














36 Franklin Delano Roosevelt

work out a health insurance plan that the Medical Advisory Committee
and AMA would support.*

But advocates ran up against the caution of other senior aides,
including Perkins, Altmeyer, and Witte himself.>> Eleanor Roosevelt
was also said to have concerns about the effect of sickness insurance on
the quality of medical care.** And now FDR had clearly indicated his
own intention to delay. At a final decisive meeting at Perkins’s home on
December 23, 1934, the leaders of the CES, approved a final report that
included recommendations for increased expenditures on public health
measures, but none on health insurance. FDR accepted the report the
next day.

On January 6, 1935, Cushing sent Roosevelt a handwritten “Dear
Franklin” note, thanking him for a Christmas box of preserved fruit,
gushing that “the children had a grand time at the White House par-
ties,” and then going on to praise FDR’s decision to hold off on health
insurance: “I'm glad you did not stress immediate sickness insurance—
though friend Witte seems to be doing so. We need more time, and more
local experiments with the various plans proposed if the backing of the
profession is to be secured. This will be necessary for the success of any
plan though public health officials backed by the Milbank Fund don’t
seem quite to realize this.”3’

Roosevelt, however, had not pulled in all his lines. Perhaps an agree-
ment with the AMA could be worked out. They had been relatively quiet
since his November 14 talk, so he granted the Committee on Economic
Security a three-month extension to consider health insurance. The
January report included language suggesting that the committee would
make recommendations regarding coverage at a later time.*®

The AMA responded with a roar. At an emergency meeting of its
House of Delegates in February, it made a tactical change designed to
unify opposition to any CES intimations of government health care. It
accepted the idea of voluntary health insurance coverage (which it had
previously opposed) as long as it remained in the hands of the medical
societies (the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Plans); it also supported the
increased expenditures for public health activities that were part of the
original CES report. These moves were enough to bring several wayward
medical groups, including the American College of Surgeons, which had
supported government health insurance, back into the medical fold.*

The AMA generated a storm of protesting letters, telegrams and edi-
torials criticizing the president. FDR’s personal files from the period
contain newspaper clippings reporting the ferocious attacks. A rather
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