
MEMORANDUM TO SENATOR DOLE 

DA: 
FR: 
RE: 

* 

* 

April 3, 19~ 
Alec Vachon 
APRIL 14TH IVERSARY STATEMENT 

Attached for your approval is a dra ~ sta e~. t for your 
annual "April 14th" disability messa . .. 

:1 

As you know, it concerns FDR (who will be rem~mbered 
nationwide next week on the SOth anniversar f death The 
statement covers 1 how he ot his disabili --and how he 
hid it· 2 his contributions to eo le with isabilities. 



FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT--DISABILITY HERO 

MR. PRESIDENT, MANY MEMBERS OF THE SENATE KNOW IT IS MY 
CUSTOM TO SPEAK EACH YEAR ABOUT A DISABILITY SUBJECT ON APRIL 
14TH. IT IS THE DATE I WAS WOUNDED IN WORLD WAR II AND JOINED 
THE DISABILITY COMMUNITY MYSELF. THIS YEAR WE WILL BE IN RECESS 
ON APRIL 14TH, SO I WILL GIVE MY ANNUAL MESSAGE TODAY. 

MR. PRESIDENT, THIS YEAR I WILL TALK ABOUT ANOTHER MEMBER OF 
THE DISABILITY COMMUNITY-- CERTAINLY ONE OF ITS MOST PROMINENT 
MEMBERS. BUT THROUGHOUT HIS LIFE, HIS DISABILITY WAS NOT ONLY 
UNKNOWN TO MOST PEOPLE, IT WAS DENIED AND HIDDEN. 

I AM SPEAKING ABOUT PRESIDENT FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT. NEXT 
WEEK, THE NATION WILL COMMEMORATE THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF HIS 
DEATH ON APRIL 12TH, 1945 . HE WILL SURELY BE RECALLED BY MANY AS 
A MASTER POLITICIAN; AN ENERGETIC AND INSPIRING LEADER DURING THE 
DARK DAYS OF THE DEPRESSION; A TOUGH, SINGLE-MINDED COMMANDER-IN-
CHIEF DURING WORLD WAR II; AND A STATESMAN. 

NO DOUBT ABOUT IT, HE WAS ALL THESE THINGS. BUT HE WAS ALSO 
THE FIRST ELECTED LEADER IN HISTORY WITH A DISABILITY. 

FDR'S SPLENDID DECEPTION 

MR. PRESIDENT, IN 1921, AT AGE 39, FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT WAS A 
YOUNG MAN IN A HURRY. HE WAS FOLLOWING THE SAME POLITICAL PATH 
THAT TOOK HIS COUSIN THEODORE ROOSEVELT TO THE WHITE HOUSE. IN 
1910 HE WAS ELECTED TO THE NEW YORK STATE SENATE, AND LATER WAS 
APPOINTED ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF THE NAVY. IN 1920, HE WAS THE 
DEMOCRATIC CANDIDATE FOR VICE PRESIDENT. 

THEN, ON THE EVENING OF AUGUST lOTH, WHILE ON VACATION, HE 
FELT ILL AND WENT TO BED EARLY. WITHIN THREE DAYS HE WAS 
PARALYZED FROM THE CHEST DOWN. ALTHOUGH THE MUSCLES OF HIS UPPER 
BODY SOON RECOVERED, HE REMAINED PARALYZED BELOW THE WAIST. 

HIS POLITICAL CAREER SCREECHED TO A HALT. HE SPENT THE NEXT 
SEVEN YEARS IN REHABILITATION, DETERMINED TO WALK AGAIN. HE 
NEVER DID. HE MOSTLY USED A WHEELCHAIR, ALTHOUGH SOMETIMES HE 
WAS CARRIED BY HIS SONS OR AIDES OR CRAWLED ON THE FLOOR. 

BUT HE DID PERFECT THE ILLUSION OF WALKING--BELIEVING THAT 
OTHERWISE HIS POLITICAL AMBITIONS WERE DEAD. HE COULD STAND 
UPRIGHT ONLY WITH HIS LOWER BODY PAINFULLY WRAPPED IN STEEL 
BRACES. HE MOVED FORWARD BY SWINGING HIS HIPS, LEANING ON THE 
ARM OF A FAMILY MEMBER OR AIDE. IT WORKED FOR ONLY A FEW FEET AT 
A TIME. IT WAS DANGEROUS. BUT IT WAS ENOUGH TO CONVINCE PEOPLE 
HE WAS NOT A "CRIPPLE." FDR BIOGRAPHER HUGH GALLAGHER HAS CALLED 
THIS EFFORT, AND OTHER TRICKS USED TO HIDE HIS DISABILITY, "FDR'S 
SPLENDID DECEPTION." 
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THIS DECEPTION WAS AIDED AND ABETTED BY MANY OTHERS. THE 
PRESS WERE CO-CONSPIRATORS. NO REPORTER WROTE THAT FDR COULD NOT 
WALK, AND NO PHOTOGRAPHER TOOK A PICTURE OF HIM IN HIS 
WHEELCHAIR. FOR THAT MATTER, THOUSANDS SAW HIM STRUGGLE WHEN HE 
"WALKED." MAYBE THEY DIDN'T BELIEVE OR UNDERSTAND WHAT THEY SAW. 

IN 1928, FDR ENDED HIS POLITICAL EXILE, AND WAS ELECTED 
GOVERNOR OF NEW YORK. FOUR YEARS LATER, HE WAS PRESIDENT. ON 
MARCH 4TH, 1933, STANDING AT THE EAST FRONT OF THIS CAPITOL, HE 
SAID, "THE ONLY THING WE HAVE TO FEAR IS FEAR ITSELF." HE WAS 35 
FEET FROM HIS WHEELCHAIR. FEW PEOPLE KNEW FROM WHAT DEPTHS HE 
SPOKE. 

PERHAPS THE ONLY PUBLIC OCCASION HE FULLY ACKNOWLEDGED THE 
EXTENT OF HIS DISABILITY WAS A VISIT TO A MILITARY HOSPITAL IN 
HAWAII. HE TOURED THE AMPUTEE WARDS IN HIS WHEELCHAIR. HE WENT 
BY EACH BED, LETTING THE MEN SEE HIM EXACTLY AS HE WAS. HE 
DIDN'T NEED TO GIVE ANY PEP TALKS--HIS EXAMPLE SAID IT ALL. 

FDR--DISABILITY HERO 

MR. PRESIDENT, EARLIER I CALLED FDR A "DISABILITY HERO." 
BUT IT WAS NOT FOR THE REASONS SOME MIGHT THINK. IT WOULD BE 
EASY TO CITE HIS COURAGE AND GRIT. BUT FDR WOULD NOT WANT THAT. 
"NO SOB STUFF," HE TOLD THE PRESS IN 1928 WHEN HE STARTED HIS 
COMEBACK. EVEN WITHIN HIS OWN FAMILY, HE DID NOT DISCUSS HIS 
DISABILITY. IT WAS SIMPLY A FACT OF LIFE. 

IN MY VIEW, FDR IS A HERO FOR HIS EFFORTS ON BEHALF OF 
OTHERS WITH A DISABILITY. IN 1926, HE PURCHASED A RUN-DOWN 
RESORT IN WARM SPRINGS, GEORGIA, AND OVER THE NEXT 20 YEARS 
TURNED IT INTO A UNIQUE, FIRST CLASS REHABILITATION CENTER. IT 
WAS BASED ON A NEW PHILOSOPHY OF TREATMENT--ONE WHERE 
PSYCHOLOGICAL RECOVERY WAS AS IMPORTANT AS MEDICAL TREATMENT. 

FDR BELIEVED IN AN INDEPENDENT LIFE FOR PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES--AT A TIME WHEN SOCIETY THOUGHT THEY BELONGED AT 
HOME OR IN INSTITUTIONS. WARM SPRINGS WAS RUN BY PEOPLE WITH 
POLIO, FOR PEOPLE WITH POLIO. INDEED, IN SPIRIT, FDR IS THE 
FATHER OF THE MODERN INDEPENDENT LIVING MOVEMENT--WHICH PUTS 
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN CONTROL OF THEIR OWN LIVES. 

HE ALSO FOUNDED THE NATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR INFANTILE 
PARALYSIS--TODAY KNOWN AS THE "MARCH OF DIMES"--AND RAISED 
MILLIONS OF DOLLARS TO HELP OTHERS WITH POLIO AND TO FIND A CURE. 
ON APRIL 12TH, 1955, ON THE lOTH ANNIVERSARY OF HIS DEATH, THE 
MARCH OF DIMES ANNOUNCED THE FIRST SUCCESSFUL POLIO VACCINE, 
ENGINEERED BY DR. JONAS SALK. TODAY, POLIO IS VIRTUALLY EXTINCT 
IN THE UNITED STATES. NEXT WEEK, THE MARCH OF DIMES WILL 
CELEBRATE THE 40TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE VACCINE IN ANN ARBOR. 

IN PUBLIC POLICY, HE WAS LIKELY THE FIRST PUBLIC OFFICIAL TO 
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UNDERSTAND THAT GOVERNMENT HELP IN REHABILITATING PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES IS "GOOD BUSINESS"--OFTEN RETURNING MORE IN TAXES 
AND SAVINGS THAN IT COSTS. IT IS REGRETTABLY A PHILOSOPHY THAT 
EVEN TODAY WE OFTEN PAY MORE LIP SERVICE THAN PRACTICE. 

DISABILITY TODAY AND TOMORROW 

MR. PRESIDENT, OUR NATION HAS COME A LONG WAY SINCE THE DAYS 
OF PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT. FOR EXAMPLE, WE HAVE BEGUN TO BUILD A 
WORLD THAT IS ACCESSIBLE. NO LONGER DO WE ACCEPT THAT BUILDINGS-
-EITHER THROUGH DESIGN OR INDIFFERENCE--ARE NOT ACCESSIBLE, WHICH 
IS THE SAME AS A "KEEP OUT" SIGN FOR THE DISABLED. 

MR. PRESIDENT, WE HAVE COME A LONG WAY IN ANOTHER WAY--IN 
ATTITUDES. FIFTY YEARS AGO, WE HAD A PRESIDENT, FRANKLIN 
ROOSEVELT, WHO COULD NOT WALK AND BELIEVED IT NECESSARY TO DIS-
GUISE THAT FACT FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE. TODAY I · TRUST THAT 
AMERICANS WOULD HAVE NO PROBLEM IN ELECTING AS PRESIDENT A MAN OR 
WOMAN WITH A DISABILITY. 

MR. PRESIDENT, THIS IS NOT TO SAY THE JOB IS DONE. NOT BY A 
LONG SHOT. PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES STILL HAVE STUNNING LEVELS 
OF UNEMPLOYMENT AND FACE GREAT DISCRIMINATION. SO NEXT WEEK, AS 
WE HONOR PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT, LET US REMEMBER HIM AS A DISABILITY 
HERO AND DEDICATE OURSELVES TO THIS UNFINISHED BUSINESS. 

V13 
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