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(Most notes direct quotations) 
 
1. Cook, Blanche Weisen. The Defining Years, 1933-1938. Vol. 2 of Eleanor  
     Roosevelt. New York, NY: Viking, 1992.  
 
Pg. 2  
“Like her head housekeeper, Henrietta Nesbitt, who ruined the president’s food on a 
regular basis, and was rude and unkind…” 
 
Pg. 44 
 
“Mrs. Nesbitt, head housekeeper, provided husband and wife with their favorite desserts: 
angel-food cake for ER and fruitcake for |FDR.” 
 
Pg. 51 
-ER was actually fussy, obsessed with the details 
 -Ex. Searched and designed entire set of white house china 
  -Really concerned with the dust, hated it, “white glove inspection” 
-In light of her attention to detail, ER’s determination to retain Henrietta Nesbitt, who 
exasperated FDR, reveals an aspect of ER’s emotional reality 
-ER insisted on Henrietta Nesbitt, a political ally of the League of Women Voters and 
Hyde Park neighbor 
-White House meals served by “La Nesbitt” were noteworthy 
 -FDR complained, guests commented 
-The porridge runny, soups watery, salads tossed with marshmallow and chunks of 
canned fruit 
 
Pg. 52 
-ER did care about food, traveled often and took note of foods, took her friends to fine 
restaurants, and in homage to her great mentor Marie Souvestre, preferred French cuisine 
-In anticipation, some white houseguests dined before they arrived 
 
Pg. 54 
-ER brought FDR’s complaints to Nesbitt 
-Nesbitt always had an excuse: she was saving money, as she was told to do 
-Also, ER interested in inexpensive and experimental foods that her nutritionist friends 
promoted in Depression-ravaged America. 
-Introduced “economy-meals” to illustrate new range of inexpensive and full diets 
-Although, ER assured the press that her low-cost meals would be served on occasions 
where there were no guests. 
-Nesbitt completely unprepared for her job, fifty-nine years old and had never worked for 
anyone else before 



-Politically, Mrs. Nesbitt was a fervent democrat and credited ER for her views 
 
Pg. 55 
-Nesbitt dismissed all criticisms 
-White house food situation reached national headlines in 1936: “FDR Demands New 
Deal-Refuses Spinach-Crisis Strikes.” 
-ER had persuaded herself that FDR, known for his epicurean tastes, had no real serious 
food interests 
-Before Henrietta, ER told a reporter that if she served FDR “bacon and eggs three times 
a day he would be perfectly satisfied” 
-ER’s disregard for her husband suggests an explanation for her persistent defense of 
Nesbitt: The housekeeper was one expression of her passive-aggressive behavior in a 
marriage of remarkable and labrythine complexity 
-ER and FDR in their separate courts achieved a balance of power. 
 -ER only rarely but modestly complained about Missy; FDR only rarely but 
quietly complained about Mrs. Nesbitt. 
 
Pg. 56 
-ER lifelong inability to reflect on the sources of her feelings 
 -Resulted in headaches, sudden bursts of cold, unexpected and confusing acts of 
distance and derision 
-She hated to acknowledge turbulence or depression 
-She generally dealt with unwanted emotions by plunging herself into new and exciting 
work or mind absorbing details 
-She assigned, perhaps enjoyed, barriers and surrogates for her feelings 
 
 
Pg. 57 
-Nesbitt discomforted and annoyed ER’s guests, staff disturbed too 
-ER’s guests made demands, Mrs. Nesbitt bristled at their presumptions, manners, and 
clothes 
 -ER didn’t care about that, more so the intellectualism 
-Imperious with the staff, she had contempt for “foreigners” and was rude to international 
dignitaries 
 
Pg. 58 
 
-“If he ordered coffee, he might get cold tea” 
-While Nesbitt did not personally do the cooking, she stood over all the cooks, making 
sure that each dish was overcooked or undercooked or ruined one way or another 
-FDR could have demanded her removal  
-Although he sidestepped her tyranny, he consented to her tenure 
 
Pg. 59 
 -To do otherwise would destroy the couple’s hard-won balance of power 
-His friends were mindful of his favorite foods and always sent them 



-Some believed her took such frequent trips to Hyde Park because of his mother’s 
exquisite chef 
 
2. Lash, Joseph P. Eleanor and Franklin. New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1971.  
 
Pg. 372 
-ER preferred Nesbitt to a professional manager because she was conscientious and 
something of a business woman, and she was grandmotherly and unpretentious 
-She would do ER’s bidding, not vice-versa 
-She did the buying, prepared the menus, and supervised the household staff 
 
Pg. 501 
-One reason he wanted to be re-elected to a fourth term, he confided to Anna… was “so I 
can fire Mrs. Nesbitt!” 
-He was re-elected, James wrote, “but the housekeeper stayed on!” 
 
Pg. 502 
-It was not only that ER punished herself by this form of self-denial but that she had to 
push her husband 
-His enjoyment of good food, high-living, pleasure loving company pushed her in the 
opposite direction 
 
3. Olver, Lynne. "Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Eleanor Roosevelt." Food 
Timeline. Last modified 1999. Accessed June 2, 2014. 
http://www.foodtimeline.org/presidents.html#froosevelt. 

The Great Depression, Prohibition and WWII were times best known for scarcity and 
"making-do." FDR was reared in the comfort of family wealth and tradition. Eleanor was 
social-minded and had no problem breaking all of the rules. Their dinner tables, both 
public and private, reflected the fact that opposites attract. Confusing, intriguing, well-
intentioned, sacrificing, inspired. No one knew what they were going to eat for 
dinner. Hot dogs were served to the Queen of England. Often criticized by period 
political and culinary experts, FDR's tables were actually a brilliant reflection of his time. 

-Hot dogs 

Most of the food-related information published about FDR's Administration concentrates 
on Eleanor Roosevelt. Sara Roosevelt, FDR's mother, presided as the matriarch of 
Springwood, Hyde Park. The friction between Eleanor and Sara is well documented. We 
may actually never know what Franklin, the man, liked to eat. 

"The Roosevelts enjoyed hearty, typically American food--like creamed chipped beef, 
bread puddings, and fried cornmeal mush... Welsh rabbits (or rarebits) were a family 
favorite for Sunday-night suppers, and cheeses of all types were always on hand for 
Roosevelt snacks or desserts. The family liked doughnuts both at breakfast and 



teatime...The President took his breakfast on a tray in his room. His choice of coffee was 
a dark French roast, prepared in the White House kitchens from green coffee beans. A 
coffee maker was placed on the President's breakfast tray so that he could regulate the 
brewing to his satisfaction.... Luncheon was not really a family meal for the President. 
Very often he would lunch at his desk from a tray...Dinner brought the Roosevelt family 
together...Sunday-night suppers at the White House were intimate occasions...Supper 
consisted of Mrs. Roosevelt's scrambled eggs, ham, bacon, or sausage, a dessert and 
coffee...Mrs. Roosevelt...redesign[ed] the kitchens, equipping them with electric stoves 
and dishwashers..." 
---The Presidents' Cookbook, Poppy Cannon and Patricia Brooks [Funk & Wagnalls:New 
York] 1968 (p. 430-440) 
[NOTE: Details on Mrs. Nesbitt, FDR's cook may be found in "Home Cooking in the 
FDR White House," From Hardtack to Home Fries: A Uncommon History of American 
Cooks and Meals, Barbara Haber (p. 107-130)] 

-Creamed chipped beef, bread puddings, fried cornmeal mush, Welsh rabbits, chesses, 
donuts, French roast, scrambled eggs, ham/bacon/sausage 

"Left to themselves, the Roosevelts were the plainest sort of people, so far as eating 
habits went. What we served family fashion in the White House was thet simplest of 
American cookery, of the standards set my Mrs. Sara Delano Roosevlet, or "Mrs. James," 
as we call her, and which were preferred by her president son. Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt 
went along with their tastes, since hers didn't run so much to food. But she wanted the 
best to be given the guests, for, after the President, the White House guest was king... 
Most of the recipe used came from my own family files, because there wasn't a single 
recipe card, not even a cookbook, left in the White House when I went in, along with the 
Roosevelt family, back in 1933. If ever humans were what their eating habits were, it was 
the Roosevelts. The President and his family liked the hearty, vitamin-filled dishes that 
are typically America. Regularly we served creamed chipped beef and corned beef hash 
and poached eggs, because they wanted these dishes, and they liked bread pudding. The 
loved fried corn-meal mush with maple sirup, sometimes even as a dessert...They desserts 
they liked best were fruit and cheese...I don't think Mr. and Mrs. Roosevelt would ever 
have ordered a canape themselves. They just weren't the hors- d'oeuvre sort...Caviar was 
often sent in as gifts by the Russians, and someimes we had presents of pate de foie gras--
two delicacies the President liked. he was also very fond of terrapin. These and heavy 
cream were hsi only luxurious tastes." 
---The Presidential Cookbook: Feeding the Roosevelts and Their Guests, Henrietta 
Nesbitt [DoubleDay & Co.:Garden City NY] 1951 (p. 1-2) 

"There never was such a family for soups as the Roosevelts. All the years they occupied 
the White House we kept the big steel soup kettles singing in the White House--clear 
soup for dinner and cream soup for lunch. Pretty nearly every usable variety of fish, fowl, 
beast, mineral, vegetable, and condiment was used in our White House soups...Give Mrs. 
Roosevelt a bowl of soup and a dish of fruit for lunch and she'd be off with recharged 
vitality on one of her trips. She always ordered something light for lunch if she was going 
awa. Cream of almond--L'Amande soup--was one of her special favorites...The President 



was partial to fish soups... Among the recipes his mother gave me was the one for clam 
chowder...Another of his favorites was the green turtle soup, and there was always a great 
fuss when it was made...I remember making it for Will Rogers and other celebrities. We 
served soup in the White House form eleven in the monring on--for every meal, in fact, 
except breakfast....We served Fairy Toast with the White House soups. This toast which 
is sliced even thinner than Melba. We also served toast fingers, which is toast cut in 
narrow strips, and bread sticks, and sometimes whole-wheat crackers, and saltines." 
---ibid (p. 8-9) 

-clam chowder, green turtle soup 

"Birthdays, of course, were special White House occasions and we went to great pains 
with the cakes...We used twenty-one candles always; no one ever grew any odler than 
that in the White House, at least on their birthdays. We always had angel food for Mrs. 
Roosevelt's birthday and fruitcake for the President's, the latter made by the old English 
recipe my husband's mother brought from Ireland. But the original recipe called for 
currants, which I consider too dry, so I substituted chopped dates. 'Perfectly delicious,' 
the President always said." 
---ibid, (p. 160) 

"The Roosevelts liked doughnuts, either at breakfast or teatime, and I made them by the 
hundreds at Hyde Park. I used to make the Berliner pfann kuchen for the Roosevelts, 
which are the small round cookie-sized doughnuts without holes and rolled in sugar. 
Once Mrs. Roosevelt ordered twenty-four dozen of them at one time for the governor's 
mansion. We served them at the White House too." 
---The Presidential Cookbook: Feeding the Roosevelts and Their Guests, Henrietta 
Nesbitt [Doubleday & Company:Garden City NY] 1951 (p. 141) 

"We always had angel food for Mrs. Roosevelt's birthday and fruitcake for the 
President's, the latter made by the old English recipe my husband's mother brought from 
Ireland...Candy was always brought on with the coffee. Nuts were on the table... Apple 
pie was the President's preference among pies."---ibid (p. 160-161) 

-angel food and fruitcake 

"The Roosevelts liked cheese as an appetizer, in salads, for snacks, and as a main course, 
or a dessert, and I often thought it was the President's favorite dessert. He liked 
Camembert, Roquefort, Swiss, Gruyere, and Liederkranz...along with sharp American 
cheese that was the mainstay of many a meal and also had to be kept on hand for the any-
old-hour sandwiches and the Welsh rabbits made for Sunday-night suppers and family 
buffet."---ibid (p. 138) 

"...the Roosevelts were unusually fond of fish...There was nothing the President liked 
better than Lake Superior whitefish, boned and planked...Lobsters were great favorites of 
his, and a blessing during the rationing period. We served the cold, stuffed, broiled, 
boiled, in salad, Imperial, Newburg, Thermidor...Kedegree was served over and over 



during the thirteen years, and Mrs. Roosevelt liked it best of all. The President loved 
kippered herring for breakfast, also salt mackerel."---ibid (p. 23-24) 

-Lake Superior whitefish, lobsters 

"If there is one cut of meat that bespeaks America to my mind it is steak. When President 
Roosevelt fell ill...suddenly he spoke the words that made the skies open up again. 'I'd 
like a steak,' the President said." 
---ibid ((p. 50-51) 

-steak 

What did Eleanor Roosevelt like to eat? According to Henrietta Nesbitt, Roosevelt 
cook, in her book The Presidential Cookbook: 
Likes: 
1. Favorite fish dish: Kedgeree  
2. Fresh salads (mixed vegetable, fruit, German potato)  
3. Favorite lunch: bowl of soup and dish of fresh fruit  
4. Favorite supper dish: scrambled eggs in chafing dish, cooked tableside  
5. Roast beef, good steaks, chops, roast duck, roast chicken  
6. Doughnuts (Berliners) & fresh bread  
7. Angel food cake (Eleanor's standard birthday cake) 

Dislikes 
1. Brussels sprouts  
2. Rich desserts, preferring fruit and cheese to finish her meal. 

Eleanor Roosevelt's scrambled eggs were a legendary fixture in the Roosevelt 
family's Sunday suppers. 
"The Franklin Roosevelts had a Sunday night ritual that involved the First Lady and was 
greatly enjoyed by guests who were made to feel a part of the family because of it. Mrs. 
Roosevelt made a chafing dish of scrambled eggs right at the table as guests and family 
sat talking. But there was a bit more to the menu than that: 

"Scrambled Eggs 
(Done at table in chafing dish) 

Cold Cuts--Ham, Balogna, and Liverwurst 
Shoestring Potatoes 

Mixed Vegetable Salad 
Fruit, Cheese, Crackers 

Coffee" 
FDR liked to play bartender. He liked martinis and would whip them up for his guests on 
Sunday nights while his wife busied herself with the scrambled eggs." 
---A Treasury of White House Cooking, Francois Rysavy [G.P. Putnam's Sons:New York] 
1957 (p. 254) 



"Mrs. Roosevelt's i are a favorite dish with the President any time. His fondness for them 
has already paid him handsomely politically, for he won a round of grins from a Southern 
audience recently by assuring them that he preferred scrambled eggs to 'grilled 
millionaire' for breakfast. At Sunday night suppers, besides at breakfast, scrambled eggs 
are the White House dish. The little ritual, with Mrs. Roosevelt fixing the eggs on a 
chafing dish at the supper table, has been a family institution for years. It was inaugurated 
by Mrs. Roosevelt as a bride, when her brother...was a regular week-end guest, and has 
been continued ever since. The chafing dish is already hot when the ceremony begins. 
The ingredients are at hand. A liberal amount of butter goes into the chafing dish first, 
then the eggs are cracked and dropped in. Mrs. Roosevelt mixes in about half a pint of 
milk or cream to a dozen eggs. She adds salt and pepper and beats the mixture vigorously 
with a fork while it is cooking. Care is taken not to cook them too hard. It is all over in a 
few minutes. Then the members of the family or whoever else has showed up for Sunday 
supper, get their scrambled eggs. For larger gatherings the eggs are broken and placed in 
the chafing dish before it is brought in and placed on the table before Mrs. Roosevelt. For 
still larger affairs, the eggs are scrambled in the kitchen with careful observance of the 
recipe, and are brought in to be served by Mrs. Roosevelt." 
---"For Gourmets and Others: Fine Points of Egg Dishes," S. Wright, New York Times, 
January 15, 1939 (p. D7) 

"Sunday-night suppers at the White House became a tradition during the Roosevelt 
administration. The marked the apex of the week, when the Roosevelt family and their 
friends relaxed for an informal breathing space between one week's affairs and the next. 
Scrambled eggs were a 'must' on these Sunday nights. Mrs. Roosevelt cooked them 
herself, in a silver chafing dish, and they were particularly good because she used real 
cream instead of milk. Coming from Hyde Park, where they had the farm to supply them 
with the simpler luxuries, the Roosevelts were accustomed to using all the cream they 
wanted. But when they went into the White House on the crest of the greatest depression 
in history, and had to set and example of simple simple and substantial meals. We were 
closely observed...Eggs are health-giving and easily fixed and can be made into many 
different dishes. We tried them out every way possible in the White House. But through 
depression and war the President and Mrs. Roosevelt clung to cream. It was about the 
only luxury left that could be found in sizable quantities. The President liked cream as 
thick as it could be had in his morning coffee, and Mrs. Roosevelt wanted cream for the 
scrambled eggs that were served every Sunday night in the White House through three 
presidential terms and what were enjoyed by all who came. 

 
 
"Angel Food 
1 cup cake flour--sift before measuring 
1 1/4 cups egg whites (10 or 12) 
1 1/2 cups sugar 
1 1/2 teaspoons cream of tartar 
1/4 teaspoon salt 
1 teaspoon almond flavoring 



Sift flour at least twice. Beat egg whites with hand beater until foamy; add cream of tartar 
and 1 cup of sugar carefully, continuing beating until the whites stand up in peaks. Add 
flavoring. Sift 1/2 cup sugar with salt and flour and very carefuly fold into whites. Bake 
in angelcake pan in 375 degree F. oven 30 to 35 minutes." 
---The Presidential Cookbook: Feeding the Roosevelts and Their Guests, Henrietta 
Nesbitt [Doubleday & Company:Garden City NY] 1951 (p. 173-174) 

Presidential hot dogs? 
Fact: Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt served hot dogs to dignitaries visiting the Summer 
White House (Springwood, Hyde Park NY) as early as 1934. 
Fact: Some people thought Eleanor purposely served hot dogs in Hyde Park to 
undermine the authority of Sara, her mother-in-law. 
Fact: The King and Queen of England were served hot dogs at FDR's Summer White 
House on June 11, 1939. 
Fact: The Royal couple was not offended by the menu. 
You decide: Was the real heat behind the alleged "royal hot dog" incident sparked by 
jealous family flames or was this a brilliant gesture hoping to unite everyone facing hard 
economic times? 

"A guest list more distinguished than usually graces a formal White House dinner was 
represented today at a "hot dog" luncheon given by President Roosevelt at his cottage, 
located two miles from the Summer White House. There was no particular reason for the 
party except that this seemed to be the last opportunity for an al fresco picnic luncheon 
before the President's departure for Washington sometime next week. As it was, the rain 
spoiled the picnic plans, and the party was moved into the tiny cottage...Among those 
present were Bernard M. Baruch...In the meantime the facilities of the small kitchen in 
the house were being taxed while Mrs. Roosevelt and a group of her friends broiled 
weiners, baked macaroni and prepared great bowls of mixed vegetable and tomato salad 
and coffee...Since the picnic obviously could not be held on the lawn, long tables were 
placed on the screened-on porch of the cottage. A table was set in the living room of the 
cottage, where the president and his mother, Mrs. Sara Delano Roosevelt, who yesterday 
celebrated her eightieth birthday, were served. The guests, ranging from prominent ones 
to chauffeurs, found paper plates, paper cups and knive and forks and filed past the 
serving tables in line. The various guests of honor were invited to take turns sitting at one 
table and chatting with the President." 
---"President is Host at 'Hot Dog' Feast," New York Times, September 23, 1934 (p. N1) 

"President Roosevelt entertained Crown Princess Louise of Sweden and her party atop 
Dutchess Hill, the site of his future cottage home, this afternoon, and the breezes that 
whistled thorugh the encircling oaks and pines carried before them the inviting smell of 
typical American fare--hot dogs and coffee...The hot dogs were served at the insistence of 
Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of the president, Mrs. James Roosevelt, the President's 83-
year-old-mother, who never eats the American road-side dish, had wanted to serve pork 
sausages on finger rolls, but these were ruled out by her daughter-in-law, the hostess of 
the day. The hot dogs, dripping with mustard, were tucked into the familiar rolls. They 
were washed down by beer. Although she held aloof from the hot dogs, the President's 



mother clung to a glass of beer. For her, ham and chicken sandwiches were added to the 
picnic menu." New York Times, July 3, 1938 (p. -hot dogs to Crown Princess Louise of 
Sweden; beer 

"Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt, wife of the President, wants to give a picnic for them [the 
King and Queen of England], with hot dogs if the weather is pleasantly cool, but 
thermometer should register 100 degrees in the shade, in which case more appropriate 
refreshments will be provided. There probably will be a picnic, over which at present, 
however, a 'friendly family argument' is in progress, Mrs. Roosevelt said today." 
---"Roosevelts Plan Hot Dogs for King," New York Times, May 18, 1939 (p. 21) 

"King George VI ate his first hot dog, was chauffeured by the President of the United 
States and turned his own hand motion-picture camera against his photographers at a 
typical Roosevelt picnic party today on the slope of Dutchess Hill, where the Chief 
Exceuctive's new stone cottage provided an informal backdrop for a high point of the 
visit of the British sovereigns with the nation's First Family...The King himself clinched 
the informality of the outing by going swimming with the President in the sping-fed tile 
pool on the lawn of Mrs. Roosevelt's Val Kill cottage...There were no other swimmers, 
other guests who came from the picnic to have tea at the Val Kill cottage remaining about 
the lawn...The royal visitors and the other principal guests did not have to hold paper 
plates on their laps. Tables had been arranged for them about the front porch under its 
gently sloping Dutch colonial roof...It was with some obvious misgivings that Mr. 
McDermott first conceded, in answer to questions, that the King had eaten hot dogs at the 
picnic. He said that it was safe to assume that the King had done so since he had 
announced that he had been looking forward to the chance of sampling the favorite 
American snack. Later it was ascertained that the King not only came back for more hot-
dog sandwiches but that he drank beer with them, the beer being served from a top 
manned by experts from near-by Poughkeepsie. Added to the picnic fare were cold ham 
from various sections of the country, smoked and plain roast turkey, lettuce and tomato 
salad, soft drinks, hot and iced coffee and iced tea. The orange and lime soda pop seemed 
the favorite beverage of those who stood or sat about the lawn or amid the shade trees, 
although a number of guests followed the example of the King and drank beer." 
---"King Tries Hot Dog and Asks for More," New York Times, June 12, 1939 (p. 1) 
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