to figure certain things out: What
does this environment need in order to be made whole? What is it that
needs repair? What tasks are lying around waiting to be performed?
As the novelist Frederick Buechner put it, “At what points do my tal-
ents and deep gladness meet the world’s deep need?”

Viktor Frankl described this sort of call in his famous 1946 _uoow
Man’s Search for Meaning. Frankl was a Jewish psychiatrist in Vienna
who was rounded up in 1942 by the Nazis and sent to a ghetto and
then to a series of concentration camps. His wife, mother, and brother
died in the camps. Prankl spent most of his time in camp laying tracks
for railway lines. This was not the life he had planned for himself. This
‘was not his passion, or his dream. This is not what he would be doing
if he were marching to the beat of his own drummer. But this was the
life events had assigned to him. And it became clear to him that what
sort of person he would wind up being depended upon what sort of
inner decision he would make in response to his circumstances.

“It did not really matter what we expected from life,” he wrote,
“but rather what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking the
meaning of life, and instead think of ourselves as those who were
being questioned by life—daily and hourly.”™ Frankl concluded that
fate had put a moral task and an intellectual task before him. It had
given him an assignment.

His moral task was to suffer well, to be worthy of his sufferings. He
could not control how much he suffered, or whether or when he
would end up in the gas chamber or as a corpse by the side of the road,
but he could control his inner response to his sufferings. The Nazis
tried to dehumanize and insult their victims, and some prisoners went
along with this degradation or retreated into their memories of a hap-
pier past. But some prisoners struggled against the insults and fortified
their own integrity. “One could make a victory of those experiences,
turning life into an inner triumph,” Frankl realized. One could strug-
gle against the insults by asserting small acts of dignity, not necessarily
to change your outer life or even your ultimate fate, but to sttengthen
the beams and pillars of your inner structure. He could exercise what

R
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he called an “inner hold,” a rigorous control of his own inner state, a
disciplined defense of his own integrity.

“Suffering had become a task on which we did not want to turn our
backs,” Frankl wrote.” Once he became aware of the task events had
assigned to him, he understood the meaning and ultimate purpose of
his life and the opportunity the war had given him to realize that pur-
pose. And once he understood the meaning of these events, survival
itself became easier. As Nietzsche observed, “He who has a why to
live for can bear almost any how.”

Frankl’s other assignment was to take the circumstances into érpor
he had been put and turn them into wisdom he could take to the
world. Frank] had been given a great intellectnal opportunity, the op-
portunity to study human beings under the most horrific conditions.
He had the chance to share his observations with his fellow prisoners,
and, if he survived, he figured he could spend the rest of his life shar-
ing this knowledge with the world beyond.

When he had the mental energy, he spoke with groups of prison-
ers, telling them to take their lives seriously and struggle to preserve
their inner hold. He told them to focus their minds upward on the
image of aloved one, to preserve, share, and strengthen love for their
absent wife or child or parent or friend, even in the midst of circum-
stances that conspire to destroy love, even though the loved one, hav-
ing been sent to a different camp, mighe already be dead. Amid the
grit and grime and the corpses one could still rise upward: “I called to
the Lord from my narrow prison and he answered me in the freedom
of space.” One could, Frankl wrote, still participate in a rapturous
passion for one’s beloved and thus understand the full meaning of the
words “The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite
glory.”

He told wcanuﬂ& suicides that life had not stopped expecting things
from them, and that something in the future was still expected of
them. In the darkness after lights out, he told his fellow prisoners that
someone was watching them—a friend, a wife, somebody alive or
dead, or God—who did not want to be disappointed.® Life, he con-
cluded, “nltimately means taking the responsibility to find the right
answer to its problems and to fulfill the tasks which it constantly sets
before the individual.”*
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246 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

horror had been put in front of her. And like many people, she found
a fiercer resolve amid 2 flood of righteous rage. It wasn’t just that so
many people had died—afier all, they could not be brought back to
life; it was also the “ongoing assault on the common order that the fire
came to symbolize.” There js a universal way people should be treated,
a way that respects their dignity as living creatures, and this way was
being violated by their mistreatment. The person who experiences
this kind of indignation has found her vocation.

The Rigorous Childhcod

PERKINS WAS BORN ON BEACON HILL IN BOSTON ON APRIL 10, 1880. HER
ancestors had come over in the great Protestant migration in the mid-
dle of the seventeenth century, settling first in Massachusetts and then
in Maine. One ancestor, James Otis, was an incendiary Revolutionary
War hero. Another, Oliver Otis Howard, served as a general in the
Civil War before founding Howard University, the historically black
college in Washington, D.C. Howard visited the Perkins home when
Frances was fifteen. Because he had lost his arm in the war, Frances
served as his scribe.®

The Perkinses had been farmers and brickmakers through the cen-
turies, mostly near the Damariscotta River east of Portland, Maine.
Frances’s mother was a member of the large Bean family. They gave
their daughter a traditional Yankee upbringing: parsimonious, ear-
nest, and brutally honest. In the evenings, Fred Perkins read Greek
poetry and recited Greek plays with friends. He began to teach Fran-
ces Greek grammar when she was seven or eight. Frances’s mother
was heavy, artistic, and assertive. When Frances was ten, her mother
took her to a hat shop. The fashionable hats of the day were narrow
and tall, with feathers and ribbons. But Susan Bean Perkins plopped a
low-crowned, simple, three-cornered hat onto Frances’s head. What
she said next reflects a very different sort of child rearing than is com-
mon today. While today we tend to tell children how wonderful they
are, in those days parents were more likely to confront children with
their own limitations and weaknesses. They were more likely to con-
front them with an honesty that can seem brutal to us today:

“There, my dear, that is your hat,” her mother said. “You should
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always wear a hat something like this. You have a very broad face. It’s
broader between the two checkbones than it is up at the top. Your
head is narrower above the temples than it is at the cheekbones. Also,
it lops off very suddenly into your chin. The result is you always need
to have as much width in your hat as you have width in your cheek-
bones. Never let yourself get a hat that is narrower than your cheek-
bones, because it makes you look ridiculous.””

These days, New England Yankee culture has been diluted by the
softening influence of the global culture, but then it was still bard and
distinct. Yankees were reticent, self-reliant, egalitarian, and emotion-
ally tough. Sometimes that toughness devolved into frigidity. Buit
sometimes it was motivated by and intermixed with a fierce love and
tenderness. New Englanders tended to have an acute awareness of
their own sinfulness, and they worshipped a2 God who demonstrated
his love through restraint and correction. They worked hard. They
did not complain. :

One evening, Perkins, then a young woman, came downstairs
wearing a new party dress. Her father told her that it made her look
ladylike. Perkins reflected later, “Even if I had ever succeeded in mak-
ing myself look pretty—which, mind you, I'm not saying I ever suc-
ceeded in doing—my father would never have told me. That would
have been a sin.”* .

The Yankees also combined what you might call social conserva-
tism with political liberalism. Traditional and stern in their private
lives, they believed in communal compassion and government action.
They believed that individuals have a collective responsibility to pre-
serve the “good order.” Even in the mid-ejghteenth century, the New
England colonies had levels of taxation for state and local govern-~
ments that were twice as high as the levels in colonies such as Pennsyl-
vania and Virginia. They also put tremendous faith in education. For
the past 350 years, New England schools have been among the best in
the United States. New Englanders have, to this day, some of the
highest levels of educational attainment in the nation.”

Perkins’s parents saw to it that she was educated, but she never
earned good grades. She had a natural facility with words, and in high
school she used her glibness to slide by. She then went off to Mount
Holyoke College, a member of the class of 1902. The rules at the
college, and at colleges generally, were, again, very different from the
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30 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

and Romans a certain style of heroism—to be courageous and un-
flinching in the face of the worst the world could throw at you. In her
Harper’s Bazaar essay, Woolley quoted the Stoic philosopher Epicte-
tus: “To live in the presence of great truths and eternal laws, to be led
by permanent ideals, that is what keeps a man patient when the world
ignores him and calm and unspoiled when the world praises him.”
Perkins and Woolley would remain friends until Woolley’s death.

Perkins also went to college at a time when the social gospel move-
ment was at its most influential. In response to urbanization and
industrialization, the leaders of the movement, including Walter
Rauschenbusch, rejected the individualistic and privatized religion
that was prevalent in many genteel churches. It is not enough, Rausch-
enbusch argued, to heal the sinfulness in each individual human heart.
There is also suprapersonal sin—evil institutions and social structures
that breed oppression and suffering. The leaders of the social gospel
movement challenged their listeners to test and purify themselves by
working for social reform. The real Christian life, they said, is not a
solitary life of prayer and repentance. It is a life of sacrificial service,
which involves practical solidarity with the poor and membership in a
larger movement working to repair God’s kingdom on earth.

As class president, Perkins helped select her class motto, “Be ye
steadfast.” The full verse, which Perkins read to her classmates in their
final prayer meecting, is from 1 Corinthians. “Therefore my beloved
brethren, be ye steadfast, unmovable, always abounding in the work
of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labor is not in vain in the
Lord.”

Holyoke took Perkins, who had been taught, because of her sex
and because of her stature, to think lowly of herself, and it persuaded
her and the other women that she could do something heroic. But it
achieved this task in an ironic way. It didn’t tell her that she was awe-
some and qualified for heroism. It forced her to confront her natural
weaknesses. It pushed her down. It pushed her down and then taught
her to push herself upward and outward. Perkins came to Holyoke
sweet and glib, diminutive and charming. She left stronger, fortified,
ardent for service and clearly unsuited to the narrow bourgeois world
in which she’d grown up. When Frances Perkins’s mother came to see
her daughter graduate from Mount Holyoke, she remarked in a tone
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of dismay, “I don'’t recognize my daughter Fanny anymore. I can’t
understand it. She’s a stranger to me.”*

Tender Toughness

PERKINS KNEW SHE WANTED SOME SOAT OF HEROIC LIFE, BUT SHE STRUG-
gled after graduation to find a specific role. She was too inexperienced
to be a social worker; the agencies would not hire her. She tried teach-
ing at an upscalé school for gitls in Lake Forest, Illinois, but it was
uninspiring. Eventually she also commuted in to Chicago and became
involved with Hull House.

Hull House was a settlement house cofounded by Jane Addams, the
leading American social reformer of her day. The idea was to give
women a new range of service careets, to link the affluent with the
poor, and to re-create the sense of moE.BEE”% that had been destroyed
by the disruptions of industrialization. It was modeled after Toynbee
Hall in London, in which affluent university men organized social
gatherings with the poor in the same manner in which they would
organize them with one another.

At Hull House, affluent women lived among the poor and working
classes, serving as counselors, assistants, and advisers and taking on
projects to make their lives better. They offered job training, child
care, a savings bank, English lessons, even art classes.

Today, community service is sometimes used as a patch to cover
over inarticulateness about the inner life. Not long ago, I asked the
head of a prestigious prep school how her institution teaches its stu-
dents about character. She answered by telling me how many hours of
community service the students do. That is to say, when I asked her
about something internal, she answered by talking about something
external. Her assumption seemed to be that if you go off and tutor
poor children, that makes you a good person yourself.

And so it goes. Many people today have deep moral and altruistic
yearnings, but, lacking a moral vocabulary, they tend to convert moral
questions into resource allocation questions. How can I serve the
greatest number? How can T have impact? Or, worst of all: How can
I use my beautiful self to help out those less fortunate than I?
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34 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

sions are made. They are active in the cause in part because of what it
says about them, and they want their emotions and their identity and
their pride to be validated along the way. Perkins was not “at stake”
after the fire. She went to work in Albany, lobbying the state legisla-
ture for worker safety legislation. She left behind the prejudices of her
upscale New York social set. She left behind the gentility of progres-
sive politics. She would compromise ruthlessly if it meant making
progress. Her mentor, Al Smith, a rising figure in New York politics,
told Perkins that before long, the genteel progressives would lose
interest in any cause. If you want to usher real change, he told her,
you have to work with the sleazy legislators and the rough party pols.
You have to be practical, subordinate your personal purity to the
cause. Perkins learned that in a fallen world it is often the “tainted”
people who help you do the most good. In Albany she began to work
closcly with the denizens of the Tammany Hall political machine,
who were regarded with horror in the polite circles in which she had
previously traveled.

In Albany, Perkins also learned how to deal with older men. One
day she was standing by the elevators of the state capitol when a crude
little senator named Hugh Frawley came out and started describing
the confidential details of the backroom negotiations and moaning
about the shameful work he was compelled to perform. Swept up in
self_pity, he cried, “Every man’s got a mother, you know.”

Perkins kept a folder titled “Notes on the Male Mind” and recorded
this episodé in it. It played a major role in her political education:
“ learned from this that the way men take women in political life
is to associate them with motherhood. They know and respect their
mothers—gg percent of them do. It’s a primitive and primary atti-
tude. I said to myself, “That’s the way to get things done. So behave,
dress, and so comport yourself that you remind them subconsciously
of their mothers.”"#

Perkins was then thirty-three, and perky, though certainly not

beautiful. Up until then, she had dressed in the conventional fashion |

of the day. But from that point on she began dressing like 2 mother.
She wore somber black dresses with white bow ties at the neck. She
wore pearls and a black tricorn hat and adopted a matronly demeanor.
The press picked up on the change and started calling her “Mother
Perkins” for the way she led sixty-something state legislators. She

THE SUMMONED SELF 35

despised the nickname, but she found that the method worked. She
suppressed her sexuality, her femininity, and even part of her identity
in order to win the confidence of the old men around her. It’s a ques-
tionable tactic today, when women should not have to suppress them-
selves to suceeed, but in the 19208, it was necessary.

Among other projects, Perkins lobbied furiously for a bill to limit
the workweek to 34 hours. She tried to befriend the machine bosses to
get them to support the bill. They did their best to deceive and out-
maneuver her, but she won support from some of the rank and file.
“Me sister was a poor girl and she went to work when she was young,”
one machine pol, Big Tim Sullivan, confided to her. “I feel kind sorry
for them poor girls that work the way you say they work. I'd like to
do them a good turn. I'd like to do you a good turn.”*

When the 54-hour workweek bill finally came to a vote, the legisfa-
tors exempted one of the most egregious but politically influential
industries, the canners. The activists for the bill had spent the previ-
ous months insisting that there could be no exemptions. All indus-
tries, especially the canners, had to be covered by the legislation. At
the crucial mement, Perkins stood at the edge of the legislative cham-
ber. On the spot, she had to decide whether to accept this deeply
flawed bill or reject it as 2 matter of principle. Her colleagues argued
vociferously for rejecting it. Instead, she took half a loaf. She told
legislators her organization would support the bill. “This is my re-
sponsibility. I'll do it and hang for it if necessary.”* Many Progres-
sives were indeed outraged. But her tough-minded mentor, Florence
Kelley, completely endorsed her decision. Forever after Perkins was
known as a “half-a-loaf gitl,” in public or private life, as someone
who would take as much as circumstances allowed.*

Around this time she met Paul Wilson, 2 handsome, wellborn pro-
gressive, who became a close aide to New York’s reformist mayor,

John Purroy Mitchel. Wilson fell in love with Perkins and slowly
won her over. “Before you came into my life,” she wrote to him, “it
was a lonesome place—cold and raw and trembling except on the
outside. . . . You stortned into my heart somehow and I could never.
let you go.”#

The courtship was odd. Perkins’s letters to Wilson are romantic,
earnest, and passionate. But with her friends and co-workers she was
extremely reticent, and decades later she would deny that she had ever
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38 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

government when it came to serving the poor and protecting the
weak, she had a strong aversion to government when it trampled the
right to privacy.

There was a cost to this philosophy. She was not superbly intro-
spective. She did not excel at intimacy. She did not have a particularly
happy private life. It is bard to know what would have happened if
her husband had not spent so much time in mental institutions, but it
is likely that her public vocation would have crowded out her energy
and capacity for private intimacy nonetheless. She was buile for the
public campaign. She did not receive love well, or give it, or display
vulnerability. Even her care for her daughter often took the form of a
moral improvement crusade, which backfired. Frances exerted iron
control over herself and expected it in her daughter.

But that daughter, Susanna, inherited her father’s manic tempera-
ment. Starting when she was sixteen, when Perkins moved to Wash-

- ington to serve in the Roosevelt administration, they seldom shared a

home. Throughout her life, Susanna suffered severe bouts of depres-
sion. Susanna married a2 man who conducted a flagrant affair. By the
1940s, she was something of a hippie, twenty years before the term
existed. She became involved with various countercultural groups.
She developed a fixation on the Romanian sculptor Constantin Bran-
cusi. She went out of her way to shock polite society and embarrass
her mother. Perkins once invited Susanna to a society event and
begged her to dress appropriately. Susanna chose a flamboyant green
dress and wore her hair piled wildly atop her head, with garish moﬂdnm
mmoHEum her hair and neck.

“I have given way to morbid superstition-that I am the cause of
others’ nervous collapse, my husband, my daughter,” Perkins con-
fessed. “[It] frightens and oppresses me.”¥ Susanna was never really
able to work and was supported by Frances. Even at age seventy-seven,
Frances turned over her rent-controlled apartment in New York so
that Susanna would have a place to live. She had to take a job to pay
her daughter’s bills.

Every virtue can come with its own accompanying vice. The virtue
of reticence can yield the vice of aloofness. Perkins was not emotion-
ally vulnerable to those close to her. Her public vocation never com-
pletely compensated for her private solitude.

THE SUMMONED SELF 39

Duty

NEW YORK'S GOVERNOR AL SMITH WAS PERKINS'S FIRST AND GREATEST
political love. He was loyal, approachable, voluble and a man with the
common touch. Smith also gave Perkins her first big break in govern-
ment. He appointed her to the Industrial Commission, the body that
regulated workplace conditions across the Empire State. The job
brought a generous $8,000 a year salary and put Perkins in the middle
of the major strikes and industrial disputes. She was not only a rare
woman in a man’s world, she was in the manliest precincts of the man'’s
world. She'd travel to factory towns and throw herself in the middle
of bitter disputes between energized labor organizers and determined
corporate executives. There is no boasting in any of her reminiscences
that this was a brave and even reckléss thing to do. To her, this was
simply a job that needed doing. The word “one” plays a crucial role in
her descriptions of her own life. Sometimes she would use the formu-
lation “I did this,” but more often her diction was formal and archaic:
“One did this .

Nowadays we think of the use of “one” as pompous and starched.
But for Perkins it was simply a way to avoid the first person pronoun.
It was a way to suggest that any proper person would of course be
duty-bound to do what she had done under the circumstances.

During the 19108 and 1920s in Albany, Perkins also had occasion to
work with Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He did not impress her. She
found him shallow and a bit arrogant. He had a habit of throwing his
head back as he spoke. Later, when he was president, that gesture sug-
gested confidence and buoyant optimism. But when he was young,
Perkins just thought it made him look supercilious.

Roosevelt disappeared from Perkins’s life when he suffered Em
polio attack. When he returned, she felt he had changed. He almost
never spoke of his illness, but Perkins felt it “purged the slightly ar-
rogant attitude he had displayed.”#

One day, as Roosevelt was reentering politics, Perkins sat on a stage
and watched him drag himself up to the podium to deliver a speech.
His hands, supporting his weight on the podium, never stopped trem-
bling. Perkins realized that after the speech, someone would have to
cover his awkward movements as he lurched down from the stand.
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42 THE ROAD TO CHARACTER

instrument than an engineer. The prophets of Israel would have called
him an instrument of the Lord. The prophets of today could only
explain his type of mind in terms of psychology, about which they
know so pitiably little, 7+

Perkins devised a strategy to deal with this man who was prone to
changing his mind and shifting direction depending upon who was
the last adviser he encountered. Before her meeting with the president
she would prepare a one-page memo outlining the concrete options
before him. They would go over her outline and Roosevelt would
state his preference. Then Perkins would force him to repeat himself:
“Do you authorize me to go ahead with this? Are you sure?”

They would have 2 little more discussion, and then Perkins would
underline his decision a second time: “Are you sure you want item
number one? Do you want itemns number two and three? You under-
stand that this is what we do and this is who is opposed?” The purpose
of this exercise was to sear a photograph of the decision into Roo-
sevelt’s memory. Then she would ask him a third time, asking him
whether he explicitly remembered his decision and understood the
opposition he would face. “Is that all right? Is it still okay?”

FDR did not always stand up for Perkins when she needed it. He
was too slippery a politician to extend loyalty downward all of the
time. She was not popular with many of the men in the cabinet. For
one thing, she had a tendency to go on at meetings. She was certainly
not popular with the press. Her sense of privacy and her fierce desire
to protect her husband prevented her from hanging around with re-
porters or ever letting down her guard. The reporters, in turn, were
unsympathetic.

As the years went by, she became exhausted by the job. Her reputa-
tion waned. Twice she sent Roosevelt a letter of resignation and twice
he rejected it. “Frances, you can’t go now. You mustn’t put this on me
now,” Roosevelt pleaded. “I can’t think of anybody else. I can’t get
used to anyone else. Not now! Do stay there and don’t say anything.
You are all right.”

In 1939 she became the target of impeachment proceedings. The
case revolved around an Australian longshoreman named Harry
Bridges who led a general strike in San Francisco. Bridges’s critics
called him a Communist and demanded that he be deported for sub-
versive activities. When the Soviet Union fell and the files were
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opened, it turned out they were right. Bridges was a Communist
agent, known by the code name Rossi.*

But at the time, that wasn’t so clear. Deportation hearings, operated
by the Labor Department, dragged on. In 1937, more evidence against
Bridges surfaced, and in 1938, the department began proceedings to
deport him. These proceedings were blocked by a court decision,
which was then appealed to the Supreme Court. The delay inflamed
Bridges’s critics, which included business groups and the leaders of
rival unions.

Perkins bore the brunt of their criticism. Why was the labor secre-
tary shielding a subversive? One congressman accused her of being a
Russian Jew and a Communist herself. In January 1939, J. Parnell
Thomas of New Jersey introduced impeachment charges against her.
The press coverage was brutal. Franklin Roosevelt was given a chance
to rise to her defense, but, wary of soiling his own reputation by as-
sociation, he just let her hang out there. Most of her allies in Congress
remained silent, too. The Federation of Women’s Clubs also refused
to defend her. The New York Times wrote an ambiguous editorial. The
common sentiment was that she was in fact a Comumunist, and no-
body wanted to get in the line of fire of those who were persecuting
her. It was left to the Tammany Hall pols to remain reliably steadfast
beside her.

Perkins’s grandmother had always told her that when social disaster
strikes, “all are to act as though nothing had happened.” Perkins sol-
diered on. Her description of that period is awkwardly phrased but
revealing. “Of course if Thad wept at all, or if T'd let myself down at
all, I would have disintegrated,” Perkins said later. “That’s the kind of
person which we New Englanders are. We disintegrate if we do these
things. All the qualities in us of integrity and the ability to keep our
heads clear and make decisions and take actions that are influenced by
our personal suffering or personal effect on ourselves, that integrity
would have been scattered, and I would not have had that inner core
within myself which makes it possible for me to-rely upon myself
under the guidance of God to do the right thing.”#

Put in plain language, Perkins was aware that there was a fragility
within herself. If she relaxed the hold she had on herself, then all
might fall apart. Over the years, Perkins had made frequent visits to
the All Saints Convent in Catonsville, Maryland. She would go to the



373 PeaT I23STUUI 21T, SUOHENSIURPE Ysng pue ueSesyy oY) UL 24198
01 uo o prnom oym ‘Zamojjop [neq Surpnpur ‘s101eaqqred se poaIas
s£oq asnOF] IpLIN([RL, 23 JO M3 v -oag-AaySte a8 e ‘So61 b1 Lepy
uo ‘reardsoy € ur ‘3uoE PP S 4, "9[qNOII UT IsMEDd UP[NOM. | dYS
PaIp 2Ys J1 w3 os “Jeqpuey 107 i [[1s 397 jo Adoo e qim popaaen ayg
s1oyderBorq a1mang froj 03 ‘s1aded 15y jo swos Komsop o3 peLn oY
"210309] ® IO [BI3UNJ € 0 138 03 SUONISUTOD AT 10 INOF oxews 03 Jur
-ABY] SOUIIIDWOS ‘sNnq Aq SUOTE pa[esen) pue saue[dIre ax1 10U PIp oY
*3[01 [eorolsty ueasodur we gons pakeld saey pinos Apey
Plo Burumsseun pue ‘urwiieys “ews sy A0y wu%n«uﬁoﬁnn a[qnon
ey sdoq o1 o Swiog “puspy upsm oy fo Susor ay g JO 10T3NE 3T
SE LY 2AIMYOE 01 U0 08 pInom oy 1ossjord Funok ¢ ‘woolg uey
QILAA SPUSLI} 950[0 duresaq ayqg 1amod jo syrey oy SupeStaeu opym
£a118a9ut 5 5010 UREIRT 03 Moy uo 3serad amssf ystedg € 4q yooqapms
Ammoo-yanaausass € ‘wopsiyg Appom fo 14y a1, s ueleln Ieseieqg
Jo sordoo w3 aaed ayg axjods Ajerex ags ydnoys ‘sSunesw asnoy
Aepuoyy oY) pspuoIE Y ¢ SINOY [[€ € JTSNUI JIOY3 PAIeIs[0) pue soq
SY) Y woqIneq Juelp s ‘Axyl I 4 SPUSIY pro1 oys _ 1y
Burppam. 197 U0 3pLIG € 9] [29) ], “UOHEIIAUL oY1 4q pargSmap sem ayg
"STEIPTIS PayIS ISOW § J[OUI0D) JO SWOS 10§ asnoy AIUINEI] JO 3108
© ‘9SO SPHIN[[3], 38 WOOIPA [[ELUS T UF JAT] O3 PIILAUL UST[2 SEM IS
Ing ‘evey] W own 157 SULINP S[5I0Y [EHUSPISII UL PIAI] 3Ys “ISI 1Y
"axe3 Ya[eay [eruew s sogdnep 107 10§ Led 03 Lsuow o3 popaeu
9s 309 ‘TPTOISSTIUIOY) [ELISNPU] JIOK MIN] SE 210J3q SOPEIIp PouIED
PeY 2ys uet) o1ow £[9013s ‘Teak € 000014 3n0qe pred qoley T, ‘[ouIon
7€ 95IN03 € YIB31 01 J3Y PIYsE ISTOU0d 10qe] Sunok € ‘LS6I uy |
11 yo puod a3 un Lof sreand oousrradxa Afjess sou prp suryIag
“AydesZorqoine apnn
134 sUTEINOD 31 J0q ‘$532NS STOPUSWRIY € SEM 3] “PeaIST eassooy
INOQE J00Q € 3301 Y “IIOWST Jey3 SUHILLM JO Pes)st] "UOISSTUINIO,)
S0IAISG TIATD 913 UO 2AI9S O 197 Payst Uewni], 3uapisald gdnoys
“19u1qe SY) WLy poses]d A[[enTj sem oys SYOI ur PIIP (T oYM,
"senIsqI [1a1e pue Aoearid uo sFupigur o3 Summ
-ui8aq ses uonoe [e10pay Lem oty £q powrre[e swresaq oyg “Aumaf uead
-oxng dfey o1 Surmowos op o1 Jppassooy padin a7g “I9100YsI[qNOT
SALENSIUNUPE UE St PIAISS OUS ‘“Iep\ PLIOA\ puossg o) Suwmcy
PRSP

oys ‘41035 273 JO apIs 1oy OAIS 03 IOWSW € WSLILIM QAEY PINOD 3Ys

11 4745 CANOWWNS TH.L

UM “PIPUS ITATIS jusuruoaod toy se35y *A31d-319s Aue 10 ssotryeam
arqnd Aue Gurmots 1949U “J[e 31 IN0qE ITOIS SEAM IS "SIUIIS I3 PUIY(]
Apsowr no Burdjey ‘s1esk XIS JIYIOUE 10 UOHENS[UTWIPE 9YI UL UO
pasatpros ays ‘uSsal 03 o[qeun parrew Apjusuennied sem uoneindor
107 pue 33e1as00 ssaxd oy peresewad 3] -Teondme pue onBea sem
110ds1 313 anq ‘parea)> sea IS “yustuygoeadur 1roddns 03 53083 JUsDY
-JNSUT 9I0M JISYI JBYJ PI[TLL JINI[URLIOD I ‘YOI T %ﬂm:pﬂnbm
=)
a3 Jo 98papmouy| PoIEIsp 19y YILa I91IFUILIOD [} possazdur oys 1nq
‘parsteyxe pue predfey yoof 1oy Syrw Surreay o3 Jo syderSozoyd
9T, "e01m] SNO[IIINDS 9q wed uosiad ou jey3 Surasiaq ‘vonsenb Moy
yeada1 03 woyn payse ays 1oy sureSe soBreyd snopra opew syuouoddo
uap EBAq Y1 03 [esndoys a1 woxy paSuex suonsanb sy, ‘uon
-oe 1oyany Sunusasid syurensuoos [eBaf oy pue ‘WY 10J SUOSEAT YD
‘sa8prig asureSe pajentur saanpasoid SANENSIUNUPE 9Y) JO UOHEII
porressp pue Juof € pazaarpep ayg 9 isurede juswyoeadwy jo sopne
po1apIsU0D 31 st sanrwaro) L1eprpn[ asnofq o3 a10jeq paseadde ayg
‘SI9SNDIE 19T 199U O] I[qe sem SUDIad ‘6E61 ‘g A1enIqog o ‘AfTeur]
.mUU.—-—.T
-o1d 11 JeYyM 10 30U ‘pood A[[edrsULIIUT ST 31 IsNEdaq Jsed ¢ Bururios
-1ad st pafjes sny3 aosiad o1, ‘1e0A A19A8 10 ‘auowl 1943 Jo Aed on
anry 1us30p qof 51 ], -yustresIoyurel samsod Jurisuod uo juspuadsp
10U st uoneaoa desp € ynm uosiad v paBeinodsip moil 1easu [
noA ‘pox) 10§ 31 Op NOA J1 Ing JHIOM INOA I0J SPIEMAT [EUOHIOULD IETP
-oururr wo [21 NOA JT 33831] 950] T[4 nok pue ‘njareidun 3q USyoO [[Im
100d oy 1, 'paplosp Ys ‘pos) 10§ 31 O P[rOYs F] ;PoL) 10§ 30 newr 100d
31 10§ 31 Op 9] $20 “s20Ts wewr J00d 59418 uosiod € usY A\ 197 01 JuE
-yzodwun patsas 2oU0 Pey ey UOTIDUNSIP € WO POIIIYL OS[E Y
th,, OUO I0J SI0P IT JEYM S[qeyiews
-a1 23mb Aqpeas st a1 © - ¢ aBusppeyp A18ue oy3 ‘yoeivasm Y3 ‘yrew
-21 Ysoy 211 ‘pia0M 3[PT 3Y3 Jo woneIdass o) wo1} Juo soazesad If,,
"PUSLIJ € 03 2101 9Ys _ ‘P[0 33 I $SUIY3 [NJHINEI ISOUT 33 JO SUO
ST SOUO[IS JO I[N Y3 PRISACISIP ALY [, "P[NOD S IPAIUIYAM JUIATOD
1) POIISIA SUTHI ‘SWHI0 Jusumyradu oyl Suumn( “1ode1d ur soauy
197 uo sem 2ys 10j 49y punoie dow 03 pey sowpowos LY ‘I00P
=y dow 01 sures sunu a1[3 ULy puT ‘FOUS[IS UL m%mﬁ asor} Jo 350
juads ayg ‘suspred o1 Surpuoy pue ‘sjesw ajduns Jupes ‘Aep € sown
oag s1afed soy Surioyzed ‘owin v 38 sAep 99IY3 IO OM3 10F JUSATOD

MELOVAYHD OL AVO0Y THL 44




46 TEE ROAD TO CHARACTER

“be ye steadfast” passage from 1 Corinthians that Perkins herself had
read upon her graduation from Mount Holyoke College more than
six decades before. .

If you look back at her college yearbook photo, you see a small,
cute, almost mousy young lady. It would be hard to foresee from that
vulnerable expression that she would be able to endure so much
hardship—the rental illnesses of her husband and daughter, the or-
deal of being the solitary woman in a hypermasculine world, the de-
cades of political battles and negative press.

But it would also be hard to foresee how much she would accom-
plish throughout the hardship. She faced her own weaknesses—
laziness, glibness—early in life and stecled herself for a life of total
commitment. She suppressed her own identity so she could lobby for
her cause. She took on every new challenge and remained as steadfast
as‘her motto. She was, as Kirstin Downey would put it in the title of
her fine biography, “The Woman Behind the New Deal.”

On the one hand she was a fervent liberal activist, of the sort we are
familiar with today. But she combined this activism with reticent tra-
ditionalism, hesitancy, and a puritanical sensibility. Daring in politics
and economics, she was conservative in morality. She practiced a
thousand litele acts of self-discipline to guard against self-indulgence,
self-glorification, or, until the impeachment and the end of her life;
self-reflection. Her rectitude and reticence pinched her private life
and made her bad at public relations. But it helped her lead a sum-
moned life, a life in service to a vocation.

Perkins didn't so much choose her life. She Hnmmon&& to the call of
a felt necessity. A person who embraces a calling doesn’t take a direct
route to self-fulfillment. She is willing to surrender the things that are
most dear, and by seeking to forget herself and submerge herself she
finds a purpose that defines and fulfills herself. Such vocations almost
always involve tasks that transcend a lifetime. They almost always in~
volve throwing yourself into a historical process. They involve com-
pensating for the brevity of life by finding membership in a historic
commitment. As Reinhold Niebuhr put it in 1952:

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime;
therefore we must be saved by hope. Nothing which is true or
beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate con-
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text of history; therefore we must be saved by faith. Nothing we
do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore we
are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the
standpoint of our friend or foe as it is from our standpoint.
Therefore we must be saved by the final form of love, which is
forgiveness.”
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