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The historical denial of lesbianism accompanies the persistent
refusal to acknowledge the variety and intensity of women’s emo-
tional and erotic experiences.! That denial involves the notion
so prevalent in nineteenth-century medical textbooks that physi-
cal love between women was experimental masturbation, studious
| preparation for marriage. It involves the notion that women with-
out men are lonely asexual spinsters and that erotic and sexual
pleasure without male penetration is not erotic or sexual pleasure.

Old fantasies die hard; and heterosexist definitions denying the
reality, the diversity, the vast range of perfectly pleasurable rela-
tions between women prevail. Elsewhere, I have written about
the cost to women of this mandated societal ignorance.? Crude
and dehumanizing stereotypes about lesbians not only persist,
they are now being exploited by reactionaries as a key weapon
in their organizing campaigns. These stereotypes result from the
fact that women’s friendships have been obscured and trivialized,
“not merely unsung,” as Vera Brittain once wrote, “but mocked,
belittled and falsely interpreted.”® Doris Faber’s account of the
relationship between Lorena Hickok and Eleanor Roosevelt is a
perfect example of vulgar stereotyping and the continual denial
of lesbianism.

Known in Democratic party circles as “a demon for work,”
Lorena Hickok was for twenty years one of America’s leading
journalists. Among the best feature writers with the Associated
Press, she was a widely and well-respected nationally syndicated
reporter. During the depression she was chief investigator for the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration. President Roosevelt
read her compassionate reports carefully; they influenced his views
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and helped determine his policies. He suggested they be published.
For decades historians have relied on the reports for analyses of
individual, family, and community experiences during the New
Deal. After her retirement as executive director of the woman’s
division of the Democratic National Committee in 1945, Lorena
Hickok wrote several books, including The Story of Helen Keller,
Reluctant First Lady, and a biography of Franklin Delano Roose-
velt. In Faber’s book, Hickok’s public life is entirely eclipsed by
her friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt.

Since the publication of this book, much has been written about
the Roosevelt-Hickok friendship. Columnist Harriet Van Horne
waxed positively hysterical: “Admirers of Mrs. Roosevelt may
never forgive Miss Hickok, for it was she who saved every love-
sick scrap and scribble.” And now, Van Horne lamented, the
“American ideal,” the image of “the first lady of the world,” has
been gravely damaged. Historian Arthur Schlesinger made an
effort at worldly sophistication: He neither knows nor cares
whether Mrs. Roosevelt was a lesbian. “But, before everyone
jumps to drastic conclusions,” he urges everyone to remember
that Eleanor Roosevelt was “an emotionally dependent woman
whose entire life was characterized by a hunger for affection.”
This notion and his complete misreading of Carroll Smith-Rosen-
berg’s work convinced Schlesinger that the Roosevelt-Hickok
relationship belonged to the ninteenth century and was, therefore,
“platonic.” Plato notwithstanding, it is amazing that the years
1932 through 1962 now belong to the Victorian age or the nine-
teenth century. To date, only New York Times critic Christopher
Lehmann-Haupt has suggested that Roosevelt was neither Victorian
nor naive, and that Victorian attitudes applied in any case to what
couples did in public.

Sexual speculations aside, no review has yet discussed the nature
the purpose, the tone of Doris Faber’s work. Because feminists
seem eager to present this book to their friends (I have received
three), they should know that it is an example of the cruelest
exploitation of two women’s lives, their love and friendship for
each other. Faber despises Hickok and loathes homosexuals. And
she says so. On the subject of homosexuality, Faber wrote—quot-
ing E. M. Forster out of context—that we have gone from ““ignor-
ance and terror” to'““familiarity and contempt™ (p. 355).* She
“resisted” the “temptation’ to deal meaningfully with Hickok’s
political views and her significant influence so as not to give “an
unjustifiable pretension of importance to Lorena Hickok and her
relationship with Eleanor Roosevelt” (p. 358). Instead, Faber
emphasizes Hickok’s “‘ill-favored exterior.” She is preoccupied
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with Hick’s weight. She was, Faber insists, “too big and awkward
ever to be like other girls” (p. 36). Even as an adolescent, we “‘see
her plod . . . with a lumpish gait” (p. 41).

A writer of children’s book, Doris Faber has filled these pages
with schoolgirl gibberish and trite sentimentality. Every feeling,
every emotion, is rendered hideous as it is worked through Mrs.
Faber’s hateful stereotypes. Faber explains, for example, that
Roosevelt probably had “pity” for Hickok because Roosevelt was
after all herself burdened with “those protruding teeth” (p. 73).
And so, Faber writes, Roosevelt treated Hickok “with the special
kindness that a woman of her compassion reserved for life’s
unfortunates.”

Yet all primary evidence indicates that Hickok was anything
but one of “life’s unfortunates.” She was tough and smart,
independent and powerful. One journalist colleague described
Hickok in detail: “She was endowed with a vast body, beautiful
legs and a peaches-and-cream complexion. When she was pound-
ing out a sob story, a tearjerker, we’d see tears streaming down
her cheeks. When it was a humorous piece, her entire body
rippled with merriment. . .” (p. 59). In addition, Eleanor Roose-
velt loved and admired her. She admired particularly Hickok’s
warmth and humor and generosity. Evidently, even Hickok’s
flashes of temper could, on occasion, be exhilarating. Above
all, it was Hick’s capacity to care and to feel deeply that Roose-
velt found “extraordinary” (p. 103).

Their love is documented in over 3,000 letters; 2,336 from
Roosevelt to Hick. On 4 November 1933, shortly after Hickok
gave Roosevelt a sapphire ring, E.R. wrote (p. 110): “Hick darl-
ing, all day I’ve thought of you. . .. Oh! I want to put my arms
around you, I ache to hold you close. Your ring is a great comfort.
I Took at it and think she does love me or I wouldn’t he wearing
it!” According to Faber, “both women” were “bent on spending
every possible moment together.” When they were apart they
telephoned each other “nightly.” They were very specific about
the quality of time they wanted to share when they were together.
Roosevelt, during one of their long work-related separations, wrote
(pp. 122-23): “Oh! how I wanted to put my arms around you in

reality instead of spirit. I went and kissed ycur photograph instead.

. . . Please keep most of your heart in Washington as long as I’'m
here for most of mine is with you!”> Hickok wrote E.R.: “Only
eight more days. 24 hours from now it will be only 7 more. . . .
I’ve been trying today to bring back your face—to remember your
eyes, with a kind of teasing smile in them, and the feeling of that
soft spot just northeast of the corner of your mouth against my




514 Blanche Wiesen Cook

lips. . .. Well-I’m rather proud of us, aren’t you? I think we’ve
done rather well” (p. 152).

Faber concludes that it is “unthinkable” to designate this cor-
respondence “‘lesbian.” She argues that the letters represent for
Roosevelt “an intense, if unusually belated, schoolgirl crush”

(p. 112). Faber asserts that to describe their *attachment” in

any other way would then have been “immoral” (p. 157). And
despite such letters “particularly susceptible to misinterpretation,”
as Roosevelt to Hickok: “I wish I could lie down beside you to-
night and take you in my arms,” Faber insists that “there can be
little doubt . . . the above letter does not mean what it appears to
mean” (p. 176). Yet the letters are filled with references to other
lesbians; and Faber is certain about Hickok’s three-year affair with
Judge Marion Herron. While feminists might like more information
about how Roosevelt and Hickok survived the “open” segment of
their relationship, Faber is too busy denying all reality to give any
meaningful detail. She writes only that Marion Herron’s letters are
“beyond doubt, love letters.” “What is mystifying, though, is ex-
actly what Hick intended to convey, regarding Eleanor Roosevelt,
when she included them” for deposit in the Roosevelt Library

(p. 290).

Finally, Faber asks to be exonerated from all blame for writing
about this relationship by explaining that she pleaded with the
archivist to reseal the entire Hickok collection. * ‘Why,’ I asked
him, ‘why couldn’t this collection be locked up again, at least for
another several decades?” ™ In a subsequent discussion, she brought
along her husband. At lunch with archivist Bill Emerson, “the two
men did most of the talking.”” Faber “behaved more emotionally,
interrupting” their philosophical wanderings to shout that “Eleanor
Roosevelt was a great woman,” and the central reality of her adult
life should, therefore, be locked up, “at least until the year 20007
(p. 331).

Having failed to get the papers resealed, Faber decided—with
dollar bills dancing before her eyes—to beat out “the summer’s
tide of assistant professors™ already at work on “Hick’s cache.”
This crudely exploitative book thus introduces a long and complex
relationship between two vigorous and bold women. Hickok, who
wrote that she liked “lots of thunder in my Beethoven—and fire in
my Wagner,” surely deserves a serious biography. Then, no bio-
graphy of Eleanor Roosevelt will eve, again be titled, Eleanor:

The Years Alone, as Joseph Lash did in 1972.

Neither Hickok nor Roosevelt burned these letters. Both could
have. Neither chose to. Hickok, who maintained a warm friendship
with Roosevelt’s daughter, Anna R, Halsted, wrote in 1966 that
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they were saved and given to the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Library
because that was what her mother wanted. Faber denies that, insist-
ing that Hick merely desired posthumous fame, and laments: “If
L.H. had destroyed just seven more letters, the impact of her collec-
tion would have been substantially lessened)” (p. 371).5 Within that
that framework and filled with her own vile imaginings, Doris

Faber simply could not cope with this deeply caring friendship

that involved struggle, triumph, love.

On finishing Faber’s screed, | looked around for a book with which
to bathe my eyes. Olivia. Written in 1949, Olivia® “occupied this
idle, empty winter” of Dorothy Strachey Bussy’s eighty-third vyear.
Bussy wrote that Olivia “was written to please myself, . . . without
considering whether I shock or hurt the livin g, without scrupling
to speak of the dead.” She concluded the introduction to her
anonymous autobiographical novel by noting that in order to
recapture those feelings of that year when she was sixteen and
in love with Mlle. Julie (Marie Souvestre), the headmistress of her
school, it was necessary to overthrow all “the psychologists, the
psychoanalysts, the Prousts and the Freuds,” “the prowling beasts,
the nocturnal vermin”—all of whom had laid “in ambush™ to
“poison the sources of emotion,” “to give it its name,” and to
apply their “poisonous antidotes” to the romantic realities of life.
“Love has always been the chief business of my life,” she wrote,
“and I don’t pretend that this experience was not succeeded by
others.” But at eighty-three, Dorothy Strachey Bussy “felt the
urgency of confession;” the need to assail and stand up to those
elements of her culture that had caused her to hide, that had kept
her “from any form of unveiling. . . .”

Dorothy Strachey Bussy was Eleanor Roosevelt’s teacher. She
taught English literature at Allenswood. And the novel’s Mlle.
Julie, Marie Souvestre, introduced Eleanor Roosevelt to the joys
of the intellect, the need for political commitment, and the reali-
ties of passion. Eleanor Roosevelt, barely disguised as Laura in
Olivia, was very popular at Allenswood—where her cousin Corinne
remembered that Eleanor was “everything at the school. She was
beloved by everybody. . . . Young girls have crushes and you bought
violets or a book and left them in the room of the girl you were
idolizing. Eleanor’s room every Saturday would be filled full of
flowers. . . .7

While waiting for a serious biography of Hickok, a full biography
of Roosevelt, and/or the publication of these letters, one would do
better to read Olivia.
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