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Nearly a century after his death, President Theodore Roosevelt is still a vivid presence in America. He was a sickly boy who willed himself to become an outdoorsman and a warrior; a man of letters who remembered everything he read and wrote forty books of his own; a dedicated political reformer who understood that compromise is the key to progress; and a fighter who relished every battle, from leading his Rough Riders in the Battle of San Juan Hill in Cuba to facing down political bosses and busting malevolent trusts that threatened his country. And Roosevelt is widely regarded as one of America’s greatest presidents, whose spectacled face glares from Mount Rushmore in the exalted company of presidents Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln.
         
But beneath that common impression lurks a complex man of contradictions and surprisingly flexible principles, who knew when to fight and when to walk away. He was universally known as “Teddy,” but he came to dislike the nickname, and few of his friends actually used it. He adored his first wife, but after her death, he never spoke her name. He promised a “square deal” for every American, rich or poor, and supported women’s rights, but he never shook his belief that people of other races were incapable of governing themselves without white supervision.
Roosevelt’s image as one of America’s most straightforward political figures is nearly a caricature of virility, patriotism, devotion to family, and love of nature. More than anything else, what gleams through the dust of history is his zest for life and power; the one word most firmly linked to him is the archaic plaudit, “Bully!”
 
THEODORE ROOSEVELT WAS born on October 27, 1858, the second of four children, to one of the wealthiest men in New York City. His father, also Theodore, was a glass merchant and philanthropist who spent his time and money improving the lives of New York’s poorest residents, especially immigrants. Thee, as he was called, had married Martha Stewart Bulloch, nicknamed Mittie, who had grown up on a plantation in the village of Roswell, Georgia.
         
Theodore Junior, known as Teedie, was a sickly child, plagued from birth by numerous ailments, the worst of them asthma. When he couldn’t sleep, gripped by an attack, gasping for breath, and terrified he would suffocate, his father would carry the boy from room to room or drive him in his horse and carriage through the city streets. “My father,” Roosevelt would write, “he got me breath, he got me lungs, strength – life.” As Roosevelt’s sister Corinne would say, it was ironic that “Theodore Roosevelt, whose name later became the synonym of virile health and vigor, was a fragile, patient sufferer in those early days of the nursery.”
         
Teedie’s comfortable life in Manhattan with his siblings – his older sister Anna, nicknamed Bamie, Elliott (who later became the father of Eleanor Roosevelt, who would marry another more distant cousin, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.), and Corinne - was disrupted by the Civil War, which strained their parents’ otherwise loving marriage. Mittie’s sister Anna and widowed mother had left Georgia and moved in with Thee and Mittie, and the women’s pro-Confederacy stance conflicted with Thee’s pro-Union sentiments. To avoid arguments, Mittie stayed away from the dinner table. Thee wanted to enlist in the Army, but Mittie argued that he would be fighting against her brothers, so he hired a substitute – then a common practice, but an act he always regretted and one his son would feel honor-bound to redeem. Instead, Thee spent the war years working for the U.S. Sanitary Commission, the forerunner of the American Red Cross, helping sick and wounded soldiers, and the U.S. Employment Bureau, searching for work for soldiers who had lost limbs. He also was a charter member of the Union League, which raised money to support both causes. He worked hard at his business and other philanthropies and enjoyed a rich social life. “Father was the finest man I ever knew and the happiest,” Roosevelt wrote.
         
Mittie’s sister tutored the children at home, and Thee instilled in them an abiding love of learning by reading to them, organizing amateur dramas, and encouraging them to write, recite poetry, and pursue other intellectual interests. Teedie was a voracious reader and showed a talent for naturalism; in the family’s summer house at Oyster Bay on Long Island, he watched birds, took lessons in taxidermy, and after obtaining a seal’s head at a local market with two cousins, set up at the age of seven his own Roosevelt Museum of Natural History. Corinne’s friends Edith Carow and Fannie Smith were regular visitors, and Teedie, the ordained leader of the group, orchestrated their activities and made up stories to entertain the other children.
         
When Teedie was ten, Thee and Mittie took all the children on a year-long tour of England, France, Germany, Holland, Italy, Scotland, and Switzerland. Teedie kept a detailed diary of his experiences both physical and intellectual, from climbing Mount Vesuvius to viewing the treasures of the Vatican. Despite these adventures, Teedie spent much of the journey bedridden by asthma and stomach troubles. Back home, Thee took his son aside for a talk.
“Theodore,” he said, using the boy’s formal name to stress the gravity of what he was about to say, “you have the mind but you have not the body, and without the help of the body, the mind cannot go as far as it should. You must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one’s body, but I know you will do it.”
Teedie promised, “I’ll make my body.” From then on, he followed a punishing routine of lifting weights and exercising. His father installed a home gym on the second floor of the townhouse, and Teedie’s determination kept him at the task daily, even though his progress was painfully slow. After two boys teased him into a fight and then whipped him “with easy contempt,” as he later wrote, Teedie started taking boxing lessons. Although timid by nature, “by acting as if I was not afraid, I gradually ceased to be afraid.” Courage was a matter of habit and willpower, he decided, and he cultivated it for the rest of his life. It was years before the boxing lessons and the workouts produced visible results, but his health improved; the asthma attacks still came, but rarely. In the month of August 1871, his diary didn’t mention a single ailment. It would be many years before the asthma and intestinal inflammation completely ended, but Roosevelt had conquered his body – and he would do so again and again.
When Theodore was fourteen, Thee once more took the family abroad, this time spending a year in Egypt, Germany, Greece, Palestine, Syria, and Turkey. The boy reveled in the exotic and historic sights and scenes, writing in his diary: “In the evening, we visited Harnak [sic] by moonlight. It was not beautiful only, it was grand, magnificent, and awe-inspiring. It seemed to take me back thousands of years, to the time of the Pharohs [sic] and to inspire thoughts which can never be spoken, a glimpse of the ineffable, of the unutterable.” He observed, shot, and stuffed dozens of birds and animals, his vision and aim improved by eyeglasses. “I had no idea how beautiful the world was,” he wrote later, “until I got those spectacles.”
The family returned home to a new mansion on West 57th Street, with a full gym and attic space for Theodore’s specimens. At fifteen, his education was too spotty to qualify him for admission to Harvard, so Thee hired a tutor, Arthur Cutler. Cutler was impressed with “the alert, vigorous character of young Roosevelt’s mind,” writing later, “The young man never seemed to know what idleness was.” His disciplined work took him through three years of college preparation in twenty-four months. He was a hard act for his younger brother Elliott to follow. “Oh, Father will you ever think me a ‘noble boy,’” Elliott once wrote from school. “You are right about Teedie. He is one, and no mistake a boy I would give a good deal to be like.” He promised to “try to be as good . . . but it is hard.”
At seventeen, Roosevelt passed Harvard’s entrance exam and moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts.
He was a misfit – “a slender nervous young man with side-whiskers, eyeglasses, and bright red cheeks,” as he put it, and poorly equipped for social contacts. His room teemed with stuffed animals and birds; the smell of formaldehyde trailed him around the campus. He also was something of a snob, not wanting to get close to his classmates until he made sure their social status was up to Roosevelt standards.
His classmates called him “bumptious,” “crazy,” a “spluttery” nonstop talker with a squeaky voice, and “a bundle of eccentricities,” but they were fond of him. He was a fount of information on nearly every subject. In time, he became popular.
Roosevelt ended his freshman year with honor grades in five of seven subjects. Along with his studies, he attended boxing, wrestling, and dancing classes. He taught Sunday school, organized a whist club, joined a poetry-reading group, and chastely courted the girls of Boston at balls, matinees, and theater parties. He discovered too much liquor made him “fighty,” and took care for the rest of his life to drink moderately. Previously careless about his clothing, he became something of a dandy, agonizing over the cut of his coat and complaining about the washerwoman’s treatment of his white cravats.
Despite his father’s liberalism, Roosevelt had imbibed the political and economic conservatism of his class. He sided instinctively with money and privilege, dismissing the poor as those who had “failed in life.” He denounced the nascent labor movement as socialistic and even anarchistic, and he resisted any limits on the rights of property owners and employers.
After his freshman year in the summer of 1877, Roosevelt went to observe and hunt birds in the mountains of New York. When he returned to Harvard for his sophomore year, he enrolled in classes in botany and comparative anatomy and decided to become a naturalist.
But soon after the Christmas break, Roosevelt’s father, “the finest man I ever knew,” died of colon cancer. Summoned to New York, Theodore arrived too late to say goodbye. The death plunged him into a three-month period of grief. “Like a fledgling shoved too soon from the bough,” biographer Edmund Morris wrote, “he tumbled nakedly through the air; some of his diary entries are not so much expressions of sorrow as squawks of fright . . . For month after month, he pours a flood of anguish into his diary, though his letters remain determinedly cheerful.” As he would do all his life, Roosevelt turned to work as therapy. With the arrival of spring, he was surprised to be thinking “pleasant” thoughts about his father. Roosevelt finished the year with six honor grades out of eight. “He distinctly belonged,” one of his professors wrote, “to the best twenty-five in a very brilliant class.” In the end, he graduated twenty-first in a class of 230 students.
 
FROM HIS BOYHOOD, Roosevelt had maintained an intense friendship with Edith Carow, Corinne’s friend. The daughter of a shipping magnate, Edith was a frequent visitor both in New York and at the Roosevelt summer home, where the two played, rowed around Oyster Bay, read, and recited poetry to each other. In the summer before his freshman year, Roosevelt’s attentions to Edith had been obvious. At fifteen, she was a quiet beauty with a keen mind, and the family assumed there was an understanding between them. But in the summer of his sophomore year, it came to an end.
Theodore sent Edith flowers on her seventeenth birthday, August 9. A week later, she arrived for her annual visit to Oyster Bay. The two spent two weeks rowing, picnicking, and gathering flowers. On August 22, they went sailing and then to a family party. “Afterward,” Roosevelt wrote in his diary, “Edith and I went up to the summer house.” Neither of them ever said what happened there, but the diary has no further mention of Edith for several months.
Back at Harvard, Roosevelt joined the Porcellian Club, the school’s most prestigious society. Through a classmate, he met Alice Hathaway Lee, the daughter of Boston banker George Cabot Lee, and was smitten. “It was a real case of love at first sight – and my first love, too,” he wrote. He pursued her with ferocious determination. The demure, blue-eyed, golden-haired, seventeen-year-old Alice was by all accounts as charming as she was beautiful, and Roosevelt besieged her with long walks, skating and sledding expeditions, and invitations to dances and college functions.
         
Although Roosevelt wasn’t conventionally handsome or the stereotypical beau, Alice found him intriguing, amusing, and full of surprises. Still, she refused his first marriage proposal. Theodore was undaunted. He saw her as the object of a scripted pursuit, and her own inclinations were almost irrelevant. “See that girl?” he said to a friend at a party. “I am going to marry her. She won’t have me, but I am going to have her!”
Several times, he thought he had lost her. But in January 1880, she accepted his proposal. “I am so happy that I dare not trust in my own happiness,” Roosevelt wrote in his diary. “The aim of my whole life shall be to make her happy and to shield her and guard her from every trial; and, oh, how I shall cherish my sweet queen! How she, so pure and sweet and beautiful, can think of marrying me, I cannot understand, but I praise and thank God it is so.” For his friends, there was a somewhat different account. “The little witch led me a dance before she surrendered, I can tell you,” he wrote his cousin John. They were married on his twenty-second birthday, October 27, 1880.
Roosevelt’s plan to be a naturalist had been deterred by his father’s death and an inheritance that, while generous, wouldn’t underwrite a lavish lifestyle on a scholar’s paycheck. His professor of political economy, J. Lawrence Laughlin, had told him there was more need for bright young men in government than in zoology. The prospect of marriage completed the change of plans, and Roosevelt resolved to study law at Columbia Law School.
“Our intense happiness is too sacred to be written about,” Roosevelt wrote in his diary during the honeymoon at Oyster Bay. Afterwards, he and Alice moved in with Mittie at the mansion on 57th Street, and he began his law studies.
In law school, Roosevelt reprised his Harvard performance, peppering professors with questions and arguing fiercely “for justice and against legalism.” The doctrine of caveat emptor, “let the buyer beware,” which largely protected sellers from liability for defective goods, enraged him; the law, he said, should encourage deals “which are fair and of benefit to both sides.” Most of his fellow students admired his quick mind, but it was plain to them that the intricacies of the law were not Roosevelt’s strong suit.
         
In the summer of 1881, Roosevelt took Alice to Europe, referring to her in his diary as “the best traveling companion I have ever known,” and observing that she had “a far keener appreciation” of artistic treasures than he did.
In New York, as he continued to study law, he worked on writing a book, The Naval War of 1812, while escorting Alice through the homes and parties of New York society. “Alice is universally and greatly admired,” Roosevelt wrote, “and she seems to grow more beautiful day by day.” A friend described a typical scene in the Roosevelt household: Teddy standing on one leg beside his bookcase, sketching a diagram for his book, when Alice rushes in, saying, “We’re dining out in twenty minutes, and Teddy’s drawing little ships.” It was Roosevelt’s ideal life, with every moment filled.
         
 
IN THE UPPER-CLASS New York of the 1880s, a gentleman who took an interest in politics had to approach the matter delicately. Campaigning was seen as an unsavory business. A gentleman was instead encouraged to become a lawyer, cultivate relationships with wealthy men, and after a decent interval, could expect to receive a nomination for a seat in the United States Senate. In those days, state legislatures elected senators, and the lawmakers would vote as their moneyed patrons dictated.
The Roosevelt clan was horrified when Theodore began spending evenings in cavernous, dingy Morton Hall, headquarters of the Twenty-First District Republican Association, the city’s only reliably Republican territory. Known as the Silk Stocking district, there was nothing remotely genteel about the storefronts of East Fifty-Ninth Street or its denizens.
At twenty-two years old, Roosevelt had decided that real political power could be found only among the men his relatives described as rough and brutal and crass. “I intended to be one of the governing class,” he wrote in his autobiography, “and if they proved to be too hard-bit for me, I supposed I would have to quit, but that I certainly would not quit until I had made the effort and found out whether I really was too weak to hold my own in the rough and tumble.”
Bounding up the stairs of Morton Hall in his evening clothes, Roosevelt seemed out of place among the spittoons, poker tables, and rough-hewn benches, the air thick with smoke from cheap cigars. “He looked like a dude, side-whiskers an’ all, y’know,” one of the ward members told an interviewer years later. But Roosevelt persisted. “As a friend of mine picturesquely phrased it, I ‘had to break into the organization with a jimmy,’” he wrote. “I went around there often enough to have the men get accustomed to me and to have me get accustomed to them, so that we began to speak the same language, and so that each could begin to live down what Bret Harte has called ‘the defective moral quality of being a stranger.’”
It wasn’t long before his boundless energy, curiosity, and compassion won him a reputation as a fearless advocate. He soon rose to the executive committee of the district’s Young Republicans and garnered attention by backing an unpopular Street Cleaning Bill. When a canny local politician, Joe Murray, used Roosevelt to dethrone the district boss by engineering Roosevelt’s nomination to New York State’s Assembly to replace a tainted incumbent, Murray became the new boss, and Roosevelt’s political career was launched.
In that first campaign, Roosevelt was still a political naïf. When Murray took him a block away from his Fifth-Avenue roots to campaign among the Sixth-Avenue saloon-keepers and one of them complained that liquor licenses were too expensive, the candidate told him the fees should be raised, not lowered. Ending the conversation, Murray sent Roosevelt straight back to Fifth Avenue. Nevertheless, Roosevelt’s appeal to the Fifth-Avenue swells and the city’s newspapers guaranteed his election, and in January 1881, he postponed law school and began his political education in the New York legislature in Albany.
         
To the farmers, shopkeepers, barbers, and tradesmen who made up the Assembly, young Roosevelt was an alien being. Isaac Hunt, a country lawyer from the pastoral town of Jefferson, eventually a close friend, recalled his first sight of Roosevelt: “He came in as if he had been ejected by a catapult. He pulled off his coat. He was dressed in full dress, he had been out to dinner somewhere.” With his side-whiskers and pince-nez eyeglasses attached to a silken cord, Roosevelt seemed an arrogant dandy even when he wasn’t carrying his gold-headed cane and silk top hat.
         
In his diary, Roosevelt’s impression of his colleagues was no more flattering. His fellow Republicans were “bad enough”; he described one of them as “entirely unprincipled, with the same idea of Public Life and Civil Service that a vulture has of a dead sheep.” The Democrats were even worse, “a stupid, sodden, vicious lot, most of them being equally deficient in brains and virtue.” The Tammany Hall crew from New York seemed “totally unable to speak with even an approximation to good grammar.” He particularly despised one of them, “a gentleman named MacManus, a huge, fleshy, unutterably coarse and low brute, who was formerly a prize fighter, at present keeps a low drinking and dancing saloon, and is more than suspected of having begun his life as a pickpocket.”
         
The legislature spent most of its time at loggerheads, and Roosevelt’s first Assembly session marked time for several weeks in a stalemate. The eight Tammany members held the balance of power but refused to vote for either the Republican or Democratic choice as speaker, leaving the chamber unable to function. Roosevelt had kept uncharacteristically quiet for the first few weeks, feeling, he said, like “a boy in a strange school.” But he made his first substantive impression in Albany when he shot down a GOP compromise to break the stalemate. In his maiden speech, Roosevelt argued that his party had no interest in healing what was essentially a quarrel among Democrats. His own constituents, he said, “do not seem to care whether the deadlock is broken or not. In fact, they seem rather relieved! And if we do no business till February fifteenth, I think the voters of the State will worry along through without it.” There were bursts of applause, and the compromise died.
He made a probably more important impression when he heard MacManus was planning to fight him. Roosevelt confronted his nemesis and hissed: “By God! MacManus, if you try anything like that, I’ll kick you, I’ll bite you, I’ll kick you in the balls, I’ll do anything to you. You’d better let me alone.” There were no more threats.
But insults came to blows at Hurst’s Roadhouse, a tavern favored by lawmakers and reporters six miles outside Albany, where three men taunted Roosevelt one evening for his foppery and the fact that he wasn’t wearing a winter coat. “Won’t Mama’s boy catch cold?” they jeered. He ignored them for a while, then stood to confront them. According to a reporter at the scene, one of the men took a swing at Roosevelt. “But, quick as lightning, Roosevelt slipped his glasses into his side pocket, and in another second, he had laid out two of the trio on the floor. The third quit cold.” Then Roosevelt bought beers for all three of his would-be tormentors.
The young legislator soaked up information. He would arrive at his hotel breakfast room loaded with newspapers, rapidly scanning them and tossing loose pages aside in table-high piles on the floor. The Brooklyn Eagle’s William C. Hudson, who was staying at the same hotel, said: “Roosevelt saw everything, grasped the sense of everything, and formed an opinion on everything which he was eager to maintain at any risk.” He was equally voracious in tapping his colleagues for political lore, said George Spinney of The New York Times: “He would just stand a man up against a wall and interview him and ask, ‘How do you do this in your district and county’ and ‘What is this thing and that thing.’ He went right to the bottom of the whole thing. He knew more about State politics at the end of that first session than 90 percent of them did.” That year, said his friend Isaac Hunt, “I thought I knew more than he did. But before we got through, he grew right away from me.”
         
Roosevelt soon revised his appraisal of his colleagues, sorting them into three groups. A few, including Hunt, were reformers and “very good men,” there to fight corrupt leaders for good government. The second group, the majority, was made up of time-servers who would blow with the prevailing wind. But the rest, perhaps a third of the members, were “very bad men” who took bribes and were owned by corporate interests. These were the shock troops of corruption; Roosevelt called them the “black horse cavalry.”
         
Roosevelt would develop a formidable power to capture attention; each successive office he held gave him a higher platform to shout from, and when he came to the White House, he exulted, “I have got such a bully pulpit!” But it was in Albany that he began to learn public speaking – slowing the pace of his words, lowering his high-pitched voice, and using an orator’s cadence to trigger an audience’s emotions. His sheer conviction and the force of his character could rouse a crowd into a roaring frenzy. In Albany, though, he was only beginning that long process.
It was also in Albany, historian Doris Kearns Goodwin maintains, that Roosevelt learned to use the press. In her book The Bully Pulpit, Goodwin says he decided that the only way corruption could be beaten was to enlist the public in the fight and thus put pressure on the torpid majority lawmakers. To get his message to the electorate, he had to cultivate the reporters who covered the legislature. He soon became a favorite of the Albany press corps, a congenial after-hours companion, and an always-quotable source of good copy on issues of all sorts. It was a tactic he would use throughout his career.
         
Roosevelt’s next move was to follow up an investigative story that Spinney had helped report for The New York Times the previous year. The story charged that a corrupt judge had conspired with the infamous Wall Street robber baron Jay Gould to take control of New York City’s elevated rail system. It was a classic stock-jobbing scheme. First, Gould and his cronies filed a lawsuit against the company, which found the legal fight so expensive that it was forced into receivership. Gould connived to appoint Judge Theodore Westbrook, who had previously been Gould’s personal lawyer, to preside over the bankruptcy. Westbrook then issued a series of orders making it more difficult for the company to sort out its finances, so stockholders would dump their shares. When the stock price was driven down far enough, Gould and his partners bought a controlling block of the company’s shares, at which point Westbrook arbitrarily decreed that it was now solvent, and the price rebounded.
         
The Times exposé had raised an outcry against Westbrook, but his stolid denials of wrongdoing and a lack of prosecutorial interest had let the scandal fade. In March, however, Roosevelt’s friend Hunt told him that Judge Westbrook had also approved the looting of insolvent insurance companies, and Roosevelt, remembering the earlier Times story, decided that the judge should be impeached.
         
Painstakingly, the young legislator investigated the Times’ sources. He found the state’s attorney general was also part of the scheme; that Westbrook had named receivers for the street rail company who were on Gould’s payroll; and that the judge had held court on the case in some odd venues, including the offices and hotel rooms of Gould’s cronies. Roosevelt also found an unpublished letter in which Westbrook told Gould, “I am willing to go to the very verge of judicial discretion to protect your vast interests.”
         
Roosevelt’s speech, demanding an investigation of both Judge Westbrook and Attorney General Hamilton Ward, caused a sensation. Members of the black horse cavalry managed to table his motion every time he tried to bring it to the floor, but in another fiery speech, Roosevelt denounced Gould and his cronies by name as nothing but “sharks” and “swindlers” whose “financial dishonesty is a matter of common notoriety.” This fearless blasphemy shocked the Assembly into silence, broken only by Roosevelt’s fervent words and the rhythmic smacking of his right fist against his left palm. The story rocked the state and stayed alive over the Easter recess, and by the time the legislature returned to Albany, public pressure was strong enough to force a 104-6 vote in favor of an investigation.
In the end, the black horses won again. Amid widespread rumors that three members had taken bribes of $2,500 each, the Assembly’s Judiciary Committee reported that Westbrook had been indiscreet, but shouldn’t be impeached. Roosevelt made another impassioned speech – “I say you cannot by your votes clear the Judge. He stands condemned by his own acts in the eyes of all honest people. All you can do is to shame yourselves” – but the Assembly voted to accept the report.
Despite that defeat, Roosevelt became a leader of the growing reform movement. His role in the fight had made his name known, Spinney wrote, in “every nook and corner of the State.” Despite a Democratic sweep of the state the following year, Roosevelt was overwhelmingly re-elected, and his fellow Republicans named him – still the youngest member of the legislature – the minority leader. “I rose like a rocket,” he was to write.
It made him giddy. “My head was swelled,” he said. “I would listen to no argument, no advice.” He would yell at anyone who disagreed with him, pounding his desk and denouncing opponents – particularly the “rotten” Democratic Party – in colorful language that all but guaranteed they would not be converted. His self-righteousness grew, and he irked senior members of his party by referring to them as “my men.” Hunt recalled later that his friend had become “a perfect nuisance.” He was in the newspapers almost daily, but he finally realized that he had alienated almost the entire chamber: “Every bit of influence I had was gone. The things I wanted to do I was powerless to accomplish.”
That epiphany displayed yet another of Roosevelt’s talents: He could admit he was wrong. He could also change, toning down his histrionics and wooing legislators he had driven away. “I turned in to help them, and they turned to and gave me a hand,” he wrote, “and so we were able to get things done.”
In the same spirit, Roosevelt found his convictions changing. He began to temper the conservative, laissez-faire principles he had absorbed in his schooling with the humanizing experience of real life. For example, he had voted against a bill banning the manufacturing of cigars in tenement houses, on the ground that the landlords had a right to do whatever they wanted with their property. But labor leader Samuel Gompers persuaded Roosevelt to go with him on a tour of some of the tenements where cigars were being made. Roosevelt was “a good deal shocked.” In one building, five adults and several children occupied a single room where they ate and slept when they weren’t rolling cigars. The bedding was foul, tobacco was stored against the walls, and there were scraps of food in a corner. He was convinced that cigar production in tenement houses was “an evil thing from every standpoint - social, industrial, and hygienic.” He changed his vote and backed the bill, which was signed into law by New York’s new Democratic governor, Grover Cleveland.
         
That victory, however, led to another setback. The New York Court of Appeals eventually ruled that laissez-faire should prevail and that the cigar makers had been shorn of their rights without due process of law. That decision was cited for years to block government regulation of industry, and Roosevelt said the case woke him to “the fact that the courts were not necessarily the best judges of what should be done to better social and industrial conditions.” The judges, he said, saw the case only from the viewpoint of their own moneyed class, and “knew nothing whatever of the needs, or of the life and labor, of three-fourths of their fellow citizens in great cities.”
When the Republicans recaptured a majority in the Assembly in the election of 1883, Roosevelt ran for Speaker. But the GOP bosses refused to back him, so he campaigned for the job, appealing to voters across the state to tell their Assemblymen to vote for him; he lost, but he reinforced his stature in the reform movement as a man who was willing to buck the bosses. In partnership with Governor Cleveland, Roosevelt pushed through a Civil Service bill to end patronage and reduce corruption in state government. He also introduced bills to curb the power of Tammany Hall in New York City and sought public support by launching well-publicized investigations of embezzlement and abuses in several crannies of City Hall. Against heavy odds, he succeeded in passing a law that focused power in the hands of the mayor, at the expense of Tammany Hall and the notoriously corrupt Board of Aldermen.
But if passionate persuasion was Roosevelt’s forte, parliamentary procedure and attention to detail were his weaknesses. Other reform bills were to fail, some because they were so poorly written that Cleveland felt compelled to veto them. Roosevelt suffered another defeat in his first venture into national politics, when he and fellow reformers at the 1884 GOP convention backed Vermont Senator George F. Edmunds for the presidency. Edmunds was pitted against President Chester A. Arthur, who had been elevated by the assassination of James Garfield, and a former secretary of state, James G. Blaine. At the State Republican convention, Roosevelt maneuvered to undercut party leaders and win endorsement for Edmunds, giving Edmunds credibility as a national figure. But at the convention in Chicago, the reformers’ campaign for Edmunds was overwhelmed by the machine and its candidate Blaine, despite a whiff of corruption dating from his maneuvers as Speaker of the House of Representatives.
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Theodore and Alice had moved into a brownstone on West Forty-Fifth Street, and Roosevelt took the train from Albany every Friday to spend the weekend there. His diary records his delight at being “in my own lovely little home, with the sweetest and prettiest of all little wives.” Their families had been concerned that Alice hadn’t produced children, but she became pregnant, with a child due in mid-February 1884. Roosevelt bought a plot of land near Oyster Bay and hired an architect to design a country house for what he was sure would be a large family. “I love you and long for you all the time,” he wrote Alice from Albany, “and oh so tenderly, doubly tenderly now, my sweetest little wife.”
It wasn’t the custom in those days for men to attend births, and a few days before the baby was due, Roosevelt left for Albany. On February 13, he got a telegram: Alice had a girl. There was celebration in the Assembly. But Alice wasn’t doing well, and her doctor realized that she was suffering from nephritis, a kidney disease whose early symptoms had been masked by her pregnancy. By the time it was diagnosed, she was seriously ill.
         
At the same time, Mittie Roosevelt was suffering from typhoid fever, then a fast-charging killer. Heading to New York, Roosevelt fumed as his train crept along in a dense fog. Arriving at their Manhattan home near midnight, he cradled his comatose wife. Then the physician told him his mother was in critical condition, and Roosevelt raced down two flights of stairs to attend to her. Mittie died early in the morning. Alice died that afternoon. It was Valentine’s Day, and Roosevelt wrote in his diary: “The light has gone out of my life.”
Stunned by his loss, Roosevelt told a friend: “There is now nothing left for me except to try to so live as not to dishonor the memory of those I love who have gone before me.” But he was inconsolable; his friend Isaac Hunt said Roosevelt “did not want anybody to sympathize with him. It was a grief that he had in his own soul.” From then on, he rarely spoke of his wife, and he burned her letters. Their baby’s name was Alice, but her father never used it, calling her Baby Lee or Mousiekins instead. As she grew up, Alice said later, “He never ever mentioned my mother to me . . . . It was awfully bad psychologically.”
When Roosevelt went back to Albany after the double funeral, it was to work with ever more frantic energy, producing dozens of committee reports and shepherding bill after bill through the Assembly. His City Investigation Committee found “no system whatever” in New York City’s tax department, “blackmail and extortion” in the surrogate’s office, “gross abuses” by the sheriff and “hush money” paid to policemen. The seven bills he introduced to amend affairs triggered violent opposition, since they called, among other things, for the firing of the city’s department heads. One evening’s debate in the Assembly dissembled into bedlam, with some members hiding in the lobby to break the legislative quorum, others hissing and howling to drown debate, and a few yelling threats and denunciations. “During all this tumult,” Hunt wrote later, “TR was the presiding genius. He was right in his element, rejoicing like an eagle in the midst of a storm.” All seven bills passed.
It was also in the months after Alice’s death that Roosevelt succeeded in winning the State Convention’s support for the reform candidate for president, Vermont’s George F. Edmunds, but was beaten at the national convention when the machine candidate, James G. Blaine, won in a landslide. Roosevelt and his colleague from Massachusetts, Henry Cabot Lodge, worked on the Edmunds campaign and both were disappointed at the outcome.
         
It was after that defeat, still early in June, that a testy Roosevelt told a reporter, “I am going cattle-ranching in Dakota for the remainder of the summer and a part of the fall. What I shall do after that I cannot tell you.” Would he support his party’s nominee? “That question I decline to answer,” he snapped. “It is a subject that I do not care to talk about.” The next day, June 7, 1884, he went west.
Roosevelt had first tasted frontier life on a hunting trip in 1880 with his brother Elliott to Iowa and Minnesota, on the edge of the Dakota Territory. It gave him a sense of the immensity of America and an abiding love of the big sky and endless rolling prairie, and tested the limits of the hardships he could overcome, from asthma attacks to a snakebite and torrential rains. In 1883, he took another month-long trip to the badlands of the Dakota Territory.
Roosevelt fell in love with the rugged, multicolored buttes of the country, where lightning struck exposed veins of coal which sometimes burned for centuries, glowing in the dark and trailing smoke by day. He met an assortment of colorful characters, including Antoine-Amédée-Marie-Vincent-Amat Manca de Valombrosa de Morès, a French marquis who planned to invest millions in the cattle business, and his enforcer E. G. Paddock, who was said to have killed three men. Cattle from the West had to be driven east to market, losing weight all the way; De Morès thought he could profit by slaughtering steers in the valley of the Little Missouri River and shipping them to market in refrigerated rail cars.
         
Roosevelt had come west to hunt buffalo, and in time, he bagged a prime bull. But the buffalo were being hunted to extinction, and the weeks of hunting involved long days on the trail. Roosevelt’s guide Joe Ferris was impressed by his bespectacled client’s endurance. “He could stand an awful lot of hard knocks, and he was always cheerful,” Ferris recalled. He was shocked the morning they woke up after a rainy night in four inches of cold standing water and heard Roosevelt mutter, “By Godfrey, but this is fun!”
As the days passed, Roosevelt began to think about going into ranching. He and Ferris had been staying in a cabin with Gregor Lang, a Scottish investigator who had come to Dakota to look into a rancher’s finances but had stayed to start a ranch of his own. After one long evening of conversation, Roosevelt broached the subject. “Mr. Lang,” he said, “I am thinking seriously of going into the cattle business. Would you advise me to go into it?” Lang said he didn’t want to give advice, but added: “I have every faith in it. . . . As a business proposition, it is the best there is.”
With that fragile assurance, Roosevelt decided a few days later that he would go ahead. He asked Lang if he would “take a herd of cattle from me to run on shares,” but Lang said he was obliged to work for his financial backer. When Lang recommended a pair of Canadian frontiersmen, Sylvane Ferris and Bill Merrifield, Roosevelt sent a message to their ranch. When they told Roosevelt it would take some $40,000 to stock a ranch, with a third of the money up front, he wrote them a check for $14,000, shrugging off their offer of a receipt.
Roosevelt had inherited $125,000 from his father, and he would get another $62,500 when his mother’s will was settled. But he was spending heavily to build his summer home at Oyster Bay, and he had invested $20,000 in a partnership with the publisher of his naval history. This impulsive deal would consume a third of his inheritance, and the check he had just written exceeded his income for the year. Ranching might be a good business, but it was clearly risky and would take years to return a profit. But Roosevelt, no businessman, never looked back. Then and later, he seemed convinced that he need not worry about money.
When he returned the following year, he was a widower trying to escape his grief. Merrifield and Sylvane had gone to Minnesota to buy another herd of cattle, and Roosevelt rode through the Badlands, rejoicing in the endless landscape. “Black care,” he wrote, “rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.” After five days, he felt “as absolutely free as any man could feel.”
Roosevelt had planned to spend the summer writing, but he was restless. The town of Medora, founded by the entrepreneurial Marquis de Morès, was a thriving cluster of eighty-four buildings, too close for Roosevelt’s taste for solitude. He set out thirty miles north, crossing successive bends of the meandering river, until he found a patch of grassy bottomland with a grove of cottonwood trees and a view of the Badlands stretching, it seemed, to eternity. He resolved instantly to claim the site and build a log ranch house with a veranda, stone fireplace, and rocking chair. It would become his own ranch, called the Elkhorn. To build and manage the house, he called on two old friends, guides he had met in Maine, Wilmot Dow and Bill Sewall. When he guaranteed them a share of the profits and promised to pay them wages if the ranch lost money, they were glad to move west.
The spring roundup of 1884 was a turning point for Roosevelt. Though the misfit arrived pale and thin, he soon proved he could ride a 100 miles in a day, stay up on watch all night, and ride another 100 miles the next day. He roped cattle, controlled stampedes, tamed broncos, and wrestled calves. Once, he spent forty hours straight in the saddle, wearing out five horses. When a horse fell over backward on him, dislocating his shoulder, he kept working “as best I could, until the injury healed of itself.” The roundup went on for a month, and the ordeal transformed the effete Easterner; he acquired muscle and authority at the same time. Bill Sewall said Roosevelt was “clear bone, muscle, and grit.”
At the same time, Roosevelt always avoided “the familiarity which would assuredly breed contempt.” Sewall and Dow were his friends, but they called him Mr. Roosevelt. (To the public, he was Teddy, but not to his friends; after Alice’s death, the name became anathema. In the family, he took on his father’s nickname, Thee. The friends who didn’t call him Theodore addressed him as T.R.)
Roosevelt was also living up to his own vision of a rugged man of the frontier. He killed vast quantities of game that summer, including a charging 1,200-pound grizzly. Roosevelt dropped the bear with a shot “as exactly between his eyes as if I had measured the distance with a carpenter’s rule.” When a drunken bully who had been shooting up a barroom derided him as “Four-Eyes” and ordered him to buy drinks for the house, Roosevelt punched him and took away his guns. When E. G. Paddock, who was now the Marquis de Morès’ right-hand man, spread word that Roosevelt’s Elkhorn homestead was Paddock’s land and “Four-Eyes” would pay for it in dollars or blood, Roosevelt confronted Paddock: “I understand that you have threatened to kill me on sight. I have come over to see when you want to begin the killing.” Paddock said mildly that he had been “misquoted.”
 
ROOSEVELT RETURNED TO New York, where the presidential campaign was underway. The Democrats had chosen Grover Cleveland to face James G. Blaine, and the race was plumbing new depths of invective. Blaine was under fire for an old scandal involving favors for railroads in which he held bonds. Incriminating letters had recently surfaced. Democrats chanted: “Blaine, Blaine, James G. Blaine, the continental liar from the state of Maine. ‘Burn this letter!’” Cleveland, meanwhile, was accused of fathering an illegitimate child. The GOP chant: “Ma, Ma, where’s my Pa? Gone to the White House, ha, ha, ha.”
Roosevelt had backtracked on his refusal to endorse Blaine, sensing that a defection would doom his future with Republicans. Henry Cabot Lodge had made the same decision. But both of them came under fire from their former allies in the reform movement, who were repelled by Blaine’s record of profiting from official favors. Roosevelt’s endorsement became more enthusiastic; as the campaign intensified, so did his rhetoric. Now, to his embarrassment in later years, he stumped in October for the man he had denounced in June. As many of his fellow GOP reformers voted for Cleveland, Roosevelt denounced the Democrat for “the immorality of breaking the Seventh Commandment.” As Morris wrote, “Nobody has ever satisfactorily reconciled” Roosevelt’s “bewilderingly contradictory” stances in the 1884 campaign.
Blaine was defeated due to a last-minute October surprise: He failed to object when a Presbyterian minister sharing his platform accused the Democrats of representing “rum, Romanism, and rebellion,” and the resulting headlines cost him thousands of Catholic, anti-prohibitionist, and Southern votes. Roosevelt retreated to the Badlands, where Sewall and Dow had finished building his house, and began writing a book of hunting stories.
Edith Carow occupied Roosevelt’s thoughts that year. He wanted to spend time with her but was afraid to betray the memory of Alice. He wrote both Bamie and Corinne, telling them that while he knew they were still close to Edith, they should be careful not to have her visit while he was in New York, where his daughter lived with Bamie. But one day in the fall of 1885, after his book was published and he had spent time in his newly finished Oyster Bay home, he arrived at Bamie’s Madison Avenue townhouse just as Edith was leaving.
Some surmise Bamie staged the encounter. In either case, it was enough to rekindle the attraction between Roosevelt and Carow. Within three weeks, they were secretly engaged – secretly because Roosevelt was conflicted about marrying again, and because a quick remarriage, less than two years after Alice’s death, would create a scandal in their social circle.
Edith had suffered troubles of her own. Her alcoholic father, owner of a shipping business, was forced into bankruptcy during her childhood. Afterward, the family was hardly able to keep up appearances in the New York social scene. But after her father died in 1883, Edith and her mother, who was in poor health, made plans for an extended stay in Europe. Her friends, one by one, married, and there were rumors that Edith might marry for money, but she clung to her independence. She celebrated Roosevelt’s marriage to Alice and mourned her passing, but she never forgot her childhood sweetheart. When they were eventually engaged, she wrote him: “You know all about me darling. I never could have loved anyone else. I love you with all the passion of a girl who has never loved before.”
They told no one, not even their families, and Edith sailed to Europe with her mother and younger sister while Roosevelt returned to the Badlands to work on his next book, a biography of Missouri Senator Thomas Hart Benton; he appealed to Roosevelt as an advocate of the United States’ manifest destiny to encompass as much of North America as possible. But the drought that year in the Dakota Territory had the cattle market in turmoil; in Chicago, the best price to be had was $10.00 less than it cost to raise and ship each steer. Sewall and Dow told Roosevelt they were wasting his money; they wanted to end their contracts and return to Maine. Roosevelt was having misgivings about the ranching business, so he needed little argument. He sent the remaining Elkhorn herd to Merrifield and Ferris and closed Elkhorn. From then on, he only used the property as a hunting lodge.
         
At the urging of his party, Roosevelt came back briefly to New York to make a token run for mayor in the fall of 1886. The Republicans were given no chance that year, and as everyone expected, he lost to Democrat Abram Hewitt, but he renewed his public presence and brought crowds to their feet with his fervent pledges of clean government. “Fighting is fun for him, win or lose,” said an editorial in the New York Post. The ballots had hardly been counted when Roosevelt and Bamie steamed off for London for his quiet wedding to Edith. The couple would honeymoon for three months in England, France, and Italy, and she would come back to New York pregnant with their first child.
         
The couple had to make adjustments. Edith was a quiet, reserved woman, who shared little of her husband’s exuberance. She had looked forward to a placid country life in the Oyster Bay house, which he had planned to call Leeholm to honor Alice but had renamed Sagamore Hill in honor of the chiefs of a local Indian tribe. For a brief period, she got her wish. Edith wrote happily of days rowing on the bay and reading poetry to each other.
With Democrats occupying the White House, the Governor’s Mansion, and the New York mayoralty, Roosevelt’s political prospects were dim. He became what he called “a literary feller,” writing a biography of Founding Father Gouverneur Morris and beginning what would be his major work, The Winning of the West.
         
Roosevelt wanted to fill his rambling house with friends and relatives, but Edith cherished her privacy; for a while, he gave in and curtailed his invitations, but then threw the house open, ensuring an endless round of tennis, hiking, book talk, and political debates. Edith made the drawing room her refuge, an elegant place for reading and contemplation. Children and guests were instructed to knock and wait for permission to join her.
In September, Edith gave birth to a son, Theodore, Jr., and his father rejoiced at having a male heir. But the new baby wasn’t the only child in the house. Although Roosevelt had planned to leave three-year-old Alice in her aunt Bamie’s care, Edith would not hear of it. She insisted that Alice’s place was with her, and her duty was to raise her husband’s daughter as her own.
         
Bamie was devastated, but she relented. Theodore and Edith, returning from Europe, moved in with Bamie in New York until the summer, and then Bamie and Alice went with them to spend the season at Oyster Bay. The transition was difficult for Alice, who never forgot the day her father and Edith arrived: “I in my best dress and sash, with a huge bunch of pink roses in my arms, coming down the stairs at my aunt’s house in New York to meet my father and my new mother.” Alice spent her life dealing with Roosevelt’s guilt over remarrying.
Roosevelt was no longer a wealthy man. While he was honeymooning in Europe, blizzards had devastated Dakota; he arrived in New York to find alarming letters from his ranch, and a trip to the Badlands confirmed the disaster. Most of his herd had been killed, and at least half of his $85,000 investment had been wiped out.
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With the presidential election of 1888, Roosevelt’s shrewd political instincts re-emerged. Republican Benjamin Harrison was challenging Grover Cleveland, and Roosevelt had what he called “immense fun” on a twelve-day trip through the Midwest campaigning for Harrison. He reveled in the cheers of large crowds and hoped to win an appointment as assistant secretary of state if Harrison was elected. But Harrison’s secretary of state, James G. Blaine, vetoed him as too “brilliant and aggressive.” Instead, Roosevelt was offered a position as one of three Civil Service Commissioners.
         
His family and friends considered the job beneath him, but Roosevelt thought it had possibilities. The 1883 Pendleton Act had called for one-fourth of all federal jobs to be filled by competitive exams rather than political reward under the old “spoils” system. But Cleveland’s administration had replaced two-thirds of the federal bureaucracy with Democrats, and the reformer in Roosevelt foresaw delectable battles to prevent Harrison’s men from reversing the process. Shrugging off Edith’s warning that his skimpy salary of $3,500 would not cover his expenses, he hurried to Washington to plunge into the fray. Edith, pregnant again, would stay at Sagamore Hill until their second child was born. To economize, Roosevelt would stay with Henry Cabot Lodge, who had just become a Massachusetts congressman.
         
He arrived in his new post like a gust of wind, commandeering the largest of the three commissioners’ offices and overwhelming the staff with his toothy grin, genial authority, and the sense that he could help people accomplish their goals. Almost immediately, he was immersed in a battle to root out the corruption that most of his colleagues saw as the natural order. His friends foresaw what one called “a long, hard, discouraging struggle,” and Roosevelt himself was under no illusions: Both parties profited from the spoils system, he wrote, “and when in opposition each party insincerely denounced its opponents for doing exactly what it itself had done and intended again to do.” But he believed passionately that the old axiom, “To the victors belong the spoils,” was “nakedly vicious” and a “cynical battle-cry.” Government jobs must be won on merit, he vowed, adding, “I intend to hew to the line, and let the chips fly where they will.”
As he had in Albany, Roosevelt knew he had to enlist the public in the fight to put pressure on the lawmakers. But few voters cared about the Civil Service system, so Roosevelt worked to interest the press in his cause. He launched an investigation into the New York Customs House, where clerks were selling the Civil Service exam questions to job candidates for $50. When he issued a scathing report calling for the firing and prosecution of the clerks, he got headlines and approving editorials across the country.
The New York investigation also established that party leaders were requiring low-level clerks and stenographers to pay “voluntary contributions” if they wanted to keep their jobs. Since such corruption was too widespread for the commission’s staff to address, Roosevelt enlisted a network of reporters to conduct local investigations, which the commission could then verify.
True to his vow to “let the chips fly,” he didn’t flinch when one trail led to the Indianapolis postmaster, a close friend of President Harrison’s; the man was publicly humiliated by Roosevelt’s charges. But when Roosevelt turned his sights on another postmaster, George Howard Paul of Milwaukee, it was too much for Harrison’s Postmaster General, John Wanamaker. Roosevelt wanted Paul fired for doctoring civil-service exam scores for candidates favored by Republicans. Wanamaker appealed to Harrison, who decreed a compromise in which Paul would resign. Roosevelt had no choice but to go along, but he resented it. “It was a golden chance to take a good stand, and it has been lost,” he said.
         
He promptly went after yet another post office, this time in Baltimore, where Roosevelt charged that postal appointments were being used as a “bribery chest.” Wanamaker retaliated with his own investigation of the case, which predictably found no wrongdoing except by Roosevelt, whom Wanamaker’s report called “unfair and partial in the extreme.” At that, Roosevelt sent Wanamaker an open letter accusing him of “gross impertinence and impropriety” and calling him the “head devil” of the spoils system.
The press relished this public feuding, which The Washington Post called “war, open, avowed, and to the knife.” Roosevelt’s two fellow commissioners, who had made no objections to his effective takeover of the Civil Service cause, began to grow restive, and President Harrison detested the commotion. In a letter to Bamie, Roosevelt called Harrison “the little gray man in the White House looking on with cold and hesitating disapproval.”
         
There were rumors that Roosevelt would be fired, but with so many influential newspapers backing the commissioner, Harrison remained silent. Congress, favoring the time-honored spoils system, could only starve the commission of resources, to the point that the shortage of workers left it three months behind in grading examinations. But in the end, public clamor was loud enough that the House Committee on Reform in the Civil Service launched an investigation into the controversy, with days of public testimony in which Roosevelt dominated the headlines. After months of delay, the committee’s report endorsed Roosevelt, saying he acted “with entire fidelity and integrity,” adding that “the public service has been greatly benefited, and the law, on the whole, well executed.” Vindicated, Roosevelt went back to work.
 
AFTER THE BIRTH of their second son, Kermit, Edith moved to Washington in December 1889, where the Roosevelts lived in a rented townhouse. She had dreaded leaving her quiet life at Sagamore Hill for the political obsessions of Washington society, but she quickly felt at home.
Edith’s transition was facilitated by the circle of friends her husband had cultivated, including William Howard Taft, who had come from Ohio to serve as Harrison’s solicitor general – and who would become Roosevelt’s closest political ally. Henry Cabot Lodge’s wife, Nannie, loved literature and could recite Shakespeare by the hour. The Roosevelts were frequent guests at historian Henry Adams’ Lafayette Square mansion, along with Lincoln biographer John Hay and sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens. The Roosevelts soon were hosting Sunday suppers “where the food was of the plainest and the company of the best,” as one guest recalled.
         
Roosevelt faced an annual battle to get his agency’s budget through Congress and made slow progress in expanding and enforcing civil-service rules. After a second set of hearings on the Wanamaker controversy, the House committee ruled that Roosevelt was justified in his decision on the Baltimore case, while Wanamaker, clearly in “desperate straits,” had been “evasive” and “garbled” in his testimony, showing “either a determination not to enforce the law or negligence therein to the last degree.” Roosevelt’s position was stable - for a while at least.
Personal tragedy intervened: Roosevelt’s brother Elliott, a heavy drinker for years, posed a danger to his wife and children. Moreover, one of Elliott’s housemaids was threatening a paternity suit against him. Theodore, outraged at his brother’s behavior, tried to have him declared insane. Though the family made a financial settlement with the maid and the paternity suit never became news, the insanity petition became a scandal. Elliott agreed to separate from his wife, establish a trust fund for her and their children, and stay sober for two years before rejoining his family. He relapsed, took another mistress, and died two years later. Theodore, relieved that the “horror” was over, wrote that “I only need to have pleasant thoughts of Elliott now. He is just the gallant, generous, manly boy whom everyone loved.”
By 1892, Grover Cleveland had reclaimed the White House from Benjamin Harrison. To the surprise of many, including Roosevelt, Cleveland reappointed him to his Civil Service post. Though Roosevelt struggled with the finances and logistics required to maintain two households and move his family between Washington and Sagamore Hill, he and Edith were happy to remain on the Washington scene. One Harrison official, outgoing Navy Secretary Benjamin Tracy, departed with a compliment that delighted Roosevelt: “Well, my boy, you have been a thorn in our side for four years. I earnestly hope that you will remain a thorn in the side of the next Administration.”
         
He did his best, fighting the same battles with Democratic spoilsmen he had waged with his own party. Even so, he got on relatively well with Cleveland; the Roosevelts were invited to dine at the White House, an honor Harrison had never offered. Roosevelt was also writing again, producing another nature book, The Wilderness Hunter, and working on volumes three and four of The Winning of the West. Nevertheless, when Republican Party leaders in New York asked him to run again for mayor in 1894, he was eager to enter the race. Edith, concerned about the cost of a campaign, begged him to stay in Washington. He reluctantly agreed, but he soon fell into a depression, lamenting that at the age of thirty-five he had passed up his “one golden chance” to forge his political career. Edith vowed never again to interfere with her husband’s decisions. The following year, when the recently elected Republican mayor of New York, William L. Strong, wanted to appoint Roosevelt police commissioner, she agreed.
         
It was another job that Roosevelt’s advisers dismissed as beneath him, but one that called for even more of his reformer’s zeal than the Civil Service Commission had demanded. The New York Police Department was rife with corruption. In 1894, a State Senate investigative committee reported that jobs at every level of the department were openly for sale, with prices ranging from $300 for a rookie appointment to $15,000 for promotion to captain. All of them found the bribes profitable - they collected far more in payoffs by saloon keepers, brothel owners, gamblers, and merchants. By the committee’s reckoning, the department’s annual illicit income came to $15 million. By his own estimate, Superintendent Thomas F. Byrnes was worth $350,000, a considerable sum in those days. One of his inspectors, Alex “Clubber” Williams, implausibly claimed to have earned his fortune by speculating in Japanese real estate.
         
But the committee’s report shocked even the cynical voters of New York, and the scandal triggered a surge of reform that swept Mayor Strong into office. The Tammany forces shrugged at what they considered a temporary setback. They would “be back at the next election,” said boss Richard Croker; the same voters who “could not stand the rotten police corruption . . . can’t stand reform either.”
Roosevelt arrived at police headquarters on May 6, 1895, at a literal trot, leading three fellow reform commissioners. “Hello, Jake,” he greeted reporter Jacob Riis of the Evening Sun, a friend from his Assembly days. He raced up the stairs, beckoning the reporters to follow him, exclaiming, “Where are our offices? Where is the boardroom? What do we do first?”
         
The new board elected Roosevelt its president; then he called Riis and Lincoln Steffens of the Evening Post into his office. As Steffens related in his Autobiography, “Riis and I were soon describing the situation to him, telling him which higher officers to consult, which to ignore and punish; what the forms were, the customs, rules, methods. It was just as if we three were the police board – T.R., Riis, and I.”
         
As usual, Roosevelt was recruiting allies in the press to advance his cause. He couldn’t have found two better qualified tutors than Riis, the dedicated, Danish-born social reformer, and Steffens, the intellectual investigative reporter who would go on to produce some of the most influential journalism of that era. They warned him to introduce his reforms gradually, but he ignored that advice. Roosevelt knew his title held little power; politicians in both parties had little incentive to reform. He would have to overcome bureaucratic inertia with sheer energy and his talent for attracting attention.
The new commissioner issued a public warning that appointments and promotions in the police force would be given on merit alone, and that “No political influence could save a man who deserved punishment.” Many in the ranks were astonished when Superintendent Byrnes resigned – with a full pension - rather than face the public investigation Roosevelt was threatening. Clubber Williams choose to do the same.
Roosevelt spent a night on the streets to check the performance of officers on their beats. Wearing a long coat over his evening clothes and a floppy hat to disguise his too-recognizable glasses and mustache, he followed Riis down the East Side of Manhattan through a dozen patrol districts. They found few men on patrol, but spotted three officers chatting outside a liquor store, another snoring in a restaurant, and a fifth “partly concealed,” as the Tribune delicately put it, “by petticoats.” All received reprimands, but the commissioner promised harsher punishment in the future.
         
The foray generated headlines and editorials across the country. A new epoch had dawned in New York, they agreed, and cartoonists depicted policemen cowering under the glare of round, gold-rimmed glasses and an enormous set of teeth. The Washington Star warned that New York’s policemen had better memorize their commissioner’s features if they wanted to stay out of trouble. Not all the officers were sensible; a week later, when Roosevelt’s next patrol found policeman William Rath in an oyster saloon on Third Avenue, the Herald reported this exchange:
         
ROOSEVELT: Why aren’t you on your post, officer?
RATH (swallowing oyster) What the ____ is it to you?
COUNTER MAN: You gotta good nerve, comin’ in here and interferin’ with an officer.
ROOSEVELT: I’m Commissioner Roosevelt.
RATH (reaching for vinegar bottle) Yes, you are. You’re Grover Cleveland and Mayor Strong all in a bunch, you are. Move on now, or –
COUNTER MAN: (whispering, horrified) Shut up, Bill, it’s His Nibs, sure. Don’t you spot his glasses?
ROOSEVELT: Go to your post at once.
(Exit Rath, running)
No one knows how many nocturnal expeditions Roosevelt made; sometimes he went without reporters to attract less attention. The missions exhausted him - it was not unusual for him to stay awake for forty hours - but he kept his energy up. “These midnight rambles are great fun,” he wrote.
Then Roosevelt embarked on probably the most quixotic battle of his career. When Riis and Steffens told him the “tap-root” of police corruption was the payoffs saloon owners made to keep their establishments open on Sundays, he concluded the only way to fix the system was strict enforcement of the Sunday closing law.
The law had been passed by the Legislature to please upstate rural churchgoers; it was deeply unpopular among urban workers who wanted to drink with their friends on their only day off. The bar owners made more money on Sundays than any other day of the week, nearby merchants benefited from the traffic, and policemen and politicians prospered from the payoffs. The only people who would applaud a crackdown were ministers and temperance crusaders. Roosevelt understood all the objections, and even sympathized; the law was too strict, he believed, and should be repealed. But as long as it was on the books, it was his duty to enforce it.
Beginning on June 23, 1895, each Sunday was drier than the last. In late August, Riis and Roosevelt found 95 percent of the city’s 15,000 saloons were closed, with the rest sneaking a few patrons through back doors to shuttered barrooms. Even “King” Pat Callahan, an ex-Assemblyman and the city’s most notorious saloon-keeper, had been ordered by a rookie policeman to close his doors – and when Callahan punched the officer, he was served with a summons and tried for assault.
Nearly everyone in the city was chafing at the crackdown. Dozens of angry telegrams flooded Roosevelt’s office, and the newspapers predicted that the Republican Party would be trounced in the next election. Rumors that Roosevelt would lose his job filled the streets and newspapers.
As always, he relished the fight. When he got a mocking invitation to a massive parade organized to protest the Sunday closing law, he astonished the crowd when he took a seat on the reviewing stand. He turned jeers into cheers when he laughed and applauded as banners, placards, and floats swept by – all deriding him and calling for his ouster. He was particularly amused by a float depicting three gentlemen sipping champagne at a private club while a beer-drinking laborer was arrested. By then, many among the 30,000 marchers were shouting, “Bully for Teddy!” and “Teddy, you’re a man!”
That did little for Roosevelt’s political standing in New York, but newspapers across the country ran articles speculating that he could become president. One day, Riis paid a visit to Roosevelt with Steffens and asked if he was running. Roosevelt jumped up, teeth bared, and fists clenched. “Don’t you dare ask me that,” he yelled. “Don’t you put such ideas into my head. No friend of mine would ever say a thing like that, you, you . . .” Softening, he said: “I must be wanting to be president. Every young man does. But I won’t let myself think of it; I must not, because if I do, I will begin to work for it. I’ll be careful, calculating, cautious in word and act, and so – I’ll beat myself. See?”
Hewing to that resolute daring, he wouldn’t change course, and as the November election drew near, both the mayor and the Republican bosses were calling for his ouster. When the Tammany slate won, Roosevelt was, insiders argued, to blame. His three fellow commissioners had backed him, but two had turned against him. With the board of commissioners deadlocked, even routine promotions were blocked. Morale was crumbling, and the crime rate was creeping up. Roosevelt kept his title, facing down the state Republican boss and winning the renewed support of Mayor Strong, but the deadlock continued. He was growing increasingly tired of the job.


  
  
    

  
    
      
    [image: ]

 
Roosevelt was back on the national stage in 1896, campaigning for Republican William McKinley against William Jennings Bryan. Bryan, a populist and former congressman from Nebraska, had swept the Democratic convention with his famous speech advocating silver-backed currency: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!” While Roosevelt had misgivings about McKinley’s “chocolate éclair backbone,” he was convinced that a Bryan victory would bring in a socialist and perhaps anarchistic administration “who want to strike down the well-to-do and who have been inflamed against the rich.” Roosevelt’s celebrity drew enthusiastic crowds wherever he spoke, and his efforts cemented his standing with the party. McKinley won the election.
         
Roosevelt got a graceful exit from his frustrating New York job. But McKinley, who remembered Roosevelt’s reservations about his nomination and éclair comment, resisted giving him a post. “I want peace,” the new president explained. But Roosevelt’s friends lobbied for him. His interest in the Navy of 1812 had been reinvigorated by Alfred Thayer Mahan’s seminal book, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, and he dedicated himself to improving America’s Navy. He knew McKinley would never make him Navy secretary, but he calculated correctly that he could get the number-two job if he pushed hard enough. McKinley appointed him assistant secretary of the Navy.
         
Roosevelt was hoping for a conflict to restore the “soldierly virtues” he feared his countrymen were losing. Spain had been cracking down on guerrillas in Cuba, and U.S. newspapers under William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer had been reporting the details of martial law ninety miles off the coast of Florida, saying nearly a third of the Cuban population was imprisoned in concentration camps. Roosevelt decided war with Spain was inevitable and desirable.
         
Navy Secretary John Davis Long was happy to leave Roosevelt in charge in the long, hot summer of 1897 while he vacationed in Massachusetts, so Roosevelt went about preparing the Navy for war. He ordered war plans and gunnery drills, bought supplies, guns and ammunition, and made sure there was coal in every refueling station. Since initial encounters with Spain would almost surely involve its fleet in the Philippines, Roosevelt arranged for George Dewey, widely considered the Navy’s most talented officer, to command the Asiatic Fleet based in Hong Kong. He also called in admiral and naval strategist Alfred Mahan to consult on new battleships. As the summer wore on, he wrote a series of letters assuring Long that there was no need to rush back to the office. “Nothing important has arisen,” he wrote, and two weeks later, “You must be tired, and you ought to have an entire rest.” Three weeks later, he advised, “Stay there just exactly as long as you want to. There isn’t any reason you should be here before the first of October” – adding for good measure that Long was lucky to be missing the hottest summer in Washington memory. Meanwhile, Roosevelt crowed to a friend, “I am having immense fun running the Navy.”
         
President McKinley, who had seen the bodies strewn across the Civil War battlefield of Antietam, didn’t share Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for military engagement and was resisting pressure to intervene in Cuba. But in January 1989, as “an act of friendly courtesy” to the Cuban people, McKinley agreed to station the battleship USS Maine in Havana harbor. A month later, the Maine blew up and sank. Two hundred and sixty-six sailors died.
         
Although the cause of the explosion was unexplained, Roosevelt called it “an act of dirty treachery on the part of the Spaniards” and urged McKinley to send the fleet to Havana. But the president insisted on a full investigation, and weeks went by as Roosevelt fulminated that those against war were “inspired by greed and fear” while “the forces that tell in favor of war are the belief in national honor and common humanity.”
McKinley agreed to prepare for war, and Congress voted to spend $50 million for the effort. Roosevelt was consigned to buy merchant ships to convert into cruisers and quickly purchased a number of the vessels. But his haste worked against him. When American businessman Charles R. Flint offered him the Brazilian ship Nictheroy for $500,000, Roosevelt snapped, “I will take her.” When Flint offered to write a bill of sale, Roosevelt said he had no time to read one. But Flint said Roosevelt then wrote “one of the most concise and at the same time one of the cleverest contracts I have ever seen.” Instead of page after page of detailed specifications, the contract stipulated Flint should deliver the ship under its own steam – which couldn’t be done unless it was in top condition. “Mr. Roosevelt always had that faculty of looking through details to the result to be obtained,” Flint concluded.
         
Roosevelt continued to rage against anyone who tried to avoid war. He published a collection of essays so full of self-righteousness, jingoism, and militarism that one of his friends told him, “If there is one thing more than another for which I admire you, Theodore, it is your original discovery of the Ten Commandments.” Never having seen combat, Roosevelt claimed to know a great deal about it: “Every man who has in him any real power or joy in battle,” he wrote, “knows that he feels it when the wolf begins to rise in his heart; he does not shrink from blood and sweat, or deem that they mar the fight; he revels in them, in the toil, the pain and the danger, as but setting off the triumph.”
         
Public pressure to retaliate against Spain was gaining ground in Congress. McKinley gave in and asked Congress to authorize armed intervention in Cuba. Dewey steamed from Hong Kong to the Philippines and routed the Spanish fleet in the Battle of Manila, ensuring Spanish ships never left the coast of Asia.
         
Roosevelt felt that he had done what he could for the Navy and had to take a personal hand in the war. Even though Edith had fallen ill after the birth of their fifth child, Quentin, the previous fall and ten-year-old Theodore, Jr., was suffering what his doctors called a nervous breakdown, Roosevelt was determined to join the fight. “I know now,” he said years later, “that I would have turned from my wife’s deathbed to have answered the call.” He nearly did. Edith was diagnosed with an abscess that required surgery; it would take her months to recover.
         
Roosevelt’s friends, pundits in the press, and fellow government officials argued he would be far more useful running the Navy; one columnist called Roosevelt’s determination “the cowardly act of a brave man.” Navy Secretary Long mused that Roosevelt “thinks he is following his highest ideal, whereas, in fact, without exception every one of his friends advises him, he is acting like a fool. And, yet, how absurd all this will sound, if by some turn of fortune, he should accomplish some great thing and strike a very high mark.”
When it came, the call to service was tailor-made for Roosevelt. President McKinley asked for 135,000 volunteers to increase the strength of the Army, then numbering 28,000 men. But the volunteers were to include three regiments “to be composed exclusively of frontiersmen,” recruiting materials specified, “possessing special qualifications as horsemen and marksmen.” Roosevelt, setting his ambitions aside, nominated his friend Leonard Wood, a military hero, surgeon, Medal of Honor winner, and outdoorsman to act as their leader. Roosevelt said he would serve as lieutenant colonel under Wood. And so the Rough Riders were born.
         
Applications flooded in – 23,000 of them, enough to man a division. While Wood handled the paperwork and left Washington to establish a training camp near San Antonio, Texas, Roosevelt directed the recruiting of what newspapers called “Teddy’s Terrors,” “Teddy’s Cowboys Contingent,” and “Teddy’s Gilded Gang.” As he let it be known he disliked his nickname, the label gradually became “Roosevelt’s Rough Riders.”
The regiment immediately drew the attention of the press – and Roosevelt courted reporters. Richard Harding Davis, war correspondent, novelist, playwright, and editor of Harper’s, saw the Rough Riders as the war’s most promising story. “Nothing they have they deny us,” Davis wrote his brother. “Being with such a fine lot of fellows is a great pleasure.” Whatever happened during the conflict with Spain, Roosevelt made sure the world would hear about it.
         
The most difficult part of training in Texas was teaching the cowboys – and their horses – to maneuver in formation. But when they got to Tampa, the jumping-off port for Cuba, there wasn’t enough ammunition and supplies for the troops. Only eight of the twelve Rough Rider troops could go, and only the officers could take their horses. Wood and Roosevelt had to decide which men to leave behind. Some wept on receiving the news they would not go into combat. Even so, when he noticed two photographers standing on the pier with a tripod and camera, intending to “take moving pictures of the war,” Roosevelt found room for them.
The expedition was focused on Santiago, on the southeast tip of Cuba, where Spanish forces were concentrated, and a Spanish fleet was contained by a U.S. Navy blockade. After landing at the coastal village of Daiquiri, the invading army – some 16,000 strong – was to march to Siboney, seven miles along the coast, and from there along the Camino Real to Santiago. Roosevelt and his men knew they would face resistance, particularly as they crossed the San Juan heights into the valley where Santiago nestled.
         
The landing was chaotic; one of Roosevelt’s two horses drowned in the surf. The Rough Riders were under the command of Major General Joseph Wheeler, known as Fighting Joe, a Confederate Civil War veteran with a reputation of “never staying still in one place long enough for the Almighty to put a finger on him.” Ignoring orders to stay in Siboney and supervise the landing of the U.S. troops, Wheeler marched ahead of the advance guard along the Camino Real and conducted a reconnaissance of the first line of Spanish defense, some four miles north of the village. Wood, Roosevelt, and the Rough Riders caught up with him there and camped in a coconut grove.
         
Shortly before dawn on June 24, 1898, Wheeler set off to meet the waiting enemy at a pass called Las Guasimas. Some 470 soldiers under the command of Brigadier General Samuel Baldwin Marks Young marched north along the road to Santiago, while Wood led 500 Rough Riders along a parallel trail through the woods a half-mile west of the road. The two units would meet at the pass.
         
Captain Allyn Capron and Sergeant Hamilton Fish rode point for the Rough Riders. “Their frames seemed of steel, to withstand all fatigue,” Roosevelt wrote. “In their eyes shone high resolve and fiery desire.” Wood and Roosevelt followed, Wood with three aides and Roosevelt trailed by his favorite reporters, Davis and Marshal. Then Spanish snipers opened fire with high-speed Mauser rifles, a withering barrage that killed both Capron and Fish.
         
It was Roosevelt’s long-awaited baptism by gunfire, and his men had been wondering how he would take it. He had been a popular officer, acknowledged over Wood as leader of the regiment, but he was impetuous, which led some to question his ability to lead in combat. Now Wood told Roosevelt to take a group of soldiers and circle to the right while Wood took another left. Marshall, a seasoned war correspondent, recorded what happened next: “Perhaps a dozen of Roosevelt’s men had passed into the thicket before he did. Then he stepped across the wire himself, and from that instant, became the most magnificent soldier I have ever seen. It was as if that barbed-wire strand had formed a dividing line in his life and that when he stepped across it he left behind him in the bridle path all those unadmirable and conspicuous traits which have so often caused him to be justly criticized in civic life, and found on the other side of it, in that Cuban thicket, the coolness, the calm judgment, the towering heroism, which made him, perhaps, the most admired and best beloved of all Americans in Cuba.”
Crawling ahead of his men, Roosevelt returned to the road. Young’s troops were pinned down by Spanish snipers, who were firing from a nearby ridge. Coming to the edge of the jungle, the Rough Riders opened fire on the snipers. The Spaniards soon abandoned their foxholes and retreated into the jungle higher up the ridge.
By driving back the Spanish front line, Roosevelt opened the way for Young’s troops to attack. Soon the entire American line, with Roosevelt commanding the left, Wood the center, and Young the right, was sweeping up the valley, under orders from Fighting Joe Wheeler. Fifteen hundred Spanish troops began retreating. “We’ve got the damn Yankees on the run!” yelled Fighting Joe, losing track of which war he was fighting. After two hours, the battle of Las Guasimas was over. Sixteen American soldiers died, and fifty-two were wounded.
Roosevelt’s next battle was to feed his men. Their supplies of hardtack, bacon, and coffee had been eaten or discarded in the heat of the march, and the landing of supplies from the convoy was so disorganized that no food was expected inland for several days. Roosevelt heard there was a supply of beans on the beach and found 1,100 pounds of them at the commissary. But when he tried to get them for his men, the commissar showed him a regulation saying beans were only for officers. Roosevelt stepped outside for a moment, then went back in and demanded the beans.
“Your officers cannot eat 1,100 pounds of beans,” the commissar told him.
“You don’t know what appetites my officers have,” Roosevelt assured him.
“I’ll have to send the requisition to Washington,” said the commissar.
“All right, only give me the beans.”
“I’m afraid they’ll take it out of your salary,” the commissar warned.
“That will be all right,” said Roosevelt. “Only give me the beans.”
He carried one sack of beans eight miles back to camp, and the Rough Riders had a feast.
Spanish forces were still entrenched along the San Juan Heights, and it took six days until the American commanding general, Brigadier General William Rufus Shafter, loaded his 300 pounds onto the Army’s strongest mule and climbed a nearby hill to inspect the prospective battlefield. From the basin below, the Camino Real climbed west up the ridge to the pass leading to Santiago. Along the ridgeline, entrenchments and gun emplacements comprised the Spaniards’ last line of defense. To the south of the road - and dominating it - was a blockhouse on San Juan Hill. To the north, short of the ridgeline, was a smaller hill, also heavily fortified. Farther north and east was a more distant hill, the well-defended village of El Caney.
         
Shafter’s plan was straightforward. At dawn, Brigadier General H. W. Lawton would take his Second Infantry Division to El Caney and capture it. Meanwhile, Wheeler’s cavalry and Brigadier General J. F. Kent’s First Infantry Division would launch an attack on San Juan Hill, with Lawton reinforcing them on his return from El Caney. Just as at Las Guasimas, the day would end with a massive assault on the heights and a rout of the Spaniards.
         
Then Wheeler and Young became ill. Brigadier General Samuel S. Sumner was put in charge of Wheeler’s cavalry. Wood took charge of Young’s Second Brigade, and a delighted Roosevelt was given command of the Rough Riders.
         
July 1 dawned with an exchange of gunfire as the men struggled along the muddy road through 100-degree heat to their assigned positions. Steady gunfire to the northeast indicated that Lawton was having more trouble than expected in his attack on El Caney.
Roosevelt’s orders were to fan out to the north of the road and establish the Rough Riders at the base of the small hill, Kettle Hill, in front of the heights. It was heavily fortified, and the Rough Riders were taking fire from snipers on its crest. He wanted to drive them off, but he was being held in reserve and could only wait, fuming.
There was a pause; Sumner was waiting for Shafter’s order to advance, but Shafter assumed anyone leading a charge would know what to do when it was time. Morale was sinking, and casualties were rising. By afternoon, Kent’s infantry worked its way up the lower reaches of San Juan Hill. After sending plea after plea for permission to attack Kettle Hill, Roosevelt finally received what he interpreted as the go-ahead. “The instant I received the order I sprang on my horse,” he wrote, “and then my ‘crowded hour’ began.”
Roosevelt set off in the colonel’s customary position, at the rear of the column. But as the Rough Riders trudged into a hail of bullets and slowed down, he spurred his horse to the front and barked at his men to follow. He reached the head of the column a short distance from the Spanish lines.
“No one who saw Roosevelt take that ride expected he would finish it alive,” Davis wrote, but watching him “charging the rifle-pits at a gallop and quite alone made you feel that you would like to cheer. He wore on his sombrero a blue polka-dot handkerchief . . . which, as he advanced, floated out straight behind his head, like a guidon.” Galvanized by Roosevelt’s charge, the Rough Riders stormed the hill, and the Spaniards retreated.
Davis’ dispatch, which ran in newspapers and magazines across the United States, made Roosevelt the hero of the day and Kettle Hill the center of the action, and that version of the battle endured. For years, the troops who had fought at least as well – particularly the Buffalo Soldiers, black troops in three segregated regiments – were bitter at the way the press, then history, ignored their role.
         
Roosevelt’s recollections of the charge are a series of confused impressions. He remembered the sound of his voice, rasping and swearing to get his men to follow him; the sight of a man at his feet, felled by a bullet meant for him; lines of his men parting before his advance; his horse stopped by a roll of barbed wire, and himself wriggling through and running; firing a revolver, and a Spanish soldier doubling over “neatly as a jackrabbit.” He stood at the summit until U.S. troops swarmed up behind them. By most accounts, the first man at the top was a black sergeant of the 10th Infantry Regiment, but Roosevelt’s memory of the moment was indelible.
When he caught his breath, Roosevelt had a view of the battlefield from the top of Kettle Hill. Kent’s troops were still toiling up San Juan Hill, some 700 yards across the valley, and needed help. Roosevelt spent ten minutes directing fire at the blockhouse on San Juan Hill. Then, as Kent’s men began their final charge, he led the Rough Riders to join them. Most of his men didn’t hear his first command to follow him, and he found himself leading a charge of five men; he had to run back to collect the rest. Pounding down Kettle Hill, they swarmed across the bottom land and up the grassy slopes. The Spanish troops were abandoning their posts, melting into the jungle, and all along the crest of the San Juan Heights, American soldiers were looking down at Santiago.
The siege of Santiago lasted two weeks until Shafter worked out a face-saving way for the Spanish to surrender: The American guns would bombard the city, but shooting into the air above the houses, and the defenders would hand in their arms, able to say they had capitulated under fire.
By this point, American troops were coming down with malaria, and an epidemic of yellow fever seemed inevitable. Roosevelt sent men to Santiago to buy “simple delicacies” to supplement their Army rations; by one account, he spent $5,000 of his money to build up his men’s strength. But he was full of vigor, insisting one day on swimming in the Caribbean and ignoring a school of sharks swimming alongside. “They won’t bite,” he assured a man swimming with him. “I never heard of one bothering a swimmer. It’s all poppycock.” The sharks left him alone.
By this time, almost the entire invasion force was ill or wounded, while Washington ignored pleas to bring the men home. Finally, Roosevelt was drafted to write a letter, signed by his fellow officers, arguing the Army was weak and should return to the United States to forestall “the unnecessary loss of many thousands of lives.” McKinley and officials at the War Department were furious, but within three days, Shafter’s army was on its way to Montauk, Long Island.
Edith was waiting on the dock when the ship carrying the Rough Riders nudged the pier at noon on August 15, 1898. As the troops disembarked – many limping, many on stretchers, those not wounded stricken with malaria or yellow fever – the assembled reporters noted Roosevelt was “the picture of health,” the only man on the ship who “gave no evidence of having passed through the tortures of the Cuban campaign.”
“I’m in a disgracefully healthy condition,” he told them. “I feel ashamed of myself when I look at the poor fellows I brought with me.” Then he paused and summed up his war. It had been a time of fulfillment, proof he was the man of action and courage he always wanted to be. He said, “I’ve had a bully time and a bully fight. I feel as big and strong as a bull moose. I wish you all could have been with us.”
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Roosevelt’s boots had hardly touched the pier at Montauk before he was repeatedly told he would be the next governor of New York after the oncoming election, five months away. “Should I run?” he asked Lincoln Steffens. Steffens told him yes and said he would win.
Both men knew the race would be complicated. The nomination was controlled by Senator Thomas Collier Platt, the undisputed leader of the state’s Republican Party. Platt’s label as the “easy boss” belied his ruthless treatment of anyone who opposed him. Platt had collided with Roosevelt both when the would-be governor was civil-service commissioner, and Platt was trying to preserve patronage jobs, and when he was police commissioner and Platt was protecting his cronies.
         
If Platt let Roosevelt become governor, the two would clash over the candidate’s reform principles and growing revulsion at the abuses of robber barons, who provided the money that funded Platt’s power. But Roosevelt was the hero of San Juan Hill and the most famous man in America; given the GOP nomination, he could sweep the state. His chances looked so good that Roosevelt considered an offer to run on an independent ticket, gambling that Platt would have to offer him the GOP nomination as well. In the end, he rejected that tactic, reasoning that he would need the party’s backing to work with the legislature after he was elected.
After a series of delicate negotiations, Roosevelt showed up in mid-September at Platt’s headquarters in the Fifth Avenue Hotel. Emerging from a long meeting, he started to say, “I had a very pleasant conversation.” Then a reporter shouted, “Will you accept the nomination for governor?” “Of course I will!” said Roosevelt. “What do you think I am here for?” What’s more, he said, he would not accept an independent nomination.
The independents felt betrayed, reformers suspected a deal had been struck, and Democrats exclaimed the hero had surrendered to the boss. “Rough Rider Roosevelt made a charge up the backstairs of the Fifth Avenue Hotel,” said a Democratic newspaper, but this time, “he was taken prisoner.” The next day, after a long private talk with Roosevelt, Steffens reported in his Commercial Advertiser that there had been no deal. Roosevelt, he said, made the decision on his own to make sure he would have a majority in the legislature to carry out his program.
         
That account didn’t reassure everyone, and the campaign got off to a difficult start, with many of Roosevelt’s allies remaining silent. Candidates in those days rarely stumped for themselves, but Roosevelt saw it as a viable strategy – and so, in the end, did Platt. In the final weeks, Roosevelt’s campaign train crossed the state, and he attracted large crowds at every stop. “The fire and school bells rang,” said The New York Times. “Cannon fired and a band played, while the people cheered.” Two Rough Riders Accompanied Roosevelt. In an effort to be discreet, they wore civilian clothes, but the people who gathered to see the candidate were eager to hear their stories of Roosevelt’s courage. Sergeant Buck Taylor of Cripple Creek, Colorado, gave this endorsement: “I want to talk to you about mah Colonel. He kept ev’ry promise he made to us and he will to you . . . . He told us we might meet wounds and death and we done it, but he was thar in the midst of us, and when it came to the great day he led us up San Juan Hill like sheep to the slaughter and so he will lead you.”
         
This, Roosevelt said later, “hardly seemed a tribute to my military skill, but it delighted the crowd, and as far as I could tell did me nothing but good.” The Roosevelt campaign train chugged on. The candidate delivered as many as nineteen speeches a day and often made impromptu comments at whistle-stops.
Roosevelt won the election by just 18,000 votes – far short of a landslide, but a triumph for his party. Even Boss Platt conceded that only Roosevelt could have won the race.
The new governor was forty years old when he took office on a bright January day so cold the band’s brass instruments were frozen and unplayable. Edith was settling the family into the forty-room governor’s mansion in Albany. She hired a governess for fifteen-year-old Alice; enrolled Theodore Jr., twelve, and Kermit, ten, in a local boy’s academy; set up a schoolroom in the basement for Ethel and Archie, ages eight and five; and a nursery for Quentin, still a toddler. Edith dreaded the social obligations that came with her new role as a governor’s wife, but she welcomed the financial security that came with the office. In addition to the mansion, the governor’s job brought a salary of $10,000, and Roosevelt’s celebrity ensured increasing sales for his writing; his forthcoming memoir, The Rough Riders, was set to be serialized at $1,000 per installment. As time passed, Edith made friends and began to enjoy state politics, especially meeting New Yorkers at county fairs and village meetings.
         
Roosevelt had promised to be loyal to Platt and the GOP, but never to put the party ahead of the good of the people. Progress, he believed, could only be made through compromise and practical politics. He traveled to Manhattan every weekend to confer with Platt, a pilgrimage that infuriated ardent reformers of what Roosevelt called “the tom-fool variety” who saw any contact as a betrayal. After an early clash with Platt when the boss tried to dictate a key appointment, the governor engineered a compromise: When an appointment was to be made, he would present Platt with a list of acceptable candidates, and Platt could choose the winner.
As he had throughout his career, Roosevelt cultivated the press as a direct conduit to the public. In addition to a weekly meeting with Steffens during his visits to Manhattan, the governor continued to correspond with such influential writers as Ray Stannard Baker and William Allen White. He enlisted H. H. Kohlsaat, publisher of the Chicago Times-Herald and a McKinley adviser, to critique drafts of his speeches. And he befriended humorist Finley Peter Dunne, whose irreverent Irish bartender character Mr. Dooley was a prominent political commentator. When Mr. Dooley quipped that The Rough Riders should have been called Alone in Cuba, Roosevelt wrote that his family and friends were “delighted with your review” and invited him to visit. Dunne became a friend but kept sniping. “I never knew a man with a keener humor or one who could take a joke on himself with a better grace,” he wrote. Roosevelt proved the point by telling often of a young lady who told him at a reception her favorite of his books was “that one, you know, Alone in Cuba.”
         
The new governor also announced that he would hold two press conferences every day he was in Albany. He was candid in these gatherings, sharing jokes and gossip, explaining his goals, and indicating when he was going off the record. The twenty-five regular statehouse reporters cherished his confidences and were quickly won over by his candor, command of the issues, and what one of them called “the wonderful mental activity of the man.”
Reprising one of the strategies he employed as an assemblyman, Roosevelt recruited Jacob Riis to escort him on a tour of tenement sweatshops, this time to dramatize the way state laws regulating working conditions were widely ignored. After finding predictably appalling scenes from cellar to garret in twenty buildings, Roosevelt confronted the state’s factory inspector, insisted on reforms, increased the number of enforcers, and began pushing a bill to revise the code. Working against his party’s grain, he would ultimately succeed in passing policies that included an eight-hour work day for state employees, limiting working hours for women and children in private industry, and improving working conditions for children.
Roosevelt was similarly successful in passing conservation measures. Working with Gifford Pinchot, head of the U.S. Forestry Division, Roosevelt persuaded the legislature to create the Palisades Interstate Park on the Hudson River, to preserve tens of thousands of acres of woodlands in the Adirondack and Catskill mountains and to take measures protecting endangered songbirds.
         
Perhaps inevitably, Roosevelt’s cordial relations with Platt foundered on an issue of principle. For all his experience in the Assembly, Roosevelt hadn’t entirely understood the complicated connections between Platt’s machine and the corporate world. Unlike most political bosses, Platt wasn’t out to enrich himself; his goal was political power, but he amassed it by collecting corporate contributions, which he could dole out to legislators on the understanding they could be counted on to vote in accordance with the donors’ wishes. When Governor Roosevelt embraced the idea that corporations that received exclusive franchises from the state should pay taxes in return, he was astonished to meet “a storm of protest and anger” from Boss Platt.
Franchises for lucrative telephone and telegraph networks, electric street railways, and similar ventures had been granted for years, often through outright bribery. To Roosevelt, it was “a matter of plain decency” that the beneficiaries should pay taxes for privileges worth billions of dollars. He set out to resurrect a franchise-tax bill that had been introduced by Democratic state senator John Ford and left to languish in committee. At their next breakfast meeting, a furious Platt warned the governor that this “radical” bill would never pass. Roosevelt thought it was flawed - but better than no bill at all - and managed to get it through both houses of the legislature. When the Assembly speaker followed Platt’s order and killed the bill on the final day of the session, Roosevelt invoked a Special Emergency Message to force it to the floor, where it passed.
         
In a bitter letter, Platt warned the governor, “You will make the mistake of your life if you allow that bill to become a law.” Once again, Roosevelt chose to compromise. Since “you have treated me so well and shown such entire willingness to meet me halfway,” he told Platt, he would call a special legislative session to consider amendments to the bill. However, he warned, if the law was weakened, he would sign the original bill. The session resulted in two improvements: Instead of letting cities determine the tax rates, the bill established a department of state assessors, and a company could deduct any taxes it had already paid from new levies. Hailing these as “just and reasonable” measures, Platt endorsed the bill.
But there was another bitter point of contention between the governor and the boss. The state’s superintendent of insurance, Lou Payn, was a crony of Platt’s but also maintained close relationships with the companies he was supposed to oversee. As Payn’s three-year term neared an end, Roosevelt announced he wanted to appoint a new superintendent. Again Platt erupted, reminding the governor that the Senate, which Platt controlled, had to approve any replacement. Reverting to a tactic that had been successful months earlier, Roosevelt offered a list of candidates, telling Platt to choose one. Platt refused to consider any candidate but Payn, who was not on the list. Scandal failed to break the impasse. Evidence emerged showing Payn received $435,000 in suspect loans from the State Trust Company of New York. Despite the charges, Platt threatened “war to the knife” if Roosevelt persisted in his efforts to dismiss Payn. Roosevelt offered to appoint Francis J. Hendricks, a favorite of Platt’s. Platt refused.
         
In a meeting between the governor and Platt’s top lieutenant, Benjamin Odell, Odell told Roosevelt his reputation would be destroyed if he defied Platt. Roosevelt said there was no point in further talk.
         
“You have made up your mind?” Odell asked.
“I have,” Roosevelt replied.
“You know it means your ruin?”
“Well, we will see about that,” Roosevelt said as he pushed away from the table and walked away.
“You understand, the fight will begin tomorrow and will be carried on to the bitter end.”
“Yes,” Roosevelt retorted as he opened the door. “Good night.”
“Hold on! We accept. Send in Hendricks.”
In his Autobiography, Roosevelt reflected: “I never saw a bluff carried more resolutely to the final limit.” But there was no telling whether Roosevelt was referring to Odell’s bluff or his own: There had been no guarantee that he could override Platt’s control of the Senate to get his candidate confirmed. Nevertheless, after that conflict Roosevelt coined what was probably the best known of his many aphorisms. He wrote to a former Assembly colleague: “I have always been fond of the West African proverb, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.’”
         
In the summer of 1899, Roosevelt had been governor for just half a year and was already considering his next political destination: the White House. As he prepared a trip to Texas for a Rough Rider reunion, he asked William Allen White to join him for a portion of the train ride to discuss his presidential prospects.
White, who had rocketed to national prominence on the strength of an 1896 editorial deriding the anti-business policies of William Jennings Bryan in the Emporia, Kansas, Emporia Gazette, first met Roosevelt on a visit to Washington the next year. The editor, a laissez-faire conservative, was impressed by both “the splendor” of Roosevelt’s personality and his ideas – especially his growing revulsion at corporate abuses and his empathy for the working poor and their need for social and economic justice. Roosevelt was only a few steps ahead of White in this conversion, but White said his new friend “sounded in my heart the first trumpet call of the new time that was to be.” (He also made his point in a more plainspoken manner: “Roosevelt bit me, and I went mad.”)
         
White believed that if McKinley ran for a second term in 1900, Roosevelt would be in a strong position to win the GOP nomination in the 1904 election, and he was working to make that happen. On the trip to Texas, he organized campaign-style rallies to greet Roosevelt at every stop in Kansas and turned out larger crowds than McKinley had drawn in his 1896 campaign against Bryan. Prudently, Roosevelt wired the president to tell him how much sentiment he was finding for a second McKinley term and assured the press that he was not a candidate for president. But he also took White’s advice and sent personal notes to every editor and publisher he met who commented favorably on his chances in 1904.
White and Roosevelt had developed similar views on the excessive, monopolistic power of large corporate entities, or trusts. Roosevelt’s battle for the franchise tax made him aware of what he called the “growth of popular unrest and popular distrust” of large companies. He was finding that many voters who had backed McKinley in 1896 now thought the populist Bryan was, as the governor put it, “the only man who can control the trusts; and that the trusts are crushing the life out of small men.” Roosevelt drafted a proposal for regulating trusts as part of his second annual message to the New York legislature. After his friend Elihu Root, a corporate lawyer who had become McKinley’s secretary of war, toned down the text of the speech, the governor told his lawmakers that it was essential to not to punish the wealthy, but to curb abuses “of a very grave character” that it would be “worse than idle to deny.”
         
Once again, Roosevelt was set for conflict with Boss Platt, and the fight intensified when the governor backed a bill compelling companies to disclose information on “their structure and finance.” But this fight was one Roosevelt was destined to lose. While farmers and hourly workers were fully and personally aware of the dangers of the trusts, middle-class Americans had not realized the extent of the problem. The public never rallied around Roosevelt’s bill, and Platt and his cronies easily blocked it.
Nonetheless, Roosevelt was winning far too many battles for Platt’s comfort. And as his term was nearing its end in 1900, the governor showed every sign of wanting another. Platt devised a plan to get Roosevelt out of Albany: Engineer the governor’s nomination for vice president with McKinley as he ran for a second term. McKinley’s first-term vice president, Garret Hobart, had died of heart disease in November 1899. The 1900 convention, set for June in Philadelphia, could easily be charged to hail the hero of San Juan Hill. Roosevelt would be a reliable asset in the campaign, election would ensue, and he would be stifled and impotent for four years in the political graveyard of the vice presidency.
         
Roosevelt, who had already been named a New York delegate, was disconcerted as word of this maneuver spread. From Washington, Henry Cabot Lodge urged him to accept the nomination, arguing that it would be a stepping stone to the presidency in 1904. Others, however, doubted this strategy, and Roosevelt foresaw death from boredom with nothing to do but preside over the Senate. “As governor I can achieve something,” he said, “but as vice president, I should achieve nothing.” In any case, he couldn’t afford the $2,000 reduction in salary.
Roosevelt maintained he didn’t want the job, but bridled if anyone agreed that he shouldn’t have it; he issued an unequivocal denial of interest, only to equivocate the next day. Despite his advisors’ repeated warnings that he would be nominated if he appeared at the convention, he didn’t change his plans, and once there, he showed considerable pleasure at the adulation he received. One man stood in the way of the nomination: Mark Hanna, Republican Party chairman and McKinley’s primary political advisor, was opposed to Roosevelt. But McKinley didn’t take the stand, and the convention careened out of control. Hanna found himself shouting at the wallpaper. “Don’t any of you realize,” he erupted, “that there’s only one life between this madman and the presidency?” No one listened. McKinley and Roosevelt were running mates.
         
Roosevelt campaigned tirelessly, traveling 21,209 miles and delivering 673 speeches in 567 towns and cities in twenty-four states, speaking to a total of 3 million people. On Election Day, the McKinley-Roosevelt ticket won by 750,000 popular votes and a near two-to-one margin in the Electoral College. Among those traveling to Washington for the inauguration on March 4, 1901: Tom Platt and New York’s new governor, Benjamin Odell. “We’re off to Washington,” grinned Platt, “to see Teddy take the veil.”
Platt’s gloating was prescient: The vice presidency provided all the excitement of a convent. Roosevelt found it all he had expected - and less. While McKinley was “perfectly cordial,” he wrote, “he does not intend that I shall have any influence of any kind, sort or description in the administration from the top to the bottom.” He presided over the Senate for four days, until it adjourned for some eight months on March 8. With the Senate in recess, Roosevelt joined Edith and the children at Sagamore Hill for a family interlude in the spring, after which he took two trips west. He contemplated finishing his long-stalled legal degree and agreed to make a series of speeches in Vermont. But he told William Howard Taft, now governor-general of the Philippines, a job Roosevelt envied, that he had “ugly feelings” that he was “leading a life of unwarrantable idleness.” He was pessimistic about his prospects of winning the presidency; his own state would be against him at the convention in 1904, he said, and “my present position is one in which I can do absolutely nothing to shape policies. . . . It would be simply foolish for me to think seriously of my chances of getting the office.” At forty-two, he foresaw with “absolute horror” the fate of “the politician whose day has passed . . . and who haunts the fields of his former activity as a pale shadow of what he once was.”
On September 6, 1901, a young anarchist named Leon Czolgosz entered a receiving line to meet President McKinley at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo. When he got to the head of the line, he pulled out a revolver and shot the president twice in the abdomen. Eight days later, McKinley died of complications from his wounds. Theodore Roosevelt was President of the United States.
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Where McKinley had been cautious, slow-moving, and conservative, Roosevelt was a firebrand. Wall Street’s initial reaction to the new president was to warn of a stock-market crash if there was any change of course. To pacify the markets, Roosevelt pledged to carry on McKinley’s business-friendly programs “absolutely unbroken.”
He didn’t mean it. Despite his role as the face of the nation’s grief, Roosevelt found it impossible to contain his glee at his change of fortune. On his first day in the White House, he called in the press to inaugurate the kind of informal relationships he maintained in Albany and told reporters that he meant to be president – one who would “act in every word and deed precisely as if I and not McKinley had been the candidate for whom the electors cast the vote for president.” At dinner that night, William Allen White was “pop-eyed with wonder” as Roosevelt talked “with a kind of dynamic, burning candor” about his plans. The next day, the new president took White and Lincoln Steffens for an hour-long walk, during which he laughed about his luck, the rage of Boss Platt, and the impotent fury of Mark Hanna. Hanna could only sputter, “I told William McKinley it was a mistake to nominate that wild man. I asked him if he realized what would happen if he should die. Now look, that damned cowboy is President of the United States!”
Roosevelt and his family captured the public’s imagination. The six Roosevelt children brought life and charm to the White House. Edith set about repairing some of the damage time and neglect had done to the old building. But its floors threatened to give way when people walked on them, and Roosevelt was able to persuade Congress to dedicate $500 million for a renovation. By the end of 1902, the White House was sound, with a new West Wing housing the Oval Office, top presidential staff, and the press, which had a room of its own. Roosevelt no longer held regular press conferences, but reporters were welcome to ask questions while he sat more or less still for his daily afternoon shave. He was candid and forthcoming, but any reporter who violated an off-the-record confidence was banished to the Ananias club, named after the Biblical liar.
         
Before and after the rebuilding and redecorating, Edith worked to restore the White House’s place at the pinnacle of Washington society. Under her supervision, social functions became less garish, smaller, and more formal - until invitations were coveted. Leading performers appeared at her Friday evening musicales, including pianist Ignace Paderewski and cellist Pablo Casals.
         
Roosevelt’s furious energy and nonstop talk were tempered by his talent for laughing at himself; his daily walks through Rock Creek Park became endurance tests for the hapless aides and reporters who tried to keep up with him. In a critic’s grudging tribute, “While he is in the neighborhood, the public can no more look the other way than the small boy can turn his head away from a circus parade followed by a steam calliope.”
         
But for all his brio, Roosevelt’s tactics in pursuing his goals were anything but reckless. As he had done in New York, he reached out to party bosses who could block his bills. He asked Mark Hanna for advice, held conferences with his Cabinet members to discuss policy, and cultivated the Big Four, a group of senators who could pass or kill any proposed bill. Their undisputed chief was Nelson Aldrich of Long Island, a multimillionaire investor who was chairman of the Senate Finance Committee and whose daughter Abby was married to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., the son of Standard Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller. Roosevelt played to all of them as he slowly put together his first State of the Union speech.
         
Collision was inevitable. The bosses in both parties had close ties with the country’s major corporations; so did both Houses of Congress, but especially the Senate, whose members at the time were elected by state legislatures, responsive to campaign contributions, and sometimes to bribery.
In the year-and-a-half since Boss Platt had stymied Roosevelt’s efforts to regulate trusts in New York, Andrew Carnegie and J. P. Morgan had assembled U.S. Steel, the world’s largest corporation. More than 1,000 corporate mergers took place nationwide. All too often, they were followed by higher prices, lower wages, miserable working conditions, and the corruption of state and local governments. Roosevelt knew that attacking the trusts would turn his party against him and doom any chance of progress. But he hoped to persuade the party that it could prosper in the long run by confronting and reforming the abuses of the trusts.
         
The State of the Union message was designed to achieve that goal. Roosevelt opened with a denunciation of McKinley’s anarchist assassin and went on to argue that only a program of moderate, reasoned reform could defeat the forces of anarchism, socialism, and demagoguery. He hailed the virtues of capitalism, industry, and free enterprise, but maintained that the evils they brought with them must be kept in check. He maintained it would be a mistake to strike indiscriminately at the trusts, but he insisted that they must be “supervised and within reasonable limits controlled.” He urged Congress to create a new Department of Commerce to carry out the government’s right to “inspect and examine” the finances of the nation’s companies to determine whether new regulations or taxes were required.
Reaction from the press and public was favorable, but the trusts and their allies in Congress took it for granted that Roosevelt’s program would gain no traction without a storm of public protest. They believed Roosevelt’s call for regulation of the trusts – along with his pleas for better working conditions, rail-rate reform, conservation measures, and a canal across Central America – would prove ineffective.
Then, Roosevelt took his big stick off his shoulder. He instructed Attorney General Philander C. Knox to file an antitrust suit against the rail and shipping conglomerate Northern Securities Company, a recently merged holding company linking the interests of J. P. Morgan, Cornelius Vanderbilt, E. H. Harriman, the Rockefellers, James J. Hill, and Jay Gould. The giant trust was second only to U.S. Steel in revenues. It had tens of thousands of miles of railroad track and hundreds of ships; a person might travel, as journalist Ray Baker reported, “from England to China on regular lines of steamships and railroads” without leaving Northern Securities’ jurisdiction. Baker called the trust an “absolute dictator in its own territory, with monarchical powers in all matters relating to transportation.”
         
Before issuing his order, Roosevelt had asked Knox to assess the odds that prosecution under the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 could succeed. Knox pondered the question for several weeks before concluding that he could win the case. Roosevelt told him to go ahead, without informing the rest of his Cabinet. The announcement shocked politicians, the public, and businesspeople. In its aftermath, Roosevelt had to deal with the market crash that many feared and predicted when he took office. Stocks fell as pundits predicted a wholesale war on industrial trusts.
         
J. P. Morgan, with a palpable air of grievance, hastily arranged a meeting with Roosevelt and Knox, saying, “If we have done anything wrong, send your man to my man and they can fix it up.” “We don’t want to fix it up,” Knox replied. “We want to stop it.”
After Morgan left, Roosevelt remarked that his attitude was pure Wall Street: “Mr. Morgan could not help regarding me as a big rival operator.”
With that, each side’s position was clear. Roosevelt didn’t care for the Sherman Act, which he saw as a blunt instrument; he would have preferred new laws permitting regulation of corporate excesses before they occurred. But with Congress refusing to act on his proposals, he would rely on the only tool at his disposal – and he followed the Northern Securities suit by telling Knox to file another case against the “Beef Trust,” in which giant meat packers, such as Armour and Swift, had divided territories and fixed prices across much of the nation. Roosevelt would go on to use the Sherman Act more than forty times during his presidency. It would take years for the suits to play out and pass Constitutional muster, but in attacking Northern Securities, the new president had served notice on big business and the Republican Party that he meant to use - and expand - the power of his office.
As midterm elections approached in 1902, Roosevelt launched a campaign to persuade voters that his proposal to regulate trusts was preferable to the Democrats’ plan to eradicate the trusts, which Roosevelt argued would destroy good and bad companies alike. He was campaigning in New England, enjoying fervent cheers and applause from large crowds, when calamity struck in Massachusetts: Traveling through Pittsfield, the horse-drawn carriage carrying Roosevelt and his party was struck by a trolley car. Three passengers, including the president, were thrown clear of the wreckage and escaped with minor injuries, but Roosevelt’s bodyguard, William Craig, was killed. Despite the loss, the president finished his day’s schedule, then rested at Sagamore Hill for a day before continuing his campaign. He had high praise for Craig, saying, “The man who was killed was one of whom I was fond and whom I greatly prized for his loyalty and faithfulness.”
         
 
FOR YEARS, REPUBLICANS had advocated high protective tariffs on imported goods and had credited the levies with producing the nation’s prosperity. But the tariffs had come under Democratic attack for raising consumer prices, and the issue was dividing Republicans, splitting those representing Eastern manufacturers, who depended on the tariffs, from Western legislators clamoring for lower prices on goods their constituents needed to run ranches, mines, and factories. Roosevelt favored lowering tariffs, but he knew the issue was explosive. When he called a group of prominent senators to Oyster Bay to discuss the problem, his ally Cabot Lodge could give him no reassurance when Aldrich and Hanna warned, “You will never touch a schedule of the tariff act.” Roosevelt bowed to what he saw as reality. “I do not wish to split my own party wide open on the tariff question,” he said, “unless some good is to come.”
The three-week trip through the West and Midwest, where the president spoke to uncharacteristically quiet crowds, was an uncomfortable journey because of more than party tensions. Roosevelt was suffering increasing leg pain due to the trolley accident in Pittsfield. When his physicians realized he had an abscess that required immediate surgery, Roosevelt refused anesthetic, underwent the operation, and was told to rest for several weeks. The trip west was cut short.
Roosevelt reveled in the relief from his daily flood of visitors, but his recuperation was cut short by a strike of 140,000 Pennsylvania coal miners - the country’s worst-ever industrial deadlock. The five-month strike had caused little damage over the summer, but by the end of September, due to the shortage of coal, schools began closing, with hospitals and government buildings preparing to follow suit. In some cities, mobs plundered coal-carrying railroad cars. Clashes between striking miners and non-union replacements were growing more violent. By the mine owners’ count, hundreds of non-striking miners had been killed for breaking the strike line and continuing to work.
The mine owners represented a coal trust, which had emerged after coal-carrying railroads began buying mines and using their control over freight rates to put independent coal operators out of business. Before the strike, the union, the United Mine Workers of America, offered to accept a wage increase of 5 percent, which would have cut $3 million from the industry’s profit of $75 million. The owners refused. The union president, John Mitchell, had offered to take the dispute to arbitration, but the owners’ spokesman, George Baer of the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad, refused to meet Mitchell. If the strike continued, Baer calculated, public outcry and demand for coal would crush the union and drive the miners back to work.
         
Roosevelt said he was “at my wits’ end how to proceed.” He had no responsibility for the emergency and no authority to take a hand in it. But knowing the public would demand presidential leadership, he invited the owners and Mitchell to the White House to discuss the crisis.
Mitchell was one of the most popular and charismatic labor leaders in the country’s history. It was said that on the day McKinley was assassinated, coal miners gathered in furious mobs, only to go home peaceably when they received news Mitchell was safe. At the White House meeting, he again offered to submit to arbitration and abide by an impartial panel’s decision. Baer said he would refuse “any proposition advanced by Mr. Mitchell.” Roosevelt was furious but managed to control his temper. So did Mitchell, and both felt vindicated when Roosevelt released a transcript of the meeting to the press, and public opinion swung to the miners’ side.
If the impasse had lasted, Roosevelt was ready with his own solution. “Don’t hit till you have to,” he was fond of saying, “but when you do hit, hit hard.” To end the strike, he planned to defy the petty constraints of the Constitution by sending a hand-picked general and 10,000 Army troops to take over the coal mines, with orders to ignore any court orders or instructions from anyone except himself as commander in chief. General John Schofield, a Civil War veteran who had served as commanding general of the army and secretary of war, had agreed to lead the campaign.
         
Fortunately, Roosevelt’s war secretary, Elihu Root, appealed to J. P. Morgan to intervene in the dispute. Despite his own anger at Roosevelt over the Northern Securities antitrust suit, Morgan agreed, and he called on the mine owners to submit to a presidential arbitration panel, almost exactly as Mitchell had proposed. The owners consented but refused to allow any union representative to sit on the panel. The owners would “heroically submit to anarchy rather than have Tweedledum,” he wrote, “yet if I would call it Tweedledee they would accept with rapture.” So Edgar E. Clark, head of the Order of Railway Conductors, was seated on the panel in the guise of an “eminent sociologist.” With that, Mitchell led his men back to work in the mines, and three months later, the panel gave the miners a retroactive wage increase of 10 percent – twice what they would have taken before the strike – along with a cut in their work day from ten hours to nine.
         
The settlement of the coal strike reinvigorated the Republican Party; against most predictions, the party survived the midterm elections of 1902 with control of both houses of Congress intact. Roosevelt’s popularity rose as well. When, on a hunting trip to Mississippi, he refused to shoot a small bear members of his party had tied to a tree to ensure the president had a successful hunt, the nation’s cartoonists drew the bear smaller and smaller until it was a cub. Toymakers took the opportunity to market stuffed bears honoring the president, and the Teddy bear was on its way to becoming a fixture in every child’s bedroom.
         
But none of this gave Roosevelt the political muscle to get bills regulating trusts through Congress – and he knew it. In his second State of the Union message in December 1902, Roosevelt repeated his call for a Commerce Department, but in measured tones. To prove his orthodoxy, he defended the accumulation of wealth and even argued against lower tariffs. Reformers lamented that it was “a very lame message” from a president who had been intimidated by “the vested interests of the country.” But Roosevelt was being pragmatic, trying to steer a course between the reformers and obstructionists in his party. “I pass my days in a state of exasperation,” he wrote his son Kermit, “first, with the fools who do not want any of the things that ought to be done, and second, with the equally obnoxious fools who insist on so much that they cannot get anything.” He knew public anger toward the country’s vested interests, still only simmering, was the key to compelling lawmakers to take action. Until then, he would have to wait.
The wait wasn’t long. The January 1903 issue of McClure’s magazine galvanized the country with three sensational, but meticulously documented, exposés of corruption in America. The first was Ida Tarbell’s story of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil trust and the predatory tactics it used – including espionage, bribes, and harassment of small businessmen – to monopolize the oilfields. Next came Lincoln Steffens’ piece on Minneapolis Mayor Albert Alonzo “Doc” Ames and his plundering of the city’s treasury. Finally, Ray Baker exposed the brutality of the coal miners’ vengeance on 17,000 strikebreakers who had continued to work through the dispute. The issue sold out immediately.
         
Tarbell’s Standard Oil series would go on for twelve installments, making her a household name and the most influential journalist in the nation. Steffens would write fourteen articles and two books on “The Shame of the Cities,” documenting civic corruption. And Baker’s piece on coal miners was the first of a string on labor and capital – stories that, while uniformly sympathetic to unions and unionism, never flinched from uncovering wrongs on both sides.
Under publisher and founding editor S. S. McClure, McClure’s had been pursuing investigative journalism for years, but this issue marked the beginning of what became known as the muckraking era. Middle-class voters who had been only vaguely aware of economic and political corruption could now see evidence of the abuses and harm they inflicted on the public. Sensing a change in the political climate, Theodore Roosevelt took action.
         
The president supported three bills in Congress. The first would outlaw the secret rebates on freight rates that railroads had been giving favored trusts, which the trusts could use to raise their profits or lower prices to drive competitors out of business. The second would make it easier and faster to prosecute companies under the Sherman Antitrust Act, giving them precedence on court calendars. The third, closest to Roosevelt’s heart, would establish a Cabinet-level Department of Commerce and Labor, with a Bureau of Corporations that would have the power to investigate the finances and operations of corporations conducting interstate commerce. The bureau could publicize its findings, which the president thought was the “first essential” effort in fighting corporate abuses ranging from unfair competition and stock-price manipulation to false advertising and bribery of public officials. The proposed bureau would have the power to subpoena records and force witnesses to testify.
Ida Tarbell’s first Standard Oil story had shown how Rockefeller used freight rebates to “corner the oil interests of the country.” Roosevelt told a friend, “No respectable railroad or respectable shipping business can openly object to the rebate bill.” Moreover, there were other ways the trusts could strike favorable deals from the railroads. With token resistance, the ban on rebates passed both houses of Congress. When Roosevelt signed it, he proclaimed “the highways of commerce open on equal terms to all who use them.” Similarly, the rising public resentment of monopolies overwhelmed opposition to the bill to expedite antitrust suits. Congressmen who had opposed the law now “rather sullenly acquiesced” to it, Roosevelt wrote, and the measure passed with little debate.
But large businesses and their Congressional compatriots remained opposed to federal oversight or regulation of commerce. As The Wall Street Journal explained, the leaders of the likes of Standard Oil saw antitrust laws as basically harmless, though annoying, “but publicity hurts. And the company will always, at all times, and in all ways, fight publicity.”
         
Roosevelt employed every possible stratagem to pass the bill. He risked offending his allies in Congress by tracking every stage of its progress through committee and floor debate. Knowing Hanna and Aldrich could muster a majority of Republican votes against him, he cultivated Democrats.
Roosevelt wasn’t above one maneuver that probably sealed the bill’s passage. On February 7, 1903, as it was heading for a vote, he called in a select group of reporters to leak the story that John D. Rockefeller had sent telegrams to six senators, giving them “peremptory” instructions that the bill “must be stopped,” since Standard Oil was “unalterably opposed” to it.
The president did not name the six senators or show the reporters a copy of the telegram; even if the wires were sent, the signature may have been not Rockefeller’s but his son’s. But there were no denials from Standard Oil, and the press reaction was predictably indignant. One newspaper said the message was clear: “We own the Republican Party, and it must do our bidding.” That should be no surprise, said another editorial: “It is pretty much his senate, anyway. Most of the members of the once-august body were elected on a pro-trust understanding . . . [Rockefeller is just] claiming the privileges he paid for, nothing more.”
Aldrich, leader of the Senate’s Big Four, read the situation accurately. When three lawyers from Standard Oil arrived in Washington to help draft a crippling amendment to the bill, Aldrich said they would only “inflame the agitator element” and sent them away. The bill passed. The president, careful to share credit, congratulated House Speaker David B. Henderson for “a record of more substantial achievement for the public good” than any other Congress had achieved in recent years. Roosevelt also credited Tarbell and McClure’s for giving the trusts a public face, explaining their abuses, and mobilizing the public behind the issue.
         
 
THEODORE ROOSEVELT’S PRESIDENCY left many enduring landmarks, including national parks, dams, and reservoirs, but none made a greater mark on the landscape than the Panama Canal. The maneuver he made to acquire the canal was devious, self-righteous, and high-handed; as California Senator S. I. Hayakawa was to say seven decades later, “We stole it fair and square.” The president called the acquisition “by far the most important action I took in foreign affairs.”
         
The advantages of a canal had been obvious for years, but an earlier French attempt to build one had been defeated by disease and the sheer difficulty of the job. At the turn of the century, two routes seemed possible, one across Nicaragua and the other through the Isthmus of Panama, which was then a province of Colombia. Early in 1903, Roosevelt’s secretary of state, John Hay, negotiated a treaty with Colombia giving the United States a perpetual lease on a canal zone across Panama. But when the Colombian senate refused to ratify the agreement, Roosevelt switched tactics to support Panamanian rebels who wanted to secede from Colombia. U.S. warships blocked Colombian troops on their way to suppress the rebellion, and Washington promptly recognized Panama as an independent nation. In turn, the government of Panama signed the treaty Colombia had rejected, giving the United States the Canal Zone for $10 million and annual lease payments of $250,000 for ninety-nine years.
         
The deal was dubious at best, often called a classic example of U.S. gunboat diplomacy in Latin America, and Colombia wouldn’t recognize Panama until Washington paid Bogota another $10 million in 1921. Construction of the canal began in 1904 and would go on for a decade through dense jungle, unstable mountain terrain, the perils of malaria and yellow fever, and the carping of critics.
Roosevelt had other problems at home. In 1903, when the Northern Securities antitrust case was grinding through the courts toward a Supreme Court test of constitutionality, Roosevelt had two chances to improve the odds of a victory. Two seats on the court opened up, and he quickly filled one with Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes – the liberal chief justice of Massachusetts known for decisions favoring labor. For the second seat, the president tried twice to persuade William Howard Taft to give up his job as governor general of the Philippines and return to Washington, but Taft, despite his desire for a seat on the high court, maintained he was needed to preside over the islands’ transition from a Spanish colony to an independent nation. Roosevelt reluctantly yielded and named William R. Day, a former colleague of Taft’s on the Ohio bench.
         
But Roosevelt insisted Taft leave the Philippines when his most trusted cabinet officer, Secretary of War Elihu Root, announced plans to leave in the fall of 1903. Taft became Roosevelt’s trusted man-of-all-work, handling every job the president gave him with aplomb. As one early assignment, he organized the Panama Canal Commission to run the Canal Zone and supervise the giant construction project. Later, Taft was widely regarded as “acting president” when Roosevelt was away. Ultimately, Roosevelt would choose Taft as his successor.
When the Supreme Court finally ruled on the Northern Securities case on March 14, 1904, it was a triumph for the president. Justice John Marshall Harlan’s majority opinion said “no scheme or device” could suppress competition more effectively than the massive railroad trust, and Harlan invoked the specter of a “universal merger” that could bring the nation’s transportation system under a single man’s control. Roosevelt’s ability to regulate business was confirmed, and his image as a trust-buster would endure – though he stressed that the government would not “run amuck” and go after any company just because it was large.
         
There was a problem: Although Roosevelt’s appointee William R. Day had voted with the five-justice majority, Oliver Wendell Holmes filed a stinging dissent, arguing that the Sherman Act didn’t cover such cases. Roosevelt was as furious as he was surprised. “I could carve out of a banana a judge with more backbone than that,” he stormed.
As early as 1903, Roosevelt was well into planning for the election of 1904, which he counted on to legitimize his presidency. “I’d rather be elected to that office than have anything tangible of which I know,” he wrote. But he knew that the Republican bosses – “Hanna and that crowd” – were determined to deny him the nomination. It wasn’t just his antitrust policy or his intervention in the coal strike that rankled conservatives in his party. Some called him a traitor to his class for empathizing with working men and the poor; others disliked his ebullient personality, imperious streak, and constant need for action. In the South, Roosevelt’s efforts to include blacks in party affairs triggered resentment, and he had never been forgiven for inviting black educator Booker T. Washington to dine in the White House. As South Carolina Senator Benjamin “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman fulminated, “The action of President Roosevelt in entertaining that nigger will necessitate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn their place.” Hanna was likely to control delegations from the South at the GOP convention.
         
In the early days of the twentieth century, it was considered unseemly for presidents to campaign for themselves. But a president could legitimately tour the country to stay in touch with the voters. Soon after the triumph of passing his antitrust bill early in 1903, Roosevelt set out on the longest journey ever taken by a president. In a luxurious train furnished by the Pullman Company, he spent nine weeks covering 14,000 miles across twenty-four states and territories.
He was in full campaign mode, with spacious quarters for guests, stenographers, and the press, and a platform at the rear of his private car from which he could speak to crowds at stations along the way. Vast numbers turned out to see him, listening to his speeches and presenting him dozens of odd gifts: a gold inlaid saddle, an infant badger, a horned toad, a foot-high silver loving cup that could hold sixteen pints of beer (“Great heavens and earth!” he said). Roosevelt was tireless, giving speech after speech lining out his policies, navigating through jostling crowds to banquets and bandstands, and popping out to his platform to wave to groups gathered along the tracks. He was having lunch one day when the train passed a small schoolhouse where the teacher had brought her students outside to wave to the president. Clutching his napkin, he ran to the platform to wave back. Returning to the table, he explained: “Those children wanted to see the President of the United States, and I could not disappoint them. They may never have another chance.”
         
The crowds cheered what the press called “Roosevelt gems,” pithy aphorisms of common-sense wisdom. Among them: “No law can make a fool wise or a weakling strong or a coward brave.” “It is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to succeed.” “When you’re at the end of your rope, tie a knot and hold on.” “No one cares how much you know, until they know how much you care.” “I do not like hardness of heart, but neither do I like softness of head.” He began talking about “the square deal,” which would be the slogan for his domestic program as a whole, calling for “a square deal for every man, great or small, rich or poor.” He proposed a square deal for Native-American and black soldiers who had fought with him in Cuba and for wage earners and capitalists alike.
Naturalist John Burroughs traveled with the presidential party, and the farther west Roosevelt went, the more he talked about his passion for conservation. In a victory, he considered as important as his antitrust achievements, he had pushed the Reclamation Act through Congress in 1902, which made the first federal funds available to build dams, reservoirs, and irrigation systems in the West. America’s land, Roosevelt told the crowds, must “be distributed among many men, each of whom intends to make him a home on the land.” To make that possible and prevent land speculators from taking advantage of the projects, the law banned federal money for irrigation of plots larger than 160 acres.
         
At Yellowstone, Roosevelt left the press behind to spend two weeks in the woods with Burroughs, watching birds and observing game rather than hunting it. He also camped at Yosemite with John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club; marveled at the Grand Canyon, which he resolved to preserve as a national park; and got his first glimpse of California’s giant sequoias, which he said should not be desecrated by turning them into lumber. “There is nothing more practical, in the end,” he said, “than the preservation of beauty, than the preservation of anything that appeals to the higher emotions in mankind.” But he argued that conservation had a practical goal: to stop the degradation of the forests and guarantee “a steady and continuous supply of timber, grass, and above all, water.” During his presidency, he would create five national parks, four national game preserves, eighteen national monuments, fifty-one bird sanctuaries, and 150 national forests.
         
After the trip, Roosevelt returned to Washington eleven pounds heavier than when he left and opted for healthier pursuits during a vacation at Oyster Bay. “It was as lovely a summer as we have ever passed,” he wrote. The family was united except for nineteen-year-old Alice, who was spending her summer at Newport, Rhode Island. Roosevelt worried about her, telling a friend that he understood how a young girl might be attracted to such people, “but I do not think anyone can permanently lead his or her life amid such surroundings and with such objects, save at the cost of degeneration in character.” Ted, Jr., fifteen, and Kermit, thirteen, were home from Groton School; Ethel, eleven, kept a close eye on her younger brothers, Archie and Quentin, eight and five. For all of them, and for Edith, Sagamore Hill was the “great good place” for picnics, sailing, hiking, and adventures in the woods.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    [image: ]

 
As soon as he returned to Washington, Roosevelt plunged into the battle for the 1904 election, just thirteen months away. His popularity had never been greater, but that fact provided no assurance. His first hurdle was the nomination. There were few direct primaries, and the convention delegations would be in the hands of Republican bosses and the big industries that provided their money. The national party was controlled by its chairman, Mark Hanna, and Hanna was the man who had cemented its alliance with the corporate tycoons. “I know there is bitter opposition to me from many sources,” Roosevelt wrote. “Whether I shall have enough support to overcome this opposition, I cannot tell.”
What might save the president was the wave of reform sweeping the country. McClure’s provided a monthly ration of exposés. In addition to Ida Tarbell’s continuing Standard Oil series, Lincoln Steffens wrote of political corruption in St. Louis, Minneapolis, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and Chicago. Then Steffens began writing about the states, beginning with Missouri and Wisconsin. As the stories spread, wrote William Allen White, voters began choosing reformers, and “little Roosevelts were appearing in city halls, county courthouses, statehouses and occasionally were bobbing up in Congress.” Steffens’ articles on St. Louis and Missouri were credited with electing Joseph Folk, a crusading young district attorney, as governor of the state. In Wisconsin, Steffens helped Governor Robert Marion “Fighting Bob” LaFollette elect enough allies in the legislature to beat the bosses and curb the railroads that had ruled the state.
         
By now, Hanna was nursing his own ambition to be president. But first he had to win re-election as senator from Ohio. When a resolution endorsing Roosevelt for president in 1904 was introduced at the Ohio state convention in 1903, it caught Hanna off guard, and he told Roosevelt he felt obliged to oppose the endorsement, arguing it was premature and that the state convention had no business telling the national convention what to do. The president’s reply was brusque, pointing out that those who didn’t favor him were welcome to say so. Hanna backed down: “I shall not oppose the endorsement of your administration and candidacy.”
Roosevelt tried to soften the blow to Hanna’s pride with a personal letter, saying he hoped the two could have a long chat at the wedding of Hanna’s daughter. But hostilities had been opened. When Hanna succeeded in rallying Ohio’s Republicans to the landslide election of his hand-picked slate of candidates, he assured his own re-election and reaffirmed his status as boss of the Republican Party. Next, a group of corporate leaders financed a campaign to discredit the president. E. H. Harriman of the Union Pacific Railroad sent hundreds of letters saying that Roosevelt had “lost his popularity in the far west” and thus would be doomed as a candidate. The tycoons’ campaign portrayed the president as erratic, irresponsible, impulsive, and immature. They spread word that Roosevelt was quizzing White House lunch guests about Hanna’s chances of capturing delegates in their states – which made him look weak and apprehensive.
Then, much to Roosevelt’s relief, Steffens chose Ohio for his next investigative target, and he made no pretense of journalistic objectivity. He was “hoping to get Hanna,” he wrote his father, and thus to help win the presidency for Roosevelt. He turned out what was surely the most scathing article of his career. Hanna, he wrote, was a businessman who had gone into politics to win special favors for his street railway company. He had corrupted the legislature and had won election as a senator by kidnapping lawmakers, plying them with drink, bribing them, and even threatening some with revolvers. The system Hanna foisted on Ohio, Steffens concluded, was “government of the people by politicians hired to represent the privileged class . . . the most dangerous form of our corruption.”
When Hanna came down with typhoid fever early in 1904, the editors of McClure’s decided not to publish Steffens’ story. Roosevelt visited Hanna on his sickbed, and they exchanged affectionate notes. Hanna died in mid-February. Without his leadership, GOP opposition to Roosevelt withered away.
         
Still, the party was anything but happy to have him. The convention in Chicago was described as “a lifeless gathering,” with the bosses indulging in “a great deal of sullen grumbling” and the delegates going through the mechanical motions of dutiful enthusiasm. It was a “puppet show,” wrote William Allen White, but it reflected a new, profound, beneficial truth: The people wanted Roosevelt, and the bosses had no alternative but to yield to the forces of reform and nominate him.
Roosevelt couldn’t get the delegates to approve a campaign plank pledging tariff reform, but he did succeed in naming his own man to replace Hanna as chairman of the party: George Cortelyou, a onetime newspaperman who had been his private secretary and had done the same job for Grover Cleveland and William McKinley. More recently, Roosevelt had named Cortelyou to head up the new Bureau of Corporations. He represented another setback to the bosses, and they resented that, too, but Roosevelt was implacable. “People may as well understand that if I am to run for president then Cortelyou is to be chairman,” he said. “I will not have it any other way.”
         
At the Democratic convention two weeks later, populist William Jennings Bryan lost his grip on the party. After two losing races for the White House, he was beaten for the nomination by a conservative gold-standard advocate, Judge Alton B. Parker of New York.
         
The campaign focused on issues of labor and business, with the Democrats blaming the Republican tariff for the rising cost of living, and disregarding facts, attacking both Roosevelt and his party as captives of corporations. Roosevelt was fighting a similar backfire in the conservative wing of his own party, which berated him for being too generous to labor in the coal strike, assailed him for having invited labor leaders to the White House, and complained about his honorary membership in the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen.
         
The Democrats managed to ignore that record, insinuating class warfare with attacks on the president as “a man who never needed to do a day’s work.” They contrasted their own “party of liberty and equality” with the aristocratic GOP and painted the president as an autocrat and tyrant who would never willingly give up power; he would surely seek election yet again, they warned, if the voters lost their senses and voted him back into the White House.
Roosevelt chafed at the genteel custom keeping him off the campaign trail. “I could cut [Parker] into ribbons if I could get at him in the open,” he complained to Kermit. He had to rely instead on his Cabinet members as surrogates, and none of them was better at it than Taft, whose speeches drew cheers and editorial praise wherever he went. His personal tributes to Roosevelt undercut the Democratic caricature, underscoring the president’s vigor and ability but also stressing his open-mindedness and sense of justice. “I never have met a man in authority with less pride of opinion,” Taft said. “I have never met a man who was so amenable to reason, so anxious to reach a just conclusion, and so willing to sacrifice a previously formed opinion.”
Roosevelt grew increasingly nervous that some unexpected turn could swing the election to Parker – and the Democrats came up with an October surprise. First they found evidence of massive corporate contributions to the Republican Party. When it was revealed that businesses were also giving generously to Democratic candidates, the Democrats charged that the GOP funds had been extorted by blackmail.
As Parker and other candidates told it, the logic was plausible. George Cortelyou had used his power at the Bureau of Corporations, the Democrats said, to prowl through the corporate books and find targets for regulation or punishment; then, as party chairman, he had threatened to use that knowledge unless the companies made large contributions. Five days before the election, Parker called Cortelyou’s campaign fund “blood money” and accused him of exploiting his Cabinet position to blackmail the trusts. With flashing eyes and waving fists, Parker said the issue was “whether it is possible for interests in this country to control the elections with money,” and pledged: “This country shall not pass into the hands of the trusts.”
Roosevelt, who knew there was no evidence of blackmail, abandoned his dignified silence and issued a fiery denial, calling the whole accusation “a wicked falsehood” and challenging Parker to come up with proof. Parker waffled, saying he hadn’t criticized the president but merely called attention to “a notorious and offensive situation.” The headlines – PARKER FAILS TO FURNISH PROOFS – delighted Roosevelt, who boasted to Kermit: “I came out of the encounter with flying colors.”
Roosevelt won in a landslide, with record majorities in both the popular and electoral votes. Even in those days of slow returns from remote precincts, the victory was so sweeping that Parker conceded before 9:00 on election night. “I am stunned,” the president said. “I had no concept that such a thing was possible.” Even better, he was vindicated, overwhelmingly elected to his own term in office. It was “the greatest triumph I ever had had or ever could have,” he wrote, “and I was very proud and happy.”
Then, an hour after Parker’s telegram of concession arrived and without consulting his advisors, Theodore Roosevelt made an announcement that he later said he would cut off his hand to take back. He had served three-and-a-half years as president, he said, and that should count as his first term. He would honor the custom established by George Washington limiting presidents to two terms, “and under no circumstances will I be a candidate for or accept another nomination.”
         
 
AFTER A TRIUMPHANT inauguration, Roosevelt left Washington for a two-month vacation in the Southwest and the Rockies. He attended a Rough Riders reunion, hunted bears and wolves, spending entire days in the saddle, and generally exhausted his companions. Asked how emergencies would be addressed in his absence, he said offhandedly, “Oh, things will be all right. I have left Taft sitting on the lid.” He was right. Taft dealt deftly with problems around the world. In Panama, he eased the canal’s chief engineer out of his job. “You are handling everything just right,” Roosevelt assured Taft from the West.
After the president’s return to Washington, Taft went back to the Philippines, where his successor had squandered the public goodwill Taft had built during his tenure as governor general. Taft brought an entourage of eighty people, including seven senators, twenty-three congressmen, a dozen reporters, and the president’s daughter Alice.
Alice had a reputation for smoking, dating older men, and carrying a miniature flask of whisky in her long glove. Her father wisecracked, “I can do one of two things. I can be President of the United States, or I can control Alice. I cannot possibly do both.” During the trip to the Philippines, Alice spent considerable time with Ohio Congressman Nicholas Longworth. When Taft asked Alice if they were engaged, she demurred, saying, “More or less, Mr. Secretary, more or less.” Nonetheless, he reported, in light of “what she has gone through and who she is,” Alice was a pleasure to be with: “I have seen nothing about the girl to indicate conceit or a swelled head.” After easing tensions in the Philippines, Taft went to China and then to Japan, where he met secretly with Prime Minister Taro Katsura to confirm that Japan would welcome Roosevelt’s participation as a mediator in the country’s ongoing war with Russia.
         
Roosevelt was delighted at the prospect. While he sympathized with Japan’s growing role in East Asia, he worried that its victory over Russia could upset the balance of power in the region. To hide the fact that the Japanese had proposed a summit, Roosevelt sent identical letters to Tokyo and Moscow suggesting peace talks and offering to arrange a venue. The talks took place at the U.S. Navy base in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and The Treaty of Portsmouth was signed in a month. Roosevelt was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to end the war.
         
That diplomatic coup set the stage for two of the most significant victories of Roosevelt’s presidency: breaking up Standard Oil and enacting a law cracking down on the railroads’ manipulation of freight rates. In both cases, Roosevelt collaborated with crusading journalists to muster the public indignation that forced Congress to bend to his will.
         
The crackdown on Standard Oil was triggered by the company’s ruthless tactics in Kansas, where the biggest oilfields yet found in the country had been tapped in 1904. Rockefeller’s company moved in at the first news of a gusher, building tanks and refineries and constructing pipelines to wells. Because it controlled the state’s two refineries and all its pipelines, Standard became the only buyer and carrier of oil in Kansas. The company had promised independent producers they would be paid market prices for their oil, and it wasn’t until Standard “put on the screws,” as William Allen White put it, that the independents discovered what that meant: Rockefeller drove the price from $1.18 a barrel in 1904 down to $0.37 a year later.
An upstart candidate for governor, Edward Hoch, challenged the Republican machine by calling for the state to build its own refinery to compete with Standard. Once elected, Hoch proposed to designate pipelines common carriers, which would make them subject to state supervision. When the refinery bill passed the state senate, Standard boycotted Kansas oil, leaving the independent producers without a market and throwing thousands of men out of work. This punitive tactic backfired, triggering public outrage that pushed the refinery bill through the legislature.
         
If Roosevelt needed a reason to prosecute “the mother of all trusts,” said one Kansas newspaper, this was it. The White House was flooded with telegrams urging Roosevelt to come to the rescue, and soon he announced that he had ordered James R. Garfield, who had replaced Cortelyou as head of the Bureau of Corporations in 1903, to review Standard’s operations, “especially in the Kansas field.” A House resolution demanded an independent investigation, and its passage quickly ended Standard’s boycott of the state. But Garfield, son of President James A. Garfield, announced that he would broaden his inquiry to cover the entire country, and Ida Tarbell started work on another McClure’s piece about the company’s tactics in Kansas.
         
Tarbell’s fiery two-part article accused Standard Oil of doing in Kansas “exactly what it did” thirty years earlier in Pennsylvania: colluding with railroads, fixing prices, operating pipelines to suit its purposes, and crushing independent competitors. When it came out, Garfield’s report confirmed Tarbell’s account - and went further.
The first part of the report concluded the giant company had continued to receive “unjust and illegal” favors from railroads, obtaining bribes and kickbacks and offering secret rebates on freight rates to favored customers. Roosevelt sent this document to Congress, along with a message: “All the power of the government will be directed toward prosecuting the Rockefeller trust.” But it was the second part of Garfield’s report - documenting Standard’s control over the oil industry - that created a public sensation. It confirmed and vindicated Tarbell’s long crusade against the company, and Tarbell told a reporter that if Garfield could prove his charges, “he has rendered one of the most important public services in the history of the country.”
Following Garfield’s lead, the Justice Department filed two separate suits against Standard Oil. The first, narrowly framed, charged it with illegal rebates of rail rates. Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, later the first commissioner of professional baseball, found the company guilty in a lengthy verdict that drew applause in the courtroom for his scathing criticism of Standard’s corrupt practices. Landis fined Standard the maximum penalty, $20,000, for each of the 1,462 carloads of oil that had been rebated - a total fine of $29.24 million. But Rockefeller, asked for comment while golfing, predicted that “Judge Landis will be dead a long time before this fine is paid.” An appellate court overturned the verdict on a technicality. Roosevelt could only denounce the judgment as proof of “too much power on the bench.”
         
The second suit, charging Standard and its five dozen subsidiary companies with conspiracy to monopolize the oil industry, was widely seen as a fundamental blow to the power of the trusts. This time, too, a federal court ruled for the trustbusters, but after two years of wending through the appeals process, the case reached the Supreme Court. There, to the dismay of the corporate world, the justices affirmed the decision. The landmark ruling argued that Standard Oil was being punished “not because it is a trust, but because it has an infamous record,” and issued an open warning to “every trust that is tempted to oppress and destroy.”
Roosevelt rejoiced at the victory, but still wanted laws that would regulate industry as needed instead of breaking up existing corrupt trusts. He wasn’t to get them; corporate power in Congress was still too strong, and the conservatives would argue successfully that regulation would give too much power to the federal government.
If the president wouldn’t get to regulate wholesale, he still had hopes of setting rules where they might count most – which meant, in his judgment, regulating railroad freight rates. While the Standard Oil suits were making their way through the courts in the winter of 1905, Roosevelt concluded that the taproot of corporate corruption was the way railroads could evade the Elkins Act, which barred cash rebates, by manipulating their rates to give the trusts a cost advantage over their competitors. Through clever classifications and definitions, the railroads had created special rates that imposed exorbitant costs on small shippers. This must be stopped, Roosevelt told Congress: “Above all else, we must strive to keep the highways of commerce open to all on equal terms.”
         
Roosevelt knew public opinion on the issue was strong enough to force a rail-rates bill through the House. The Senate, where popular election was still a distant vision and trusts could work their will through state legislatures, stood in the way. In his first attempt, the president backed a bill giving the Interstate Commerce Commission power to regulate rates, and it passed the House in the short winter session of 1905. But Senate leaders scheduled hearings on the matter only after adjournment on March 3, so the bill died. The president suspected he had lost power because of his promise to forego a third term. But he vowed to try again, hoping to focus public pressure on the Senate to force lawmakers to pass the bill.
Roosevelt had a powerful ally in Sam McClure. The publisher also thought the railroad issue important, and he assigned Ray Baker to investigate the complex situation and explain it so clearly that readers would demand reform. Baker had already determined, based on his earlier reporting, that “the railroad problem is pretty nearly the basic problem of our life, and we know little or nothing about it!”
By the fall of 1906, when a second bill was being debated, Baker was finishing a six-part series, “The Railroads on Trial.” A McClure’s editorial announced the series and alerted readers to pay attention despite the density of the railroads’ prestidigitation. Baker sent Roosevelt an advance copy of his first article, to appear in the November issue, and the president commended it. He added, “You have given me two or three thoughts for my own message.”
         
Baker and the president stayed in contact as the new bill took shape, with Baker urging Roosevelt to make it stronger by setting definite rates rather than maximum and minimum figures. Roosevelt argued that his lawyers had warned him fixed rates could be ruled unconstitutional. The argument became heated, but the bill moved in Baker’s favor, with the final draft giving the Interstate Commerce Commission power to fix rates under certain conditions.
By the time the bill was introduced in January, Baker’s first three articles had turned public opinion against the railroads. The bill passed the House a month later without a single amendment. An intricate battle in the Senate developed, with corporate-friendly senators led by Nelson Aldrich and the Big Four intending not to kill the bill – public furor ruled that out – but to amend the life out of it. The battle was to take some astonishing turns.
Roosevelt called on the Senate to pass the bill without amendments. Predictably, conservatives were outraged, saying the chief executive’s demand showed his ignorance of the Senate’s historic duty, which was, as the Boston Herald said, “a check upon the half-baked and demagogic bills passed by the lower house.” Roosevelt chose a young, progressive senator, Jonathan Dolliver of Iowa, to shepherd the bill through the Interstate Commerce Committee, and Dolliver convinced three of eight Republicans to join five Democrats to win the majority that got the bill to the floor without amendments.
         
Then Aldrich made a counterintuitive move: He offered to let a Democrat manage the bill on the floor - provided the Democrats would allow their fellow lawmakers to suggest amendments. When the Democrats agreed, Aldrich named “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman as the bill’s manager – not merely a foul-mouthed, rabid segregationist, but a man with an abiding grudge against Theodore Roosevelt.
When Roosevelt said he would be happy to consult with Tillman or any representative he might name, Aldrich’s maneuver failed, and Tillman accepted the offer. Then, in March, McClure’s published another Baker bombshell, this installment detailing the railroads’ propaganda campaign to discredit the bill. Newspaper editors had been given free rail passes for “favorable” coverage; those considered unfriendly were punished with personal attacks. Supposedly impartial pamphlets and free newspaper supplements were distributed that contained distorted “facts” about the bill. Rumors were spread in the South that the bill would outlaw separate Jim Crow cars for black passengers. In some cases, hostile newspaper owners were bribed to change their editorial policy. The scale of this operation amazed and outraged readers, and pressure on the Senate to pass the bill intensified.
         
Weeks went by as pro-railroad Republicans offered amendment after amendment, each designed to weaken the legislation. Then Roosevelt agreed to Tillman’s proposal that any judicial review of the Interstate Commerce Committee’s rate decisions be reduced to the simple question of whether the procedures had been fair. Tillman used his unaccustomed authority to throw his support behind the bill, keeping the Senate in session for two hours a day past its usual adjournment and insisting all other business be suspended until the rate bill was passed or voted down. Tillman said he would “pocket my pride and lay aside my just indignation” to help the president pass “a good railroad law.” It was a remarkable demonstration of the transformative power of responsibility – or, as The Washington Post put it, “the mysterious ways of Providence and politics.” It began to look as if Roosevelt could make a majority out of the Senate’s Democrats and small number of Republicans.
         
Aldrich was dismayed when two of his reliable Big Four, Iowa’s William Allison and Wisconsin’s John Spooner, defected to Roosevelt’s cause. The president needed to reassure moderate Republicans who feared the bill could be unconstitutional unless the courts had full power of judicial review. Allison and Spooner were getting so much pressure from the voters they felt their seats were vulnerable and chose to desert Aldrich. Allison, a master of parliamentary maneuvers, wrote an amendment that provided judicial review but left its scope vague; with that, Roosevelt had his Senate majority. When the bill came up for final vote - Aldrich and several of his remaining loyalists were absent – it passed into law by a lopsided margin.
         
By hook and by crook, Roosevelt had prevailed, and he received the credit for it. Even Tillman conceded, “But for the work of Theodore Roosevelt, we would not have had any bill at all.” Though liberal critics complained about the law’s compromises, the president defended it as flawed, but “the longest step ever yet taken in the direction of solving the railway rate problem.” As Roosevelt was first to acknowledge, the real force that made the law possible was the public anger focused by Ray Baker, Sam McClure, and their fellow investigative journalists.
Those investigative reporters inspired many imitators, with magazines eager to print their work, and they were at a peak of power and influence. Early in 1906, Upton Sinclair created another sensation with The Jungle, a work of fiction exposing the state of Chicago’s meatpacking industry: brutal working conditions, callous inhumanity of supervisors, filth of the plants, and the appalling state of much of the meat being sold. After sending inspectors to verify Sinclair’s account, Roosevelt used their report to push a tough meat inspection bill through Congress.
         
In the wake of the meat bill, the uproar over The Jungle also helped revive a Pure Food and Drug Act that had languished for months in congressional committees. This bill had been introduced after a Collier’s exposé of the patent medicine business, then the nation’s largest source of newspaper advertising. The series showed that colored sugar-water was being sold as a cure for cancer and paralysis, that many patent medicines were liberally laced with opium or alcohol, and that laboratories claiming to have tested the drugs were either nonexistent or fraudulent. But House Speaker Joseph Cannon had refused to permit a vote on the bill. It took the national furor over diseased and rotten meat to force passage of a law to ensure drugs were not adulterated or misbranded.
         
Journalists were in their element, sensing new triumphs ahead. “Signs everywhere now show a great moral awakening, the cleaning out of rotten business & still more rotten politics,” Ray Baker wrote his father. “But we’ve only begun!” The swelling ranks of writers exposing wrongs included few with the talent, energy, and diligence of the McClure’s crew; sensational stories were turning out to be not quite what they seemed. And it was up to Roosevelt to expose them.
         
William Randolph Hearst a publisher and political rival whom Roosevelt detested, printed a sensational attack on the Senate in his Cosmopolitan magazine. The series, ostensibly intended to promote popular election of senators, instead attacked lawmakers loyal to their corporate patrons’ interests. “Treason is a strong word,” the writer began, “but not too strong, rather too weak . . . .” Roosevelt compared such journalists to the figure described in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress as the Man with the Muck-Rake, who Roosevelt said “consistently refuses to see aught that is lofty and fixes his eyes with solemn intentness only on that which is vile and debasing.”
         
At the annual Gridiron Club dinner of reporters and high government officials, the president again assailed the “muckrakers,” writers who dredged up all the filth they could find but “ignore[d] at the same time all the good in the world.” But since he named no names, he implied that all investigative writers were equally suspect. Steffens protested the next day that “you have put an end to all these journalistic investigations that have made you.”
Roosevelt said he had no intention of blocking legitimate stories, and he continued to cooperate with reporters he respected. But Steffens understood the president had detected a growing public impatience with the increasing stream of slipshod accusations. He repeated his “Muckrake Man” speech in a formal address – which, despite his careful efforts to praise responsible reporters and endorse the fight against corruption, was widely seen as confirming his attack on investigative journalism.
Conservatives and moneymen took heart from Roosevelt’s speech, and Life, then a humor magazine, ran a devastating satire of “McSure’s” crusading magazine and its muckraking stable: “Ida Tarbarrell,” “Ray Standard Fakir” and “Sinkem Beffens.” The writers’ day wasn’t yet over, but it was in its twilight.
         
 
TAFT WAS THEODORE Roosevelt’s great friend and closest advisor, and early in 1906, Roosevelt was again set to give Taft the position he had always coveted: a seat on the Supreme Court. An elderly justice was resigning, and there were no great crises demanding Taft’s unique gifts for diplomacy. At first, Taft was inclined to accept the job. But his wife Nellie and most of his friends argued that he could become president instead. Although he hesitated for months, asking the president repeatedly to postpone the decision, in the end, Taft decided not to take the seat. Republican papers began hailing him as the only man who could beat the charismatic William Jennings Bryan, who had emerged from his Democratic eclipse and again seemed his party’s sure nominee. Taft would continue to assist Roosevelt and speak for the party in the coming midterm elections.
         
Taft was in Cuba mediating another rebellion when a crisis in his War Department forced Roosevelt to take a hand. It resulted in the worst decision of his presidency and a permanent stain on his record.
In Brownsville, Texas, a regiment of black soldiers was being systematically insulted and slighted by the white citizens of the town, and rumors circulated that a black soldier had assaulted a white woman. One August night in 1906, shooting broke out. A bartender was killed, and the police chief was seriously injured. White citizens blamed the soldiers, but the troops’ white officers maintained all of them had been in the barracks.
The shooting became a national scandal, and as commander in chief, Roosevelt had to take action. But the case hit a dead spot in his sense of justice. As Lewis L. Gould observed in his biography, “On racial matters, Roosevelt thought of himself as the heir to Abraham Lincoln. In fact, he followed the segregationist customs of that era and showed little of Lincoln’s capacity for growth.” Roosevelt categorized black people among the “lesser breeds without the Law,” and doubted their ability to govern themselves without white supervision. He supported the appointment of a few black officials to federal offices in the South during his first term, but he held off pressing the case after that, and he never pushed his party to reach out to African Americans or name African-American delegates to national conventions. Roosevelt even warned blacks that if they wanted to avoid lynchings, they should turn in criminals from their communities.
         
He took a similar course in the Brownsville case. After an investigating officer concluded that nine to fifteen soldiers had raided the town and begun the fight, Roosevelt gave the troops an ultimatum: If they wouldn’t end their “conspiracy of silence” and identify the murderers, all of them would be dishonorably discharged. When the troops still refused to name any shooters, he discharged all 167 men.
The draconian punishment touched off a firestorm, straining Roosevelt’s relations with blacks and white liberals and undermining his image as a champion of fair play. Taft, as secretary of war, was just one of many friends and counselors who urged the president to reconsider the order; as all of them pointed out, the regiment included six Medal of Honor winners, some soldiers who had served for as long as twenty-five years, and some who had fought alongside Roosevelt in Cuba. Their discharge disqualified them from reinstatement, pensions, admission to soldiers’ homes, and would even bar them from civilian government service.
Roosevelt was adamant. “I care nothing for the yelling of either the politicians or the sentimentalists,” he told Taft. “The offense was most heinous, and the punishment I inflicted was imposed after due deliberation.” When talk arose of Congressional action to reinstate the men, the president said he would “fight to the last ditch.” He softened after several months, permitting the former soldiers to apply for civilian government jobs and even allowing some of them to seek reinstatement. It wasn’t until 1972 that the record was finally cleared, when President Richard Nixon pardoned the Brownsville soldiers and made their discharges honorable.
 
TAFT’S CAMPAIGNING in the midterms was effective, and the elections proved an unexpected GOP success. Though the Republicans lost seats in the House as expected, they kept a solid majority and even added four seats in the Senate. Pleased, Roosevelt took Edith to Panama with him to inspect progress on the Canal – the first time any sitting president had left the country. He observed every phase of the project, clambering aboard a steam shovel and dining with workers in their mess halls. He was “dee-lighted,” he said, with what he saw.
But now the president’s lame-duck fears were coming true. Congress had rejected or ignored all but a few of the nearly five dozen bills he had recommended for its winter session. Aldrich and his right-wing Republicans had blocked the bills Roosevelt cared the most about, including those legislating an eight-hour workday, a progressive income tax, and a federal licensing law for corporations.
Roosevelt resorted to extreme tactics to save some of his cherished conservation goals. When Congress linked an agriculture bill with an amendment revoking the president’s executive power to designate national forests, he couldn’t afford to veto the entire measure. In the six days before he was scheduled to sign the bill, Roosevelt had his forestry chief, Gifford Pinchot, muster his staffers to work around the clock. They drafted proclamations putting 16 million acres – land the amendment would have opened to developers – into nearly three dozen new national forest reserves. Only after Roosevelt signed each proclamation did he sign the bill, with its now irrelevant amendment, into law.
With conservatives gaining power, Roosevelt began to fear they could control the nomination of his successor in 1908. He hoped to pass the job to Taft, and began orchestrating a pro-Taft movement in the party. He couldn’t publicly express any preference, but he told journalists off the record that “he would crawl on his hands and knees from the White House to the Capitol” to get Taft elected. Indeed, Roosevelt seemed to want that a good deal more than Taft did. Taft’s announcement of his candidacy was tentative. He conceded he would not turn down the nomination if it were offered.
At first, Taft’s diffidence seemed to charm the voters. With his bear-like bulk, his formidable abilities, ever-friendly personality, and jovial cheer, he had always been popular. He had proved himself a successful campaigner and the popular president’s mainstay, and the fact that he wasn’t greedy for power seemed only to his credit. With time, though, Taft’s lack of ambition made him look weak, and his unequivocal allegiance to Roosevelt’s views prompted critics to say that his speeches and ideas were unoriginal. Enthusiasm for his candidacy began to wane.
Most Republicans would have preferred Roosevelt – and as long as there was a chance that he might renege on his pledge and run for a third term, few wanted to commit to Taft. Through the summer of 1907, as letters and telegrams poured in urging him to run, Roosevelt was having third and fourth thoughts. He was forty-nine years old and in his prime; he loved his job and would like to keep it. He began to tell reporters that his promise not to run would hold as long as the party chose Taft, but if someone else seemed the likely candidate, he wouldn’t rule out running.
Then a series of minor calamities on Wall Street metastasized into the Panic of 1907. A long decline in stock prices turned into a rout, several large companies tumbled into bankruptcy, manufacturing began to decline, and there was no bottom in sight. Financiers blamed what many called the president’s “crusades against business,” and most newspapers agreed. Uncharacteristically, Roosevelt fired back, accusing “certain malefactors of great wealth” of conspiring “to bring about as much financial distress as they could” in order to discredit him and elect “a safe type” to the White House.
         
The crisis deepened in October, when the Knickerbocker Trust Company, New York’s second-largest investment bank, closed its doors after a risky speculation venture caused a run on the bank, which, in turn, started a run on other banks. As he had done before, J. P. Morgan intervened. In an attempt to calm the panic and stabilize the markets, Morgan organized a group of bankers who pledged $10 million to rescue distressed firms and stem the crisis. From Washington, George Cortelyou, now secretary of the treasury, hurried to Morgan’s Madison Avenue mansion and told the bankers the government would add $25 million to their fund. At least two dozen banks and trust companies were saved from closing.
Still, stock prices kept falling. The panic spread until Morgan’s group ran out of money, and the president of the New York Stock Exchange told Morgan that his brokers couldn’t keep trading without cash. Morgan called an emergency meeting of his group and raised another $25 million. That, at last, was enough; for several days, the panic eased.
But one more crisis would damage Roosevelt himself. On November 1, a major brokerage house on the verge of bankruptcy threatened a new chain of institutions. The brokerage held a large bloc of bonds in Tennessee Coal & Iron, one of the few companies in the industry that hadn’t been swallowed up in the U.S. Steel trust. Morgan proposed that the brokerage could be saved if U.S. Steel would buy Tennessee Coal, swapping solid U.S. Steel bonds for the shaky ones held by the brokerage. The deal was set - provided U.S. Steel wouldn’t be sued for coming to the rescue. The next morning, at the White House, Roosevelt promised not to invoke the Sherman Anti-Trust Act against U.S. Steel.
         
The markets stabilized again. But when the details of the arrangement later surfaced, it was revealed that U.S. Steel had paid just $45 million for a company that might be worth $1 billion. Roosevelt denied that he had been deceived by Morgan and his associates, but many thought he had been naive.
Though the panic was over, the ensuing economic slump still loomed – and Roosevelt knew he would be blamed for it. Roosevelt, resigned to ending his term under a cloud, was still debating whether to run again, but the equation had become more complex: While he believed he could have the nomination for the asking, he was no longer confident about winning the general election. Better to turn the job over to Taft.
On December 11, 1907, Roosevelt released a verbatim copy of the promise he had made on election night, adding only: “I have not changed and shall not change the decision thus announced.” Though he had a year left in office, his presidency was effectively over.
Even as the campaign warmed up in the summer and fall of 1908, the president was challenging Congress to pass a new Employers Liability law, replacing one that the Supreme Court had found unconstitutional, and to act on the rest of his regulatory measures. He kept up the pressure to the end; in his final message to Congress, he pushed for dozens of bills and criticized lawmakers for passing an amendment forbidding the Secret Service from investigating wrongdoing, including offenses committed by members of Congress. Clearly, he said, “Congressmen did not themselves wish to be investigated.” When they challenged him to present specifics, he pointed to scandals involving South Carolina’s Ben Tillman and Texas Senator Joseph Bailey, who was facing allegations of financial misconduct. “Pandemonium broke loose,” reported The New York Times, and the House voted to reject the outgoing president’s message “on the ground that it lacked due respect.”
         
On the campaign front, Taft was gaining force as a speaker, and his rivals for the nomination were fading. By late January 1908, New York Governor Charles Evans Hughes posed the only credible threat to Taft’s campaign. Determined to help give Taft an advantage, Roosevelt scheduled a speech lambasting Congress for the same day Hughes was set to deliver a major campaign address.
         
The president’s fireworks stole Hughes’ thunder and buried his speech to the inside pages of most newspapers. He declared it “a matter of humiliation to the nation” that industrial employees weren’t given care after an accident on the job and denied charges that his regulatory measures had caused the recent panic on Wall Street. The near-collapse, he said, was “due to the speculative folly and flagrant dishonesty of a few men of great wealth,” who tried to escape blame for their sins by pointing fingers at “those who have sought to put a stop to the wrongdoing.”
A cartoon in the New York World neatly summed up the effect of the speech: Roosevelt is shown banging a bass drum, drowning out Hughes, who is trying to speak. The president’s message, wrote The Denver Post, “hurls defiance at a legislature that thought in its folly that the day of Roosevelt was done”; The Boston Daily Globe said the president had achieved “sledgehammer eloquence.” “It has maddened my enemies,” Roosevelt crowed, and “I believe it has helped Taft’s nomination.”
         
After a late evening at the White House, Ray Baker reported that, for the first time in their long association, Roosevelt seemed tired. He was “through,” the president told the reporter; his time had passed. There were new issues coming up, difficult economic questions, “and I am not deeply interested in them. My problems are moral problems, and my teaching has been plain morality.” He planned to spend a year on safari in Africa after leaving office, he said: “The best thing I can do is to go entirely away, out of reach of everything here.”
Even that late in his term, however, the president still toyed with the idea of a third term as president. As the Republican convention approached and delegates converged on Chicago, many believed only one man could beat William Howard Taft: Theodore Roosevelt. A stampede to draft the president seemed increasingly likely. Any crowd of politicians, said the San Francisco Chronicle, could turn into “a mob, ready to accept what psychologists call ‘suggestion.’”
         
Two factions of Republicans were promoting a draft-Roosevelt movement. The first was the president’s loyal cadre of reformers and moderates. The second group, Taft’s right-wing opponents, calculated that a move to draft the president would weaken Taft but would open the door to another candidate when Roosevelt refused to accept.
There were two moments when the convention seemed ready to turn into a stampede. One came when Henry Cabot Lodge, giving the keynote speech, triggered chaos with his first mention of Roosevelt’s name. The crowd erupted in a demonstration that lasted forty-nine minutes, with a steady chant of “Four years more! Four years more!” Someone threw a four-foot Teddy bear into the air, and the crowd kept it aloft like a beach ball, tossing it from one delegation to another and eliciting a fresh roar each time it went aloft. The tumult only eased when an Oklahoma committeeman grabbed the bear and sat on it. Lodge finally brought order, telling the delegates that no one would persuade the president to go back on his word: “He says what he means and means what he says, and his party and his country will respect his wishes as they honor his high character and great public service.” The delegates excited animation subsided; the danger, and the possibility, passed.
The next day, Taft gave his nomination speech to polite applause. As the delegates were about to vote, someone carried a large lithograph of Roosevelt onto the stage and chaos erupted again – to the alarm of Taft’s backers, including his family, who were getting telegraph bulletins in his Washington office. The outburst lasted nearly fifteen minutes before the hall quieted down, at which point the delegates discovered that Lodge had been grimly counting votes all through the outburst, and the count had already reached Massachusetts. Soon it was done: William Howard Taft was the Republican nominee for President of the United States.
Presidential campaigns were still brief and dignified affairs for the most part, with candidates giving a few formal speeches, relying on others to speak for them at rallies and picnics. As Taft retreated to Hot Springs for a month of exercise and diet before the traditional Labor Day start of the campaign, Roosevelt bombarded him with advice: “Do not answer Bryan. Attack him!” Taft then vetoed his strategists’ advice to run a front-porch campaign against Bryan, resolving instead to make his own speaking tour of the country. His train visited twenty-one states in forty-one days. The tour was a success; Taft impressed the crowds as a straight talker and a man of conviction.
The president, worried that Taft wasn’t being tough enough on the stump, sought to “put a little vim into the campaign” with a series of public letters endorsing Taft and challenging Bryan. Bryan had claimed that he, not Taft, was Roosevelt’s “natural successor,” since Roosevelt’s views were closer to the Democratic platform than to the policies of his own party. Roosevelt’s fiery rebuttal pointed out that under the last Democratic president, Grover Cleveland, not a single antitrust suit had been filed. Afterwards, Taft wrote his mentor, Bryan’s “claim to be the heir of your policies is now the subject of laughter and ridicule rather than of serious weight.”
When the returns came in on election night, Taft carried twenty-nine of forty-six states and beat Bryan by 1.25 million votes. With his usual diffidence, Taft told Roosevelt that the victory was “chiefly your work,” and the joyful president saw it as a vindication of his policy. “All those who love you,” he wrote his successor, “must feel a thrill of exultation.”
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Roosevelt’s last days in the White House were a whirl of action. He hated to leave, admitting that he would have liked “to keep my hands on the levers of this mighty machine.” His last State of the Union message outlined his political philosophy, demanded dozens of new laws, and admonished Congress to take action, bolstering the federal government to “carry into effect the new spirit of democracy.” He gave speeches, threw parties, and held farewell receptions at which ministers and ambassadors, an aide reported, “wept as they said goodbye.”
On March 4, 1909, the new president was inaugurated in a blizzard so thick the ceremony was moved indoors. When it was over, the Tafts rode up Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House. Roosevelt went to Union Station, on his way to Africa.
On safari with Kermit and an entourage of some 250 big game hunters, visiting friends, guides, cooks, and porters, the former president made it a point to pay as little attention as possible to happenings in distant Washington. He wrote no letters to Taft, with whom he had been in almost daily correspondence for years whenever they were parted. His year off was meant to give him a clean break with the presidency and keep his restless mind occupied with outdoor life. As was typical, he took it to extremes.
The expedition was intended to collect specimens for the Smithsonian Institution’s natural history museum, and all told Roosevelt brought back 11,400 specimens, ranging from elephants to insects to plants. Between them, he and Kermit shot seventeen lions, three leopards, seven cheetahs, nine hyenas, eleven elephants, ten buffalo, eleven black rhinoceros, nine white rhinos, along with 469 antelopes and other large herbivores, which didn’t count as big game and were usually eaten by the expedition. By the standards of the day, this wasn’t a large number for a year’s hunting; some hunters boasted of killing more than 1,000 elephants.
         
Roosevelt surely heard about Taft’s great tragedy in the early days of his presidency; his wife Nellie suffered a stroke that left her temporarily paralyzed on the right side and her speech permanently impaired. Nellie would endure months of convalescence and years of only partly successful speech therapy and would never again function fully as first lady. Taft, distracted by her illness and lonely in the White House as she retreated to their summer home in Massachusetts, lost both presence and effectiveness.
With this distraction, the new president took on a fight that Roosevelt had chronically avoided: tariff reform. Though the issue had the potential to split the Republican Party, it could no longer be delayed. The effect of the tariff on prices, particularly for Western farmers, miners, and consumers, was too damaging. Taft had insisted the party call for a special session of Congress to revise the tariff, and in the spring of 1909, he summoned the lawmakers.
Taft faced strong GOP opposition in both houses, and reporters predicted he could win only if an outburst of public opinion such as those that had pushed through railroad rate reform and the Pure Food and Drug Act carried the legislation through. The tariff hawks in Congress were headed by two formidable opponents for Taft: Senator Nelson Aldrich, a familiar nemesis, and House Speaker Joe Cannon, regarded as the canniest politician in the country.
Both Aldrich and Cannon proceeded to manipulate the president. Cannon sent emissaries to assure Taft that he favored tariff reform and would pass a bill that, while “not perfect,” would be “the best revenue law ever written.” Both men advised Taft to keep his distance from the bill until it reached the final conference committee stage of passage, at which point he could help shape its final form by threatening to veto an unsatisfactory measure.
Through months of hearings and debate in both houses, Aldrich spent hours reassuring Taft that the bill he wanted would come to a vote. He promised Taft his concerns would carry great weight in the conference committee, and said as soon as the tariff was out of the way, he would push to pass the rest of Taft’s program, including laws on conservation, the trusts, interstate commerce, and a postal savings system.
The net effect of the maneuvering was a whittling away of the reformers’ goals. Taft, abandoning his hands-off stance, finally encouraged progressive Republicans to fight. When the conference committee work commenced, as Aldrich and Cannon endeavored to reduce the cuts that remained, the bill’s objective got lost in the details. Taft, speaking out for tariff cuts in general and specifically cuts on oil, coal, and hides, later issued an ultimatum threatening to veto a bill that did not cut duties on gloves and hosiery and end the tariff on raw materials. When the conferees agreed to that demand, the president happily signed the bill into law. Progressives remained dissatisfied, but the president maintained it was a considerable improvement and the best bill possible.
Then the president undermined his cause and cemented his image as a weak chief executive by giving a long speech touting the bill and the virtues of compromise and ending with a ringing dose of hyperbole: “I am bound to say that I think the Payne tariff bill is the best bill that the Republican Party ever passed.” In the ensuing fireball of criticism, a New York Times comment stood out: “Theodore Roosevelt’s good fortune has not deserted him. . . . If he still cherishes an ambition to return to the White House, the path has been opened to him by President Taft.”
         
There’s no record that the clipping reached Roosevelt in his trek through British East Africa, the Belgian Congo, and the Nile valley, or that he took any interest in the tariff battle. But he was involved in the next storm to swirl around his successor, and it was this that opened the rift that was to permanently divide the two allies.
The problem had its roots in the waning days of Roosevelt’s administration, when Roosevelt warned the nation of a looming threat taking shape in the hydroelectric power industry, where General Electric and Westinghouse were leading a plot to monopolize water rights in the Western states. “I esteem it my duty,” the then president said, “to use every endeavor to prevent this growing monopoly, the most threatening which has ever appeared, from being fastened upon the people of this nation.”
With his close friend and forestry chief Gifford Pinchot and Interior Secretary James Garfield, Roosevelt devised a way to eliminate the threat. Bypassing the need for Congressional authority, Garfield used executive orders to protect more than 1.5 million acres on sixteen rivers across the West. Since there wasn’t time to make detailed surveys, the wholesale taking didn’t pretend to safeguard actual sites for power plants. Roosevelt said he had acted in the activist tradition of Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln, in the belief that a president should act to protect the people by any means necessary “unless the Constitution or the laws explicitly forbid him to do it.”
         
Taft, with his judicial temperament, considered the move unconstitutional. While he sympathized with Roosevelt’s conservation goals and liked both Garfield and Pinchot, he saw them as fanatics justifying dubious means by citing glorious ends. So, in building his Cabinet, he replaced Garfield with Richard Ballinger, a lawyer and former judge who promptly restored most of Garfield’s land withdrawals. Ballinger said he would order proper surveys of the disputed acreage and then ask Congress for legislation to protect the actual sites of prospective power plants.
         
Conservationists argued the sites would be taken over by monopolists before the surveys were finished. Pinchot, whose Forestry Service technically reported to the Agriculture Department, began a crusade against Ballinger that lasted for more than a year and included two murky scandals involving selling land to large corporations, charges and countercharges of illegal lobbying for the coal industry and others, and a full-blown Congressional investigation. Taft backed Ballinger, who was vindicated, but the president was losing the public-relations battle; the long scandal left the impression that the administration had something to hide and that Ballinger was working for the robber barons. Knowing he would risk his friendship with Roosevelt if he fired Pinchot, Taft hesitated for months. But with the scandal consuming his administration and the forestry chief openly insubordinate, Taft dismissed him.
When a runner brought the news to the Congo, Roosevelt was outraged. “I cannot believe it,” he wrote Pinchot, and though he didn’t criticize Taft, he invited Pinchot to meet him in Europe to discuss the situation. When they met on the Italian Riviera after Roosevelt left Africa in April 1910, Pinchot brought letters from his fellow progressive Republicans, all lamenting Taft’s record in office, his failure to recognize the machinations of Aldrich and Cannon, and his squandering of the opportunity Roosevelt had left him to make progress on the issues they cared about.
When Roosevelt returned to America in June, he wasn’t ready to denounce his successor and protégé. He believed there still was a chance for Taft to redeem himself. Roosevelt wrote Henry Cabot Lodge: “Everybody believes him to be honest, and most believe him to be doing the best he knows how.” Indeed, Taft was regaining political ground; after the tariff battle, Congress had acted on nearly all his legislative priorities, including increased control of rail rates, a new Bureau of Mines, and a postal savings system. Taft’s strategy of compromise had succeeded, but the insurgent Republicans remained distant; none attended Taft’s final bill-signing ceremony.
Roosevelt’s homecoming added new speculation to the political landscape. He was more popular than when he left for Africa, Ray Baker wrote, “the most interesting, amusing, thrilling figure in America.” Roosevelt told the press he would remain silent for two months, and even then, he wouldn’t make any political speeches. Within a week, though, he signed up to promote New York Governor Charles Evans Hughes’ push for a direct presidential primary election to replace nomination by party conventions.
Despite repeated overtures from the White House, Roosevelt was developing ill will toward Taft. During Nellie Taft’s illness, Alice Roosevelt and Nick Longworth felt they had been slighted; they had received several dinner invitations, but in Edith’s absence, Alice said she should have been asked to greet the guests at the head of the receiving line. Edith Roosevelt also complained that her eighteen-year-old daughter Ethel hadn’t been sufficiently singled out at a White House garden party. And Roosevelt complained that Taft, in a post-election letter thanking Roosevelt for all he had done to help his career, had equated Roosevelt with Taft’s brother Charley, who had unstintingly donated money whenever Taft needed it. The perceived slight rankled Roosevelt.
Roosevelt had refused Taft’s invitations to visit the White House, pretending that it would be somehow improper. The two presidents met instead in June at Woodbury Point, Taft’s summer White House in Beverly, Massachusetts, in a strained hour-long visit with Lodge and their wives; Roosevelt declined any tete-a-tete with Taft, filling the time with anecdotes about his dealings with the crowned heads of Europe. When reporters asked when he planned to visit again, he said coolly, “I don’t know that I shall.”
         
Roosevelt made the direct primary his personal cause, only to be defeated by conservatives in the New York Senate. Smarting, he undertook a three-week speaking tour through sixteen states. He was consulting with William Allen White and Gifford Pinchot, among others, and giving ever-more-radical speeches, culminating in one titled “The New Nationalism,” in which he promoted presidential power as the central pillar of democracy and called on the judiciary to hold property interests second to human welfare. He demanded a panoply of liberal laws, from the direct primary and corporate taxes to stronger child-labor laws and a ban on corporate political contributions.
The speech horrified Taft and put Roosevelt at the head of the progressive Republican insurgency. Nonetheless, Roosevelt was trying to hold the party together; in the midterm elections that fall, he campaigned for both progressives and conservatives, backing both direct primaries and the traditional GOP tariff. But the effort proved a fiasco. Both his causes and his candidates were almost all beaten, and the Democratic landslide was laid at Roosevelt’s feet. If he had kept his promise to avoid politics, said the Literary Digest, “defeat would have come to his party,” but there would have been “a great cry for him as the only compeller of victory” in the 1912 presidential race. Despondent, Roosevelt began to think his career was over. “The American people feel a little tired of me,” he wrote. When a journalist rose to end an interview at Sagamore Hill, Roosevelt stopped him: “Don’t go. The time will come when only a few friends like you will come out to see me here.”
         
He didn’t “care a rap” about his unpopularity, Roosevelt maintained; it was “bound to come.” If he were ever to come back into public favor, he would make the most of it, but if not, he could make his peace. But as he began a six-week tour of the Southwest, arranged long before the midterm disaster, he fretted over how he would be received. It revived his spirits when huge crowds turned out as glad as ever to see him.
Robert LaFollette, now a Wisconsin senator and a leader of the GOP insurgents, had organized a Progressive Federation of Publicists and Editors, and he invited Roosevelt, who had accepted the title of contributing editor at Outlook magazine, to join. Roosevelt, who considered LaFollette a bit of a radical, responded that he supported the league’s objectives and would endorse it, but he wouldn’t become a member. After the midterm elections, he was “very anxious not to seem to take part prominently in any political movement.” Nevertheless, he was keeping his options open. When the Associated Press reported that he had endorsed Taft for the 1912 race, Roosevelt first said, “I have made no such statement to the Associated Press or any paper. That is all I have to say.” But in the next few days, increasingly irked, he called the report “an unqualified falsehood” and then “outrageous,” keeping the story alive.
         
Then the colonel, as Roosevelt had been called since his return from Africa, widened the breach by denouncing a favorite Taft project, a proposed treaty committing the United States, Great Britain, and France to binding arbitration to settle any disputes that might come between them. With all his old belligerence, Roosevelt wrote that “no self-respecting nation” would give up its right to make war for national honor; it would be like watching a man slap your wife and going to a referee to adjudicate the insult. There are far worse things than war, he argued: “No man is fit to live unless he is ready to quit life for adequate cause.” After that broadside, the Senate would consent to the treaty only after it was watered down to insignificance, and it was never ratified.
Roosevelt’s appraisals of Taft ranged from patronizing to scathing. “I am really sorry for Taft,” he said at one point. “I am sure he means well, but he means well feebly, and he does not know how! He is utterly unfit for leadership, and this is a time when we need leadership.” As Roosevelt saw it, Taft insulted him when he filed an antitrust suit against the U.S. Steel trust. The suit’s centerpiece was the merger with Tennessee Coal and Iron, the last-ditch deal that Roosevelt had approved to quell the Panic of 1907, and headlines screamed accordingly that “Roosevelt Was Deceived.” As The Philadelphia Record put it, “Mr. Taft has kicked him on the shins and hauled him into the witness box for cross-examination.” Furious, Roosevelt charged Taft with hypocrisy, claiming he had backed the merger at the time. He attacked Taft’s antitrust policy as a misguided assault on corporate size alone.
         
The colonel was inching ever closer to challenging Taft for the nomination. LaFollette had already announced his candidacy, and Roosevelt thought the radical senator couldn’t and shouldn’t win. Meanwhile, his supporters were encouraging him to declare. In January 1912, he told seven governors who had urged him to run that if they would frame the request in a formal letter, he would grant it. Most of LaFollette’s backers defected to Roosevelt.
Since the conservative bosses still controlled the majority of the convention delegates, Roosevelt knew his only hope of being nominated would be to expand the number of direct primaries, which numbered only six as the year began. He pushed for the cause and managed to add seven states to the roster. But he lost crucial primaries in North Dakota and New York before picking up eight of the next eleven primary states, including California, Illinois, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Taft’s own state of Ohio. The campaign grew increasingly bitter and personal, with Taft accusing Roosevelt of egotism and the colonel calling the president a “puzzlewit” and a “fathead.” The spectacle, chided The New York Times, “should bring a blush of shame to the cheek of every American. . . . We are no longer a people, but a mob.”
         
The primaries gave Roosevelt considerable momentum heading into the Chicago convention in June, but once there, the conservative bosses stayed in charge. Of 254 disputed delegate seats, they awarded 235 to Taft. Roosevelt made a dramatic and unprecedented trip to the convention, announcing that “I’m as fit as a bull moose.” Denouncing his opponents as thieves and frauds, he made what some considered the best speech of his career, with its ringing peroration: “We stand at Armageddon, and we battle for the Lord!” But for all the drama, the occasional brawls on the convention floor, and the frantic maneuvering of his backers, he was unable wrest enough delegates from Taft. Despite Roosevelt’s call for his delegates to boycott the vote, Taft was nominated on the first ballot.
Even before the loss, Roosevelt’s supporters left the convention for a nearby hall to organize a new national party. They called it the National Progressive Party, but it would be known as the Bull Moose Party, and there was never any doubt as to who would be its candidate.
         
There was equally little doubt that the odds were against both factions of the newly split GOP that November, particularly when Democrats nominated liberal New Jersey governor, Woodrow Wilson. “The only question now,” said New York Republican Senator Chauncey Depew, “is which corpse gets the most flowers.” Nonetheless, Roosevelt whipped his new party together, worked to develop its platform, and campaigned in its cause. His speaking tour covered forty states, with three or four speeches and countless whistle-stop talks every day in addition to dinners, lunches, and campaign meetings. As always, his energy and charisma drew immense, adoring crowds.
         
Characteristically, as the campaign heated up, the colonel grew increasingly combative. His ideology also grew sharper and more autocratic; he dismayed many of his associates with a proposal that any law derived from a judge’s interpretation should be subject to popular recall. It was “foolish to talk of the sanctity of a judge-made law,” he said, especially when such judgments were often split: “If there must be a decision by a close majority, then let the people step in and let it be their majority that decides.” Henry Cabot Lodge and Elihu Root, among many others, were appalled at this trampling of the Constitution, but Roosevelt held his position. “The Constitution was made for the people, not the people for the Constitution,” he said.
Wilson, who had hoped to make a dignified campaign of a few reasoned speeches, was forced into two extended trips of his own. His quiet eloquence was no match for Roosevelt’s fist-thumping oratory but was thoroughly suited to convey complex ideas and beliefs. He answered one of Roosevelt’s jabs with a deft quip of his own: “Suppose you choose a leader of the third party as president. Don’t you think he will be pretty lonely? Not that he’ll mind, because I believe he finds himself rather good company.”
Taft, for his part, seemed resigned to losing the race. He was hurt by Roosevelt’s insults and saddened by the loss of their friendship; he had seriously considered dropping out of the campaign in Roosevelt’s favor, but concluded that he owed it to the presidency and the people who had voted for him to stand fast. Winning the nomination had been important to him, but with that done, he told Nellie, “I seem to think that we have won what there was to fight about, and that what follows is less important.” By early October, The New York Times said, it was “becoming more and more plain that the fight was between Wilson and Roosevelt. Taft was steadily fading into the background.”
         
Then, in Milwaukee, as Roosevelt was leaving his hotel to make another speech, a man in the front of the crowd raised a large pistol and shot him, at nearly point-blank range. Roosevelt’s secretary, a former football player, quickly disarmed the man and began choking him. Roosevelt, struggling to stand, called out, “Bring him here. Don’t hurt him.” The bullet had struck the right side of his chest but had been slowed by his metal spectacle case and the fifty pages of his speech, folded double to fit in his breast pocket. Disregarding his doctor, he demanded to be taken to the auditorium, where one of his bodyguards told the crowd that the colonel had been shot. Someone yelled “Fake,” and Roosevelt showed the crowd his bloody shirt and the hole in the manuscript. “Friends,” he said, “I shall ask you to be as quiet as possible. I don’t know whether you fully understand that I have just been shot – but it takes more than that to kill a bull moose.” He insisted on giving the entire speech and spoke for ninety minutes before finally going to the hospital. The would-be assassin, John Schrank, a former saloonkeeper, told police he had a dream in which the dead William McKinley had told him Roosevelt was his murderer. In any case, Schrank said, “Any man looking for a third term ought to be shot.”
         
The bullet had broken a rib and stopped there, and doctors in Chicago decided against operating to remove it. Roosevelt wasn’t allowed to resume campaigning until just before the election, when a crowd packing Madison Square Garden in New York gave him a forty-two-minute ovation.
He knew it was his last appearance on the political stage, and he gave it his best effort, attacking neither of his opponents but repeating his credo: “We propose to lift the burdens from the lowly and the weary, from the poor and oppressed. We propose to stand for the sacred rights of childhood and womanhood. Nay, more, we propose to see that manhood is not crushed out of the men who toil, by excessive hours of labor, by underpayment, by injustice and oppression. . . . Surely, there never was a fight better worth making than this.” He concluded, “Win or lose, I am glad beyond measure that I am one of the many who in this fight have stood ready to spend and be spent.”
The election result, with the Republican vote split, was foreordained: Wilson won, earning 6.3 million votes and carrying forty of the forty-eight states. Roosevelt, with 4.1 million votes, took six states, and Taft’s 3.5 million votes carried only Vermont and Utah. Taft was philosophical, saying he felt no resentment, but Roosevelt was shaken by the magnitude of his loss and the damage it had done to his Progressive cause.
He took refuge in physical activity, public speaking, and writing; immediately after his defeat, he began work on his autobiography and finished it in ten months. Then he went to South America with Kermit for the last great adventure of his life and the one that nearly killed him: exploring the River of Doubt.
Near the end of his last term in the White House, Roosevelt’s old friend, Father John Zahm, had repeatedly invited the president to join him on a South American river voyage. Zahm, a Roman Catholic priest who taught physics at Notre Dame, published a book defending Charles Darwin and the theory of evolution and had an enormous love of the outdoors. Rather than go to South America, Roosevelt chose his African safari, but Zahm kept asking, and after the Bull Moose failure, he decided that the expedition would be a fine holiday with “just the right amount of adventure.”
         
Zahm planned a cruise down a well-known river, but when Roosevelt got to Brazil and a government official mentioned the unexplored Rio Duvida, or River of Doubt, the colonel leaped at the idea. The river was a minor tributary of the Amazon; explorers thought they knew where its headwaters joined the well-explored Rio Aripuana, but for several hundred miles between those points, it ran through trackless jungle filled with wild animals, unknown insects, and hostile natives. Officials of the American Museum of Natural History, which was sponsoring the trip for the specimens Roosevelt would bring back, were horrified. But when they pressed him to revert to the original plan, he would have no part of it, writing: “If it is necessary for me to leave my bones in South America, I am quite prepared to do so.”
         
It soon became clear that Father Zahm wasn’t capable of leading or even participating in such an expedition, so the Brazilian government provided a qualified guide, Colonel Candido Rondon, who had spent years exploring and installing telegraph wires in the Amazon basin. But after two months of travel, first by steamboat and then on mules, before even reaching the headwaters of the River of Doubt, it became apparent that some of the men chosen by Father Zahm were not prepared for the river voyage. The boats they brought had to be abandoned on the overland trek, so the explorers were expected to buy dugout canoes from the local Indians; and the provisions Zahm bought were heavy on gourmet delicacies but lacking in dried foods and salted meat. Rondon split the crew, sending half the men to make their way overland to the junction of the river with the Aripuana while he and Roosevelt led the rest down the unknown stream. The two leaders were accompanied by Kermit Roosevelt as well as Rondon’s assistant, team physician Dr. Cajazeira, naturalist George Cherrie, and sixteen camaradas, Brazilians hired as paddlers and trailblazers.
         
Progress was slow. The river had many rapids and sometimes hurtled through sheer rock gorges only six feet wide. The dugouts had only a few inches of freeboard to separate the men from the river’s caimans, anacondas, and razor-toothed piranhas. Game along the banks was elusive and thoroughly camouflaged, almost impossible to see and shoot in the heavy jungle; with their inadequate supplies, the team was in a race to reach the mouth of the river before they starved.
They soon became aware that the natives along the river were watching them. Rondon ordered his men to do nothing that could be perceived as hostile, and he often left presents along trails in the jungle. Later, it was learned that the Cinta Larga (Long Belt) tribesmen were debating whether to kill the intruders, which they could easily have done. The tribe made decisions by consensus, and it could well be that the explorers had passed through Cinta Larga territory before the natives could finalize their decision.
         
At first, Roosevelt and his party attempted to negotiate rapids by guiding the clumsy canoes through the chutes guided by ropes rather than paddling. But two of the dugouts were soon smashed, and several days were lost carving a replacement. Then Kermit, trying to navigate another section of whitewater with two camaradas in his canoe, was swept over a thirty-foot waterfall. One of his companions died; the body was never found.
         
The next disaster came when Roosevelt, trying to prevent another canoe from being smashed, gashed his thigh on a rock. The doctor treated it, but infection set in overnight, along with a bout of malarial fever. For several days, the colonel drifted in and out of consciousness, obsessively reciting Coleridge: “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure dome decree . . . .” In a lucid moment, Roosevelt tried to persuade Rondon and Kermit that he was hampering their survival, and they should leave him behind to die. They refused.
A new crisis came when one of the cameradas was caught stealing food and fatally shot his accuser. When two other men reported the murder, Roosevelt jumped from his bed, grabbed a rifle and set out on the trail with the others. When they found nothing but the body and the gun the murderer had used, they stopped the chase and left the punishment to the jungle. The next day, when the man called to Rondon from the bank of the river, Rondon ignored him.
         
Roosevelt had refused to let Dr. Cajazeira perform surgery on his leg, but it soon became apparent he couldn’t live more than a day or two without it. With the former president fully conscious and without anesthetic, the doctor cut away the dead flesh to clean the wound. According to witnesses, Roosevelt didn’t wince during the operation, and afterward his symptoms began to ease.
Their food was almost gone when they saw the first traces of civilization on the river bank. Rubber tappers had been moving deeper into the jungle to meet America’s new need for automobile tires, and the explorers saw their slashes on rubber trees. A day or two later, they came across shacks where the tappers were living. After they had convinced the men they weren’t hostile Indians, the tappers were hospitable, sharing their food and eventually trading lightweight canoes for the explorers’ heavy dugouts. Gliding downstream several days later, the party saw the Brazilian and American flags of the other half of the expedition, waiting for them where the River of Doubt met the Rio Aripuana. They had traveled 950 miles.
         
Roosevelt had lost nearly sixty pounds. He spent weeks recuperating, but he steamed home to cheering crowds in New York and Oyster Bay. The River of Doubt was renamed Roosevelt River, but skeptics doubted the expedition had traveled its length. Indignant, Roosevelt arranged to give lectures at the National Geographic Society in Washington late in May and at the Royal Geographical Society in London in mid-June. Though he could barely speak above a whisper, he silenced the critics. American explorer George Miller verified Roosevelt’s account with a second trip down the river in 1927 – thirteen years later.
         
The colonel never fully recovered. He remained feisty and a public fascination; in retirement, he was receiving some 50,000 letters a year, and he could go nowhere without attracting a crowd. Roosevelt warmly reconciled with Taft, but remained critical of Woodrow Wilson, especially Wilson’s determination to remain neutral in World War I. Getting America into the war became his last great political cause, but he made no serious effort to run against Wilson in 1916; the Progressive Party was in ruins, and Republicans were still smarting from his defection in 1912. But Roosevelt campaigned for the GOP nominee, Charles Evans Hughes and chafed when Wilson was narrowly re-elected.
         
When America joined the war in 1917, the colonel announced that he would raise a division of volunteer troops and take them to France to fight the Germans himself. But he was aging, in poor health, and inexperienced in trench warfare; Wilson and his generals rejected the colonel’s offer. But he sent all four of his sons to the war, spoke at war bond rallies, and worked to refurbish himself with the Republican Party, campaigning for some of its candidates in the 1918 midterm elections. In the run-up to 1920 presidential election, there was serious talk that Roosevelt would receive the GOP nomination.
It wasn’t to be. When his youngest son, Quentin, was shot down behind enemy lines in the summer of 1918, the loss affected Roosevelt deeply. It was the first death in battle he hadn’t been able to dismiss as a noble sacrifice, the inevitable price of victory, and a risk any man should be ready to take. Quentin had been a high-spirited, mischievous, lovable boy, ingenious and unaffected, and a popular, almost recklessly brave pilot – a man from his father’s mold. It may be that it took his death to bring home to Roosevelt how much he loved him. In any case, he never got over it. He was only sixty-three, but he had become an old man.
On Christmas day 1918, Roosevelt came home to Sagamore Hill, still in pain after six weeks in a hospital with inflammatory rheumatism. By January 5, he seemed better, dictating some letters and proofreading an editorial he had written for Metropolitan magazine vigorously demanding the vote for women: “It is an absurdity to longer higgle about the matter.” With Edith, he watched the sunset light up the bay. He complained of feeling peculiar, as if his heart were about to stop, but the family doctor found nothing wrong. That night he died in his sleep.
         
“Death had to take him sleeping,” said Wilson’s vice president, Thomas Marshall. “If Roosevelt had been awake, there would have been a fight.”
         
With the oak casket on their shoulders, six pallbearers struggled through melting snow as some 500 mourners followed to the gravesite Roosevelt had selected near the top of a hill in the small cemetery just across a cove in Oyster Bay from Sagamore Hill. As his family stood above the grave with the rest of the crowd below, a simple burial service was read. Children from the local school stood among the mourners; one small boy in a brown suit climbed a small locust tree nearly overhanging the grave and sat there motionless throughout the ceremony.
Church bells rang in New York City and across the country, and flags would fly at half-mast for a month. Half of official Washington, it seemed, was in the cemetery, headed by Vice President Marshall; so was former President Taft, openly weeping. Captain Archie Roosevelt, pale and thin from his war wounds, had been an usher at the simple funeral service in the local Episcopal Church, but his brothers Theodore, Jr., and Kermit were still with their troops in Germany. After the private family service at Sagamore Hill, Edith Roosevelt stayed there, alone in her grief. Her daughter Ethel and Alice Longworth wept in the bright sunshine.
There had been no eulogy for Roosevelt; had there been, said The New York Times, it would surely have triggered an outburst of grief. In any case, no words would have fit his outsized figure. For all his flaws, Theodore Roosevelt lit up the landscape wherever he went. He was unique, a man to rule his time: There was never another like him, and there will never be again.
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