
The American playwright 
has adapted his film 
Hyde Park on Hudson – 
about the President, the 
King & Queen, and the 
earthshaking hot dog 
picnic – into a new play 
Springwood and he’s 
directing it too. Interview 
by Jarlath O’Connell & 
Michael Burland.

Richard 
Nelson

Hyde Park on Hudson is the name of the 
town where Roosevelt lived and within 
which Daisy had her relationship with Frank-
lin. Springwood is the name of Roosevelt’s 
home in Hyde Park, and the location of the 
entire play. The play is set in various rooms 
and locations around the house. The 
change of title reflects the change of per-
spective mentioned above. To be clear, 
Springwood was actually Franklin’s mother’s 
home; he had a room there. And Eleanor 
lived in her own home, Val Kil, a few miles 
away, with lesbian furniture makers.

You got some criticism for the represent-
ation of the cousin/lover Daisy and how 
much or how little her relationship with 
FDR mattered vis-à-vis his other mis-
tresses. What are your thoughts on that 
now?

There were three women at FDR’s bed-
side when he died: his daughter; the 
woman he had the affair with which nearly 

S pringwood is about an awkward, 
inexperienced, King George VI and 
Queen Elizabeth thrust into the 

maelstrom of geopolitics in 1939, to 
meet President Franklin D Roosevelt in 
what was to prove a pivotal moment in 
the 'Special Relationship'. Fast forward 
to now and the current King and Queen 
were recently sent on a state visit to the 
US to act as kind of 'horse whisperers' to 
the current, quixotic, occupant of the 
White House. It’s being described as a 
pivotal moment too, as the UK is being 
castigated for not being supportive 
enough in the current war in Iran.   

Springwood is based on your great 2012 
movie Hyde Park on the Hudson; what 
encouraged you to dramatize it for the 
stage and in what ways is it different?

Colin Callender, a well-known and highly 
regarded theater and TV producer, saw the 
film on an airplane and called me. He said he 
thought this story would make an interest-
ing play. Before I wrote Hyde Park on Hudson
as a film, I’d written the story as a radio play 
for the BBC. So, to be honest, I wasn’t very 
keen; and was moving on with other stories. 
But I met with Colin and he was persuasive. 
With his help, I rethought the story. Whereas 
the film is from Daisy Suckley’s (Franklin’s 
cousin and mistress) point of view, the play 
would focus on the Royals and Roosevelts 
and cover just the weekend of the Royal visit 
and the famous hot dog picnic. The play is 
quite different than the film, and that made 
it interesting to write.

Why the change of title? 

Richard, thanks for telling us about 
Springwood. It looks like the parallels 
between it and the current situation are 
unmissable. What are your thoughts on 
all this?

 I think the play has found its time. 

28 The American

PHOTO: THEATER ON PODIL



29The American

ended his marriage (she was Eleanor’s sec-
retary, and the woman FDR had promised 
his wife never to see again); and – Daisy. The 
first presidential library ever created was 
Franklin’s, at his home in Hyde Park. This 
was created while he was still alive, and the 
first head of the library – Daisy. There is only 
one photo in existence of Roosevelt in a 
wheelchair, that photo was taken by – Daisy. 
When Daisy died (she lived in my village of 
Rhinebeck), a box of letters was discovered 
under her bed – letters to and from FDR. 
Their relationship was intimate and mean-
ingful. And important to both of them. 

What take do you have on Queen Eliza-
beth – ‘the Queen Mother’, as we came 
to know her? She cultivated a reputation 
later on for being fun and gregarious but 
in The Crown, for example, and in many 
books and articles she is presented as 
being a lot more calculating and much 
more than simply the dutiful wife. How 
have you presented her on stage?

I don’t want to explain how I have presen-
ted these characters. That’s for an audience 
to discover, and for me and my actors to dis-
cover in rehearsal. As a playwright I don’t 
think I write ‘characters,’ rather I try and 
write relationships. So the Queen, like all the 

other characters, is different based upon 
who she is with and talking to. So, fun and 
gregarious, and calculating, as well as vul-
nerable, lost, motherly, worried, proud, etc. 

Stanley Tucci had to withdraw from dir-
ecting this and you've taken that on 
yourself. Do you prefer having someone 
else direct your plays (to bring a fresh 
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First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, King George VI, Sara Delano Roosevelt (the President's mother), 
Queen Elizabeth (later the Queen Mother), and President Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
This visit was the first time a reigning British monarch set foot on American soil. 
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