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1945 April 9-15 
Mourning the President 

 

 
(La Crosse Tribune extra edition, 1945 April 12, page 1) 

 
With victory in Europe less than a month away, the United States lost its Commander-in-Chief. Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, the four-term president who had led the country through 12 years as difficult as any 
in its history, died on Thursday, April 12, 1945, in Warm Springs, Georgia. He was 63 years and 72 days 
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old.1 The reassuring voice that had reached out to American homes through their radios during the 
Great Depression, the determined voice that addressed the nation after Pearl Harbor, and the confident 
voice that guided the nation through the most destructive war in human history was silenced.  
 
After Roosevelt died of a "massive cerebral hemorrhage" at 3:35 p.m. Central War Time, a naval 
physician announced the death to reporters at a hasty news conference in Warm Springs. The president 
had been in the midst of a three-week vacation at the 2,000-acre Warm Springs Foundation for polio 
treatment that he had helped establish more than 20 years previously.2  
 
Radio networks spread the stunning news to the nation. In La Crosse, people called the telephone 
company and The La Crosse Tribune to verify what they had heard. The La Crosse Telephone company 
reported a record of 11,448 phone calls between 5:00 p.m. and 6 p.m.  One operator said the 
switchboard "looked like a Christmas tree" with all the lights on during that hour in which each operator 
handled an average of 458 calls.3 Mayor Joseph J. Verchota issued a proclamation directing all 
businesses to fly flags at half-staff and all church bells in the city be rung in honor of the late president. 
Workers at several defense plants in the city wandered into the streets in disbelief.4 
 
Corporal Thomas Rose of La Crosse, hospitalized in Battle Creek, Michigan after losing both of his legs in 
combat in France in 1944, had to be told twice that the news was true before he could believe it. Rose 
said, "He's the best guy we ever had---voted for him from the hospital in England after I was hurt."5 
 
The La Crosse Tribune responded with a four-page extra edition later that day. The first three pages 
provided details of Roosevelt's death and a review of his 12-year presidency.6 The regular edition on 
Friday, April 13, provided more highlights of his presidency and the announcement of funeral services 
the next day. President Truman called for a national day of mourning on Saturday but no slackening of 
effort in war production.7 
 
Flying flags at half-staff was an expression of respect for a public servant then as it is now. President 
Truman directed that flags on public buildings remain at half-staff until the end of business on Monday, 
May 14.8 The flag on top of Grandad's Bluff in La Crosse was one of those flying at half-staff.9 All Boy 
Scout troops in the Gateway Area council kept their flags at half-staff for thirty days in recognition of 
President Roosevelt's support for the Boy Scouts.10 
 
Both public and Catholic schools in the city held memorial assemblies on Friday, April 13.11 
 
On the same day, the La Crosse Tribune published an editorial expressing the nation's "indescribable" 
sense of personal loss.  It pointed out the tragedy of Roosevelt not living to see the victory over 
Germany and Japan that seemed all but inevitable at that time, but it also acknowledged the visible 
decline in his health over the past months. The piece praised Roosevelt's courageous leadership that 
took on the status quo at home and evil abroad.12 
 
The La Crosse Federation of Churches announced that all churches would be open on Saturday from 
3:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.  for prayer services.13 
 
Mayor Verchota asked La Crosse businesses, as much as possible, to close during President Roosevelt's 
funeral on Saturday, April 14, at 3:00 p.m., Central War Time.14 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 April 13, page 12) 

 
On Saturday, April 14, much of La Crosse was shut down. Most businesses were closed from 3:00 p.m. to 
4:00 p.m. The federal building, including the post office, closed for the day at 1:00 p.m. All taverns were 
closed from 1:00 to 5:00 p.m. Church bells in La Crosse tolled for the whole hour that Roosevelt's 
memorial service was going on in Washington, D.C.15  
 
"Dottie," the author of the weekly "A Letter From Home," summarized the reaction in La Crosse for local 
men and women serving in the armed forces.16 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 April 15, page 4) 
 

The three days from death to burial was quick by today's standards for world leaders, but there was a 
war on. 
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(The Nonpareil Journal, West Salem, Wisconsin, 1945 April 19, page 4) 
 
Vice-President Harry S. Truman, a veteran of World War I, was suddenly thrust into the role leading the 
Allies to finish the job of defeating the Axis in World War II and ensuring a peaceful post-war world.  
 
 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 
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