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Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the Man from Goldman

President Hoover was increasingly overwhelmed by the Depression, and the population was 
increasingly tired of him. Conversely, New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt saw 
the situation as a second opportunity for him to become president (he had missed the first 
opening when he ran unsuccessfully as James Cox’s vice presidential running mate in 1920).

Roosevelt won the 1932 election by a margin of seven million votes, coincidentally the 
same number by which Harding had beaten Cox twelve years earlier. He secured the White 
House on the strength of his promises to a beleaguered nation and with help from a bevy 
of rich supporters. One of his main campaign money raisers was Sidney Weinberg, head of 
a relatively small, boutique investment bank named Goldman Sachs, which had launched 
the Goldman Sachs Trading Corporation in December 1928. That fund had subsequently 
invested in a host of shady enterprises, pumping its shares to a high of $326 before the 
Crash, collapsing to $1 in 1932, and bankrupting many of its investors in the process. At 
the time, Goldman Sachs didn’t have anywhere near the clout of the elite Wall Street 
banking firms. It couldn’t touch the Big Six, let alone the Big Three. That would come 
later, in spades.

Weinberg positioned himself behind FDR as a key member of the Democratic National 
Campaign Executive Committee. This helped divert attention from the negative feelings 
toward his firm. For FDR, it was the beginning of a close alliance, not just with Weinberg 
but with all the business leaders Weinberg would make accessible to the president over 
the coming years.

Weinberg excelled at building relationships with people at all levels of wealth and position. 
He began his career the year of the bank panic of 1907, working as a janitor’s assistant at 
Goldman at the tender age of sixteen. By 1930, he had risen to become head of the firm.

FDR, himself a master politician, used the moniker “The Politician” to describe Weinberg. 
In return for Weinberg’s help financing the election, FDR later appointed him to the 
Business Advisory Council of the Department of Commerce on June 26, 1933. The council 
was created to enable corporate executives to get their views heard in Washington. In that 
position, Weinberg was able to meet with key business heads and leverage those 
relationships into business for Goldman. He could simultaneously grow his influence in 
Washington and on Wall Street: two birds, one stone. The council remained one of the 
main channels of communication between business and FDR during the New Deal period. 
The alliance with FDR provided Weinberg with a position of influence in Washington for 
decades, and also thrust Goldman Sachs into the political-financial power sphere.
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Eisenhower’s Bankers

In 1952, General Eisenhower was commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, a 
new military alliance established between the United States, Canada, and leading Western 
European powers to deter Soviet expansion, thwart the rise of nationalist militarism in 
Europe with a strong US military presence, and promote European political integration. 
For Eisenhower NATO was “a necessary mechanism.” It was intended to blend military, 
political, and economic stability. According to the treaty’s Article 5, “an armed attack 
against one or more of [the allied countries] shall be considered an attack against them 
all” and would beget an appropriate response. Even with the Soviet threat, Eisenhower 
believed, “the knowledge that a unified, progressive effort to mobilize and generate 
strength was under way had an almost electrifying effect on European thinking.”

Strong sentiment that Eisenhower had excellent presidential qualities was building back 
home. Truman apparently had made overtures to him in 1951, suggesting he would make 
a strong Democratic candidate in 1952. Eisenhower rebuffed him.

In the spring of 1952 Aldrich traveled to Europe with a small entourage of powerful 
business leaders to persuade Eisenhower to run for president on the Republican ticket. 
But Aldrich wasn’t the only banker backing Eisenhower after Truman decided not to run. 
The self-described “Independent Democrat” and “practical liberal” Goldman Sachs chief 
Sidney Weinberg shifted his political allegiance and helped form the Citizens for 
Eisenhower Committee, which raised $1.7 million for Eisenhower’s campaign. He 
endeared himself to Ike in the process.

EXCERPT #2



E XC E R P T S  F RO M A L L  T H E  P R E S I D E N T S ’  B AN K E R S :  T H E  H I DD E N 
A L L I AN C E S  T H AT  D R I V E  A M E R I CAN  P O W E R  BY  N O M I  P R I N S

4

The 1992 Election and the Rise of Clinton

Challenging Bush for his second term, Arkansas governor Bill Clinton announced he 
would seek the 1992 Democratic nomination for the presidency on October 2, 1991. The 
upcoming presidential election would not alter the path of mergers or White House 
support for deregulation.

Already a consummate fundraiser, Clinton cleverly amassed backing and established early 
alliances with Wall Street. One of his key supporters would later alter American banking 
forever. As Clinton put it, he received “invaluable early support” from Ken Brody, a 
Goldman Sachs executive seeking to delve into Democratic politics. Brody took Clinton 
“to a dinner with high-powered New York businesspeople, including Bob Rubin, whose 
tightly reasoned arguments for a new economic policy,” Clinton later wrote, “made a 
lasting impression on me.”

The battle for the White House kicked into high gear the following fall. William Schreyer, 
chairman and CEO of Merrill Lynch (Donald Regan’s old firm), showed his support for 
Bush by giving the maximum personal contribution to Bush’s campaign committee 
permitted by law: $1,000. But he wanted to do more. So when one of Bush’s fundraisers 
solicited him to contribute to the Republican National Committee’s nonfederal, or “soft 
money,” account, Schreyer made a $100,000 donation.

The bankers’ alliances remained divided among the candidates, as they considered which 
man would be best for their own power trajectories, but their donations were plentiful: 
mortgage and broker company contributions were $1.2 million; 46 percent to the GOP 
and 54 percent to the Democrats. Commercial banks poured in $14.8 million to the 1992 
campaigns at a near fifty-fifty split.

Clinton, like every good Democrat, campaigned publicly against the bankers: “It’s time to 
end the greed that consumed Wall Street and ruined our S&Ls in the last decade,” he said. 
But equally, he had no qualms about taking money from the financial sector. In the early 
months of his campaign, BusinessWeek estimated that he received $2 million of his initial 
$8.5 million in contributions from New York, under the care of Ken Brody.

“If I had a Ken Brody working for me in every state, I’d be like the Maytag man with 
nothing to do,” said Rahm Emanuel, who ran Clinton’s nationwide fundraising committee 
and later became Obama’s chief of staff. 
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Robert Rubin Comes to Washington

Clinton had met President Kennedy while on a Washington field trip as part of a Boys 
Nation delegation when he was seventeen years old. He even got to shake Kennedy’s 
hand. Though he would follow in Kennedy’s distant footsteps, he would learn from 
Kennedy’s banker-alliance mistakes, and choose his friends wisely.

Clinton knew that embracing the bankers would help him get things done in Washington, 
and what he wanted to get done dovetailed nicely with their desires anyway. To facilitate 
his policies and maintain ties to Wall Street, he selected a man who had been 
instrumental to his campaign, Robert Rubin, as his economic adviser.

In 1980, Rubin had landed on Goldman’s management committee alongside fellow 
Democrat Jon Corzine. A decade later, Rubin and Stephen Friedman were appointed 
cochairmen of Goldman Sachs. Rubin’s political aspirations met an appropriate opportunity 
when Clinton captured the White House. On January 25, 1993, Clinton appointed him as 
assistant to the president for economic policy. Shortly thereafter, he created a unique role 
for his comrade, head of the newly created National Economic Council.

“I asked Bob Rubin to take on a new job,” Clinton later wrote, “coordinating economic 
policy in the White House as Chairman of the National Economic Council, which would 
operate in much the same way the National Security Council did, bringing all the relevant 
agencies together to formulate and implement policy… [I]f he could balance all of [Goldman 
Sachs’] egos and interests, he had a good chance to succeed with the job.” (Ten years later, 
President George W. Bush gave the same position to Rubin’s old partner, Friedman.)

Back at Goldman, Jon Corzine, co-head of fixed income, and Henry Paulson, co-head of 
investment banking, were ascending through the ranks. They became co-CEOs when 
Friedman retired at the end of 1994.

Those two men were the perfect bipartisan duo. Corzine was a staunch Democrat serving 
on the International Capital Markets Advisory Committee of the Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York (from 1989 to 1999). He would cochair a presidential commission for Clinton on 
capital budgeting between 1997 and 1999, while serving in a key role on the Borrowing 
Advisory Committee of the Treasury Department. Paulson was a well-connected 
Republican and Harvard graduate who had served on the White House Domestic Council 
as staff assistant to the president in the Nixon administration.
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