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The Roosevelts: An Intimate History is a captivating documentary series
created by acclaimed filmmaker Ken Burns. The series, which originally aired
on PBS in 2014, delves into the lives, achievements, and complexities of one
of America’s most prominent families. It chronicles the stories of Theodore
Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Eleanor Roosevelt, three individuals
whose contributions and legacies shaped the course of American history.
Through a combination of archival footage, photographs, and interviews, Burns
offers viewers an intimate glimpse into the personal and political lives of
the Roosevelts, showcasing their triumphs, struggles, and the indelible mark
they left on the nation.

Overview of the Series

The series spans seven episodes, each focusing on different aspects of the
Roosevelts' lives, interweaving their personal narratives with the broader
historical context of America during their respective eras. The episodes are:

1. Get Action – Examining Theodore Roosevelt’s rise to prominence and the
early life of Franklin D. Roosevelt.
2. In the Arena – Focusing on Theodore’s presidency and the impact of World
War I.
3. The Fire of Life – Covering Franklin’s early presidency and the challenges
of the Great Depression.
4. The Storm – Exploring the complexities of Franklin’s leadership during
World War II.
5. The Common Man – Highlighting Eleanor’s advocacy for social justice and
her role in Franklin’s presidency.
6. The Rising Tide – Showcasing the post-war era and the changing dynamics of
American society.
7. A New Deal – Reflecting on the legacies of the Roosevelts and their
enduring influence on American politics.

Throughout the series, Burns employs a narrative style that blends
biographical storytelling with historical analysis, making the Roosevelts'
lives relatable and engaging for viewers.

Theodore Roosevelt: The Bull Moose

Early Life and Political Rise

Theodore Roosevelt, born in 1858, came from a wealthy New York family.
Despite his privileged upbringing, he faced numerous health challenges, which
instilled in him a fierce determination. His early political career began
with the New York State Assembly, followed by positions in the U.S. Civil
Service Commission and the New York City Police Commission. Roosevelt’s
progressive policies and reformist ideals earned him a reputation as a
"trust-buster."



- Key Achievements:
- As Governor of New York, he implemented significant reforms to combat
corruption.
- His presidency (1901-1909) marked the beginning of modern American
liberalism.

Presidency and Legacy

Theodore Roosevelt became the youngest president in U.S. history after the
assassination of William McKinley. His presidency was characterized by
significant reforms, including:

- The establishment of national parks and conservation efforts.
- The implementation of the Pure Food and Drug Act.
- The negotiation of the end of the Russo-Japanese War, earning him the Nobel
Peace Prize.

Roosevelt’s larger-than-life persona and his belief in the “strenuous life”
left a lasting legacy, and he remains a symbol of American progressivism.

Franklin D. Roosevelt: The Architect of the New
Deal

Early Life and Political Career

Franklin D. Roosevelt, born in 1882, was a distant cousin of Theodore
Roosevelt. Like his cousin, Franklin came from a wealthy background. He
attended Harvard University and later earned a law degree from Columbia
University. His early political career began as a New York State Senator,
where he advocated for progressive reforms.

- Key Events:
- In 1921, Franklin was stricken with polio, which left him paralyzed from
the waist down. This pivotal moment shaped his character and resilience.
- He served as Assistant Secretary of the Navy under President Woodrow
Wilson.

Presidency and the New Deal

Elected president in 1932 amid the Great Depression, Franklin initiated the
New Deal, a series of programs designed to provide relief, recovery, and
reform to the American economy. The New Deal included:

1. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC)
2. The Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA)
3. The Social Security Act
4. The Works Progress Administration (WPA)

Franklin’s leadership during the Great Depression and World War II solidified
his reputation as one of America’s greatest presidents. He was elected to



four terms, a feat that led to the 22nd Amendment, limiting presidential
terms.

Eleanor Roosevelt: A Reformer and Humanitarian

Early Life and Marriage

Eleanor Roosevelt, born in 1884, was the niece of Theodore Roosevelt. Her
early life was marked by personal tragedies, including the deaths of her
parents and a difficult childhood. She married Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1905,
and together they navigated the complexities of their personal and
professional lives.

- Key Aspects of Eleanor’s Life:
- She redefined the role of First Lady, becoming an active political figure
and advocate for social causes.
- Eleanor worked on behalf of civil rights, women’s rights, and humanitarian
efforts.

Legacy and Impact

Eleanor’s contributions extended beyond her role as First Lady. She played a
crucial role in the United Nations, where she was instrumental in drafting
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Her advocacy for social justice
and human rights set a precedent for future generations of activists.

The Interconnected Lives of the Roosevelts

The documentary highlights the intricate relationships between Theodore,
Franklin, and Eleanor. Their lives were interwoven not only by family ties
but also by shared values and political ideologies. The series showcases
moments of collaboration, conflict, and mutual inspiration, providing a
nuanced understanding of their impact on American society.

- Shared Values:
- Commitment to public service and progressive ideals.
- Advocacy for social justice and equality.
- Emphasis on environmental conservation and national parks.

The Historical Context and Impact

The Roosevelts lived through transformative periods in American history,
including the Progressive Era, the Great Depression, and World War II. Their
responses to these challenges shaped the political landscape of the nation
and influenced global affairs.

- Major Historical Events:
- The Progressive Movement and its impact on American politics.



- The economic turmoil of the Great Depression and the New Deal’s response.
- The complexities of World War II and its aftermath.

The Roosevelts' legacies continue to resonate in contemporary politics, with
their approaches to leadership, social justice, and reform serving as guiding
principles for future generations.

Conclusion: A Lasting Legacy

The Roosevelts: An Intimate History is more than just a documentary; it is a
profound exploration of American history through the lens of one remarkable
family. Ken Burns’ masterful storytelling brings to life the struggles and
triumphs of Theodore, Franklin, and Eleanor Roosevelt, revealing their
indomitable spirit and commitment to a better America. The series serves as a
reminder of the power of leadership, the importance of social justice, and
the enduring impact of those who dare to challenge the status quo. Through
their stories, viewers gain insight into the complexities of human character
and the challenges of governance, making the Roosevelts not just historical
figures but relatable, inspiring icons of American resilience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Roosevelts: An Intimate History' about?

The series is a documentary that explores the lives of Theodore Roosevelt,
Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Eleanor Roosevelt, detailing their personal and
professional experiences and how they shaped American history.

Who directed 'The Roosevelts: An Intimate History'?

The documentary was directed by Ken Burns, a renowned filmmaker known for his
in-depth historical documentaries.

How many episodes are in 'The Roosevelts: An Intimate
History'?

The series consists of seven episodes, each focusing on different aspects of
the Roosevelts' lives and their impact on the nation.

What themes are explored in the episodes?

The episodes explore themes such as leadership, resilience, family dynamics,
and the social issues of their time, including the Great Depression and World
War II.

What unique elements does Ken Burns include in this
documentary?

Ken Burns incorporates archival footage, photographs, and personal letters,
along with interviews from historians and Roosevelt biographers to provide a
comprehensive narrative.



When did 'The Roosevelts: An Intimate History' first
air?

The documentary first aired on PBS in September 2014, and it has since gained
acclaim for its storytelling and historical insights.
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