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Introduction

New York Knickerbocker

THEODORE ROOSEVELT’S path to the White House may have gone through the West, but it did not start there.

Biographers of Theodore Roosevelt have come to a consensus that he was really a westerner, or a man torn between East and West. The person most responsible for this image was Roosevelt himself. In his writings, including his 1913 Autobiography, he carefully painted a portrait of himself as a rancher, hunter, and cowboy. Before he ever charged up Cuba’s San Juan Heights, Roosevelt had published several books reflecting his western experience, including his four-volume history The Winning of the West. Roosevelt’s actions in Cuba in 1898 only underscored his western image, as did Frederic Remington’s famous painting Charge of the Rough Riders at San Juan Hill, which portrayed him as a leader on horseback in a broad-brimmed hat, waving a six-shooter. After becoming president, Roosevelt published Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter, a 1905 work, and his 1913 memoirs seemed to leave little doubt to future historians of the impact of his Dakota days: “It was a fine, healthy life, too,” he wrote. “It taught a man self-reliance, hardihood, and the value of instant decision.” Without his time in the West, Roosevelt stated repeatedly during his life, he never would have been president.

Professional historians took up the theme almost immediately. Roosevelt’s first biographer, Hermann Hagedorn, published Roosevelt in the Bad Lands in 1921, only two years after the former president’s death. Since then, Roosevelt has appeared in books as a western phenomenon. His hunting and ranching have been credited not just with driving his later conservation efforts, but also with influencing his domestic and even his foreign policies as president.

But, however romantic, the western image of Roosevelt is incorrect, and it ignores the central facts of Roosevelt’s life. Theodore Roosevelt was born in Manhattan, not the West. He was raised in the most thoroughly urban setting of late nineteenth-century America. Roosevelt’s grandfather was one of New York City’s richest men, and his father one of its leading philanthropists. Even his love of nature and animals began in an urban rather than a rural setting. In the city, Roosevelt collected mice and frogs and studied taxidermy. In the attic of his Gramercy Park home, he established the “Roosevelt Museum of Natural History,” a precocious mirror to one of the institutions his father helped to found, the American Museum of Natural History, which opened its doors to its first exhibits in its temporary Central Park quarters when Roosevelt was just twelve years old. And late nineteenth-century New York was not completely urban. With backyards full of chicken coops and exotic animals kept as pets, the young Roosevelt did not have to go far to immerse himself in flora and fauna.

Theodore Roosevelt’s early political career was also firmly rooted in New York City, not the Dakota Territory. He served for three years in the New York State Assembly representing his uptown brownstone district. In Albany, he sat on the Cities Committee that wrote laws for New York City, which did not then enjoy “home rule.” He ran unsuccessfully for mayor of New York in 1886. Later, his first act as US civil service commissioner was to return to the city of his birth and attack corruption in the New York Custom House. He served as New York City police commissioner for two years. Then, as governor, he constantly dealt with the affairs of New York City and the Republican boss Thomas Collier Platt, who held court at Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue Hotel. As president, Roosevelt continued to concern himself with the minutiae of New York politics and government, from mayoral elections to police promotions and from Republican politics to the war on vice. Even while occupying the White House, Theodore Roosevelt was still a New Yorker, and his politics reflected this. Roosevelt was no agrarian populist from west of the Mississippi. He was an urban progressive, concerned with such issues as civil service, municipal reform, and political machines.

In addition to writing about the West, Roosevelt also wrote about urban affairs. In 1891, he published a history of New York from the time of its discovery by Henry Hudson in 1609. Years before he wrote his famous 1894 essay “True Americanism” in The Forum, Roosevelt wrote in New York that “the most important lesson taught by the history of New York City is the lesson of Americanism—the lesson that he among us who wishes to win honor in our life, and to play his part honestly and manfully, must be indeed an American in spirit and purpose, in heart and thought and deed.” In 1895, while he was police commissioner, Roosevelt penned the essay “The City in Modern Life,” as well as another essay entitled “The Higher Life of American Cities.” Throughout his career, he wrote essays on machine politics in New York, the New York police, and efforts at reform. In writing about the West, Roosevelt adroitly tapped into Americans’ romantic obsession in order to sell books and promote an image of himself, whereas in writing about New York, he arguably wrote about the experiences and ideas closest to his heart.

Roosevelt’s political career grew and developed in concert with the city. During his lifetime, the population of New York City grew from 800,000 to an astonishing 5.5 million, which made it the second largest city in the world. The expanding population strained basic city services, such as water and sanitation. Limited housing forced the working class into ever more densely packed tenements, which became visible and decrepit symbols of poverty, crime, and disease. Such areas became fertile ground for social reformers, and political reformers, such as Roosevelt, took aim at the city government. A growing city and its infrastructure meant that New York politicians oversaw increasingly large budgets. Inevitably much of this money found its way into the pockets of unscrupulous city officials and their allies. There was never enough revenue to finance the building of roads, bridges, parks, and courthouses, and so the city depended increasingly on raising money by issuing bonds. Such bloated debt caused one New York mayor to note in 1882 that the city owed to creditors the equivalent of about 10 percent of the total value of all Manhattan real estate. At the same time, it became harder to understand who was actually in charge in the city. A shadowy, unelected Board of Aldermen checked the policies and appointments of the mayor, who was elected to only a two-year term. In turn, the party bosses, especially from the city Democratic organization known as Tammany Hall, manipulated mayors, aldermen, and city officials. Throughout his career in the city and Albany, Roosevelt championed measures that increased the executive power of the mayor while seeking to undermine the influence of party bosses and their puppets on the Board of Aldermen.

Roosevelt entered city politics at a time when New York was renowned as the most corrupt of American cities. The city lived under the shadow of William Tweed, Tammany Hall’s most notorious boss. Tweed had initially bought controlling interest in the companies that sold printing services and office supplies to the city at inflated prices. He soon had interest in or sat on the boards of half a dozen companies that did business with the city, including gas and light providers and railway lines. He protected his interests by exerting influence in Albany, where he was chair of the New York State Senate’s Committee on Cities, helping to craft legislation governing New York City. From this position in 1870, he helped usher through the legislature a new charter for the city that established a new Board of Audit to oversee municipal spending. Tweed staffed the board with his own men, who came to be known as the Tweed Ring. The board authorized numerous bond issues from which Tweed and his ring stole millions.

As a result, from 1869 to 1871 the city’s debt tripled and taxes rose. The most visible symbol of the ring’s malfeasance came to be the Tweed Courthouse, construction of which was used as a pretext to steal millions from the city. In 1871, the New York Times ran a series of articles exposing the ring, which eventually led to Tweed’s arrest and trial for hundreds of counts of fraud and embezzlement. Estimates of how much Tweed and his ring stole from the city range from $30 million to $200 million. Tweed’s prison sentence and eventual death did not bring Tammany’s corrupt practices to an end, however. Office seekers paid handsomely for city posts from which they would line their own pockets. To protect their interests with favorable legislation, the bosses spread the money around Albany as well. As a result, city Democrats wielded disproportionate influence in the legislature. Beginning in Albany, Roosevelt would witness this corruption firsthand.

New York City shaped Theodore Roosevelt, and Theodore Roosevelt helped to shape the city. He was sophisticated and cosmopolitan, as comfortable in a silk top hat and tails in his box at the opera as he was sitting atop a horse on his ranch. The city afforded Roosevelt a network of important Americans of the late nineteenth century, from old friends of his father’s to top Republicans, reformers, and journal editors. It provided him with an in-depth and intimate education in the ills facing a growing America, including government corruption, police brutality, poor sanitation, poverty, and decrepit housing. Roosevelt became a champion of urban reform, with ideas that guided him throughout his nearly thirty years in public service. He consistently backed changes in civil service, housing laws, and labor relations, seeking to ameliorate the problems of the rapidly expanding city brought about by massive industrialization and immigration. Perhaps the most profound concept that Roosevelt would champion from the 1880s on was the radical notion of government responsibility for the welfare of individual Americans. He did not advocate a government that tried to create equality. Instead, he advocated government’s responsibility in creating equality of opportunity, equality in the marketplace, and equality before the law. Roosevelt’s contact with the laboring poor of New York, unique among presidents until that time, profoundly shaped his ideas, which in turn would resonate throughout American history. Governmental responsibility and equality of opportunity for the nation’s most vulnerable citizens became hallmarks of Roosevelt’s thought, and ultimately, of the Progressive Era that he promoted.

Roosevelt’s rise also reflected the fluid and intricate world of late nineteenth-century American politics. Such a world resembled, to use one of Roosevelt’s favorite metaphors, a kaleidoscope. Throughout his nearly thirty years in public office, Roosevelt constantly grappled with multiple party factions and interest groups at the city, state, and federal levels. New York’s Republican political machine struggled to maintain strict party unity in the face of such divisions, as independent reformers—so-called Mugwumps—frequently bolted the party. Roosevelt constantly railed at these two irreconcilable factions of his party. The divisions often split the Republican ticket, allowing the election of Tammany governments in the city. At the same time, Roosevelt often served as a bridge between the two groups, gaining a valuable skill that would serve him well both as a candidate and later as governor and president. Roosevelt’s experiences in New York politics prepared him, as President Roosevelt, to maneuver his progressive legislation through a skeptical and often hostile Congress. Despite his uneasy position between the two factions, Roosevelt was able to shape a remarkable agenda of reform. Of all his progressive ideas, the most important was that of civil service reform, the simple idea that government workers, from the policeman to the postal clerk, should receive posts and promotions based on merit. His career in public life reflected thirty years of continuous advocacy of civil service reform at the city, state, and federal levels. During those thirty years, the tide turned against political blackmail and graft, and Roosevelt played a vital role in that change. And all of this came about because Theodore Roosevelt was born between the East and Hudson Rivers in America’s largest city.

Placing Roosevelt in his proper, urban context requires following him as he walked through nineteenth-century New York City. Such a tour would start at his birthplace on 20th Street near Gramercy Park, and range north to his second family home on 57th Street, wedged between the mansions on Fifth Avenue and the saloons on Sixth. The young Roosevelt can be spied taking sleigh rides through Central Park with his Harvard friends and future Boston Brahmin bride. Later, he can be seen entering the dingy Republican Party headquarters at Morton Hall, possibly dressed in top hat and tails en route to the opera or Patriarch’s Ball. Even while an assemblyman in Albany, Roosevelt wrote laws for New York City and convened investigating committees in Manhattan. His brief detour to the West in the 1880s requires riding with Roosevelt on the numerous train rides he took back to New York every fall to ensure he kept a hand in Republican Party politics, which led to him eventually receiving his party’s nomination for mayor in 1886. Even while occupying appointed positions in Washington, DC, Roosevelt interested himself in all things New York, from family to politics. It was in 1891 that he penned his history of New York City. And when war with Spain broke out in 1898, Roosevelt did not attract cowboys to the Rough Riders as much as he attracted wealthy, educated, upper-class New Yorkers like himself. These “Ritz Riders” helped to make Roosevelt a household name and made him palatable to the New York state bosses for the gubernatorial nomination.

From the governor’s mansion in Albany, Roosevelt continued to insert himself into the life and politics of New York City, championing health and housing reform while backing fellow New York City reformers in Assembly elections. It was Governor Roosevelt’s very strength in New York City that prompted Republican boss Thomas Platt to kick Roosevelt upstairs to the vice presidency, with unintended consequences. With William McKinley’s assassination in 1901, President Roosevelt could apply to the nation progressive ideas learned on the streets of New York City. Moreover, from the White House Roosevelt reached into New York City politics in a way unprecedented for American presidents. In so doing, he contributed to the destruction of his old political nemesis, Boss Platt, and strengthened the executive power of the city’s mayor. In his thirty years of public life, Roosevelt helped to make New York cleaner, safer, and less corrupt, while New York helped to make him one of America’s greatest presidents.


Prologue: June 18, 1910

Homecoming

IT WAS ONE OF the greatest days in the history of New York City. It was one of the greatest days in the life of Theodore Roosevelt.

Shortly after seven in the morning, the SS Kaiserin Auguste Victoria broke through the mist of Ambrose Channel, steaming along the border between New York and New Jersey before turning north toward Manhattan. Following her was an escort of honor consisting of the new battleship South Carolina and five torpedo destroyers. Construction of all the ships had been authorized during the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. The South Carolina was the first dreadnought ever to enter the Hudson River, and the first American dreadnought the former president ever laid eyes upon. From the top four decks of the Kaiserin, passengers waved handkerchiefs and cheered, while from a large porthole, Roosevelt leaned, waving his silk hat at the reporters on the approaching tugboat. At the sight of the former president, the captain of the tug blew three long blasts on his whistle, a salute taken up by scores of river craft, from the shores of Staten Island and New Jersey to the west across to Brooklyn to the east. At Fort Wadsworth, located at the narrows between Staten Island and Brooklyn, four companies of the US Army Coast Artillery Corps stood at attention as cannon sounded a twenty-one-gun salute.

Colonel and Mrs. Roosevelt gazed at the spectacle from the upper bridge, surrounded by their children Alice, Ethel, and Kermit. When the Kaiserin dropped anchor at quarantine, the health officer immediately boarded the ship, accompanied by Roosevelt’s closest friend, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge; Alice’s husband, Congressman Nicholas Longworth; President William Howard Taft’s aide, Archibald Butt; and the secretary of agriculture, James Wilson, the longest-serving cabinet member of all time, who had also served in the administrations of McKinley and Roosevelt. Butt and Wilson, representing Taft, greeted Roosevelt, but the former president was more interested in the parade of ships just then passing to starboard—the massive gray battleship South Carolina followed by the five destroyers. Along all decks of the battleship her crew “dressed” her sides, while the members of the US Marine Band in their scarlet uniforms could easily be spied on the quarterdeck. Just as eight bells struck on all the ships, the band struck up “The Star Spangled Banner.” The large national ensigns were hoisted at the stern, and along the entire lengths of all the ships red, white, and blue bunting was unrolled. It was an impressive sight.

While Roosevelt stood mesmerized by the ships, Edith’s attention was drawn to the approaching Manhattan, a revenue cutter operated by the New York Custom House. Edith caught sight of her other three children on board the boat. Soon a gangplank connected the two vessels, and young Theodore, Quentin, and Archie climbed aboard to greet their parents. When the entire party disembarked onto the Manhattan, Roosevelt shook hands with all of the boat’s crew, including the black cook in his white suit. Another transfer was made to the boat carrying the welcoming committee, including the architect of the day’s festivities, Cornelius Vanderbilt III. When he saw Vanderbilt, Roosevelt exclaimed that he was happy to be home and “ready to put his shoulder to the wheel,” as a New York Times reporter put it. Among the two hundred dignitaries welcoming Roosevelt was his old friend Jacob Riis. “Oh Jake! I’m glad to see you!” Roosevelt boomed down the line of men waiting to shake his hand.

Roosevelt seemed less happy to greet Republican Party State Chairman Timothy Woodruff. Roosevelt knew exactly what kind of man Woodruff was—merely a henchman to the new boss of the state Republicans, William Barnes Jr. The old boss and Roosevelt’s nemesis, Thomas Platt, had gone to his grave only that March, and Barnes had been a self-serving doppelganger of the Easy Boss. Barnes and other state Republican leaders were conspicuously absent among this first welcoming party, leading the New York Times to observe in a headline: “Old Guard Didn’t Appear Overjoyed.” Woodruff had been dispatched in their place, and he found it an unhappy job that became increasingly difficult as the morning wore on. He had been late and almost missed the boat, which was already under way when Woodruff reached the quay, his having just missed the removal of the gangplank. A sailor threw a rope ladder over the side of the boat, and Woodruff was forced to leap across the water for it and clamber up the side. When he reached Roosevelt, the former antagonist of the state party machine gave Woodruff’s hand the most cursory of shakes. A nearby reporter spoke aloud the words he wrote on his pad: “During the reception of Mr. Woodruff the ex-President exhibited remarkable power of self-control.” Woodruff heard the remark and looked even more pained.

When the boat docked at Battery Park, Roosevelt stepped onto native soil for the first time in over a year. Fittingly, he stepped ashore onto Manhattan, the island of his birth. There, another crowd received him, including his sisters, Anna Cowles and Corinne Robinson; a distant cousin, Franklin, and a niece, Eleanor, who had married each other five years earlier; and Theodore Roosevelt Jr.’s fiancée, Eleanor Alexander. The Roosevelt-Alexander nuptials were planned for the very next day.

The New York dignitaries who welcomed the former president reflected his always-precarious political position in the state and the continued fractious politics of the Republican Party. State boss William Barnes was accompanied by none other than Louis Payn, the former state superintendent of insurance who had been removed by then-governor Roosevelt, but was still boss of Columbia and Duchess Counties. William Loeb, Roosevelt’s personal secretary from his governorship right through his presidency, received a warm welcome from his old boss. Loeb had been nominated by President Taft as collector of the New York Custom House, the same position that had plagued both Theodore Roosevelt and his father for decades. While Roosevelt was still in Africa big-game hunting, Lodge had written his friend of Loeb’s great work in cleaning up the custom house. He had added, “The evils in the Institution are periodic and have to be dealt with about once in so often.” Lodge did not need to remind Roosevelt of that particular institution’s evils.

Aside from cabinet secretaries past and present, one former federal officer in particular received much attention from the former president. Gifford Pinchot had served under both Roosevelt and Taft as chief of the US Forest Service, which in 1905 had gained control of the national forest preserves. Pinchot had quickly come into conflict with Taft’s new secretary of the interior, Richard Ballinger, who restored millions of acres of forest to private use amid accusations that he was colluding with mining companies. Pinchot sent a letter critical of Taft and Ballinger to a US senator, and when the senator read it into the Congressional Record, Taft had little choice but to fire Pinchot, angering many preservationists and progressives—such as Roosevelt. Pinchot had even visited Roosevelt while he was resting with his family on the Italian Riviera. In his fiery attacks against Taft and the administration, Pinchot symbolized the split among Republicans. Now here he was given a place of honor in the audience at Battery Park. Just as Roosevelt readied to speak, he caught sight of Pinchot and ostentatiously nodded his head and mimicked a handshake across the distance between them, to which Pinchot replied in kind. Although no words passed between them, for anyone watching it boded ill for the Republican Party for the upcoming midterm elections, and raised serious questions about Taft’s presumed reelection bid in 1912.

In the end, the speeches of Roosevelt and of New York City Mayor William J. Gaynor in Battery Park that day were so short that they disappointed the 3,000 ticketholders listening in the roped-off area around the platform. But Roosevelt’s cryptic remarks would prompt much speculation in the press over the following days. The ostensibly retired Roosevelt said to the throng, “I am ready and eager to do my part so far as I am able in helping solve problems which must be solved if we of this the greatest democratic Republic upon which the sun has ever shone are to see its destinies rise to the high level of our hopes and its opportunities.” Somewhere within the overblown rhetoric, Roosevelt seemed to be saying something important. After the speeches, Roosevelt’s family departed, while Roosevelt himself, with his friends and escorting dignitaries, boarded nineteen carriages for the five-mile parade up Broadway and Fifth Avenue.

New York had never seen such a display, certainly not for a private citizen. Estimates put the crowds at 1 million as New Yorkers welcomed home the only president ever born in their city. Every element of the festivities reflected Roosevelt’s life and career in New York. The escort of Rough Riders included Charles Knoblauch, one of the members from New York City, who the following day would host a clambake for his former comrades. The parade route was lined by hundreds of New York’s Finest, the city police, and from time to time, Roosevelt, the former police commissioner, recognized a face and called out greetings. “Well, I’m glad to see you,” he called to Captain “Big Bill” Hodgins, reaching down to shake the officer’s hand. Despite the large police presence, people—and objects—broke through the police line. Near City Hall, a woman tossed a red peony from the window of an office building. The flower grazed Roosevelt’s head and landed in the bottom of his carriage, whereupon he picked it up and bowed to the woman. Joseph Youngwitz, a messenger boy, tried twice to break through before he succeeded in handing the former president a bouquet of flowers. “I wanted to give you these,” Youngwitz panted. “I bought them myself because I admire you so.” “I think I’ve seen you before,” Roosevelt said to the astonished boy. Youngwitz later confirmed to reporters that he had shaken Roosevelt’s hand about five years earlier when the president had visited New York.

As the parade reached Washington Square, the entire procession made a slow turn west onto Fourth Street to reach Fifth Avenue. The next few miles along the route reflected the political, ethnic, and religious flavor of the city. From 10th to 14th Streets, the Republican organizations had arrayed themselves, including the Twenty-First Assembly District and the Federal Club. Spectators took up precarious posts on the ledges of the Fifth Avenue and Flatiron Buildings, and the pedestal of the statue of Admiral David Glascow Farragut in Madison Square Park was covered by a multitude. Next came the Italian and Hungarian societies, while out-of-town delegations took position across from the Waldorf.

Most everyone in the crowd passed by 433 Fifth Avenue without a second look, but Colonel Roosevelt made a point of bowing to the family there, whose members were hanging from windows and standing on the sidewalk. This was the home of the Alexanders, the family of young Theodore’s fiancée. Sixteen-year-old Quentin Roosevelt balanced on a board on the sidewalk to glimpse his father, while both Miss and Mrs. Alexander could be seen at the center window in the company of Theodore Roosevelt Jr. In the doorway stood Alice and her sister, Ethel. Once the procession had passed the house, the crowds became thinner. But the twenty-five remaining members of the Grand Army of the Republic, Peter Cooper Post—New York’s last Civil War veterans—still stood in front of Temple Emanuel. The Dutch Reformed Church displayed both the German and American flags. The Hotel Buckingham flew the colors of the Rough Riders, a massive yellow flag with the American eagle. Even the nearby Democratic Club had hung a flag in Roosevelt’s honor. The parade came to an end near the Plaza Hotel at 59th Street, just past the palatial home of Cornelius Vanderbilt, which was decorated with standards of small American flags. Roosevelt stepped into a waiting car, and just as the vehicle moved away, someone thrust a cluster of sweet peas into his hand.

THE PARADE HAD BARELY ENDED when the temperature began plummeting and the sky darkened. In only a few minutes the thermometer dropped twenty degrees, the rains came, and the winds rose. Although it was only afternoon, the electric lights on Broadway came on, as the wind became a gale. Clotheslines, flags, window frames, and newspapers flew through the air. Within an hour, the storm had passed, but in that short time, the subway flooded, the floating crane in the Brooklyn Navy Yard sank, and thirteen people lost their lives. Several men and women drowned in local rivers, while others were killed by falling objects: a pane of glass, a tree, a collapsed smokestack. One old-timer told a reporter the tempest exceeded in power and grandeur anything he could remember. He might have been speaking of Roosevelt.

What did Roosevelt mean when he returned to his city and spoke of dedicating himself to solving the problems facing the nation? The New York Times observed that a “political purpose” might have been behind the welcome he received. Politicians did not hold back their views. “Roosevelt can have the [presidential] nomination if he wants it,” said former secretary of the navy Paul Morton. “He has not been associated with any faction, but belongs to the whole Republican Party and to the country.” The Republican Club of upstate Oneida adopted a new slogan, “For Governor of New York, Theodore Roosevelt.” Taft had recently tapped current governor Charles Evans Hughes for the US Supreme Court, and many Republicans looked to Roosevelt to continue Hughes’s progressive policies in the face of machine opposition. Upstate party leader and customs collector at Plattsburg John O’Brien echoed the Oneida club in plainly stating, “We want a boss—that’s what we want, and Colonel Roosevelt is the kind of boss we want and need. He can go in and unite the party in this State and get us in shape for the Gubernatorial campaign this Fall.” In 1910, New York Republicans called on Roosevelt to serve the same role he had during much of his New York career, uniting opposing wings of the Republican Party.

With regard to Roosevelt’s future, however, many looked beyond Albany, to Washington. In their letters to each other starting in 1909, Lodge and Roosevelt had openly spoken of Roosevelt running again in 1912. Throughout 1910, Roosevelt’s unhappiness with Taft grew. His chosen successor allied himself with the Republican Old Guard and failed to carry out Roosevelt’s policies. As President Roosevelt had convinced many skeptical Republicans in 1908 to support Taft, Roosevelt felt doubly betrayed. Even before he stepped ashore on Manhattan, Roosevelt had to admit that Taft “had gone wrong on certain points” and that, “deep down underneath,” he “had all along known he was wrong.” Perhaps Republicans could forgive Roosevelt for backing Taft, if indeed he had been deceived, but they would not forgive him if he allowed the deception to continue. All of this was spinning through Roosevelt’s mind as he arrived home.

As battleships escorted him and cannon saluted, how could Roosevelt not be affected? As the Marine Band struck up the “Star Spangled Banner” while Roosevelt laid eyes upon the Statue of Liberty for the first time in over a year, how could he not think of his duty to his nation? As political friend and foe waited to shake his hand, how could he not contemplate his own political future? And as his carriage moved slowly through the canyons of Lower Manhattan, past the cheering throngs, the New York policemen, the Rough Riders, the city’s Republican organizations, and the out-of-town delegations from across the country, how could President Roosevelt—an honorific he was entitled to—not see it as a sign, as an indication, if not of divine will, then of overwhelming public sentiment? True, Roosevelt never seemed swayed by popular acclaim. It meant nothing, he said, “unless it can be turned to good tangible account, in the way of getting substantial advance along the lines of clean and wise government.” This was the president who had said, “I want to accomplish things.” That June 18, 1910, welcome to a private citizen and native son, unprecedented in American history, must have helped push Theodore Roosevelt toward once again entering the political fray, first in New York in 1910, and then nationally in 1912. The great New Yorker could not have done otherwise.


ONE

“This Little Rocky Island”

New York at Roosevelt’s Birth

THE STORY OF NEW YORK in 1858 is a tale of two cities. Contrasts were everywhere. Great affluence rubbed shoulders with grinding poverty. On some streets pedestrians picked their way among piles of garbage, while on others the residents took regular street-cleaning and new cobblestones for granted. There was the city of the elite, and there was the city of the huddled masses, and the city a person lived in depended greatly upon that person’s wealth or lack thereof. Segregation based on wealth began at birth and continued even after death. Rich New Yorkers were buried in Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn. New York’s poorest were buried in a Potter’s Field on Wards Island in the East River.

There were other contradictions as well. Though it was an island bound on all sides by rivers, New York suffered chronic water shortages, even as the East River seeped into basement tenements. The New York police, organized to protect the citizens from crime, were often criminals themselves engaged in blackmail and bribe-taking. A hundred saloons, brothels, and burlesque houses easily outnumbered the city’s two dozen churches. With more hospitals than any other American city, New Yorkers still feared disease most of all, especially the periodic cholera epidemics that took thousands of lives. Another one was only eight years off, but who could blame the pathogens for taking up residence and multiplying? They were practically invited into the filthy city, a place where roaming pigs still did much of the street cleaning.

On October 27, 1858, the day that Theodore Roosevelt was born in a luxurious brownstone in the posh neighborhood near Gramercy Park, Michael and Catherine Hertel, a father and daughter, suffocated to death in their Lower East Side tenement. The cause was smoke from a fire in an adjacent brewery, set alight by a blaze in a neighboring cooperage. The Hertels were typical New Yorkers. Arriving in America from Germany, they had settled in New York’s Kleindeutschland, Little Germany, along with tens of thousands of their compatriots. The Hertels lived in a brick tenement, a five-story building of small one- and two-bedroom apartments. Many of the rooms had no outside window, making for a dark and fetid existence. It would be another half-century before the housing laws began to catch up with the squalid life in the tenements. The dozens of residents living in this building with the Hertels shared a common latrine in the back lot. They toted water up the stairs from a common spigot in the same place. To dispose of the dirty water, they most often opened a window and dumped the contents of their buckets or washbasins out into the street. And at the time when the fire broke out next door, New York still had no law mandating any kind of fire escape. During a fire, the tenements became deathtraps for the working poor of Manhattan.

No zoning laws existed to separate commercial and residential properties, and, like a spreading inkblot, the booming industrial city seeped into whatever vacant land was available. Among their neighbors in Kleindeutschland, the Hertels counted shipyards, coal yards, and factories of all types, which were also common places of employment. With New York the meatpacking capital of the United States, the laborers of the city worked as well in the neighborhood slaughterhouses, operations that added blood and manure to the ever-pungent odors of the Lower East Side. Inevitably, from time to time an animal would escape from one of the slaughterhouses, and pedestrians would flatten themselves against the walls of buildings and watch as men in blood-spattered aprons chased a maddened cow down the street. The brewery next to the Hertels’ tenement was also typical of the city, as was the adjacent coppersmith, conveniently located to make casks for the beer. By midcentury, there were more than 1,000 cooperages in the city making barrels for nearly every kind of industry, from sugar and flour to nails and coins. Barrel making was so ubiquitous in New York that two barrels were included on the city seal. The mostly immigrant workforce would often work late into the night by lantern or gaslight, making the barrels by hand. In the fire that killed the Hertels, which broke out at almost 9 p.m., wood shavings had probably been set alight by a careless worker.

In addition to the Hertels, twelve horses also perished in the fire. These were likely the enormous draft horses that New Yorkers were accustomed to seeing pulling brewery wagons. In any case, they were in the basement of the brewery when the fire broke out. Their deaths must have represented a considerable loss for the brewer. But stabling horses right inside a business was common, and at midcentury the city contained thousands of stables housing tens of thousands of horses. Horses represented the backbone of the city’s transportation and delivery system. There were private saddle horses, carriage horses, and giant drays for pulling freight and the city’s aboveground trolleys. By the 1850s, the city’s street railways carried some 35 million passengers each year. And every day, New York’s horses left on the streets tons of manure and thousands of gallons of urine, representing a formidable challenge to the city’s street-cleaning forces. When a horse died in the harness, the owner simply unhooked his carriage or wagon and moved on, leaving the removal and disposal of the carcass to the city contractor. In summers, the air was ripe with the smell of steaming manure and rotting horse. By 1858, disease remained a constant concern for New Yorkers.

Next to a cholera epidemic, fire represented the city’s greatest threat. Only a generation had passed since the Great Fire of 1835 had destroyed seven hundred buildings. And only three weeks before the fire that killed the Hertels blazed through their tenement building, the great Crystal Palace, the massive exhibition hall built in 1853, had burned to the ground—remarkably, without a single loss of life. When the fire broke out in the cooperage, several things occurred that illustrated some modest improvements that had been made in New York firefighting. The alarm was telegraphed to the Fifth District bell tower, which rang to alert the volunteer firemen. A horse-drawn pump arrived, possibly one of the steam-powered pumps introduced only that year. The firemen enjoyed a large supply of water thanks to the Croton Aqueduct, which had been completed in 1842. Still, the lack of a permanent, professional firefighting force meant a delayed response that night. This allowed the fire to spread from the cooperage to the brewery, the smoke then permeating the Hertels’ tenement. Saving a few minutes might have saved their lives.

In New York at midcentury, the Hertels’ miserable existence in their decrepit tenement coexisted with the affluence of others, such as the Roosevelt family. Growing up in postbellum New York, Theodore Roosevelt would be keenly aware of the growing disparity between great wealth and great poverty. He would note this years later when writing his history of New York City, contrasting the growth of “colossal fortunes” with the poverty of the tenement-house population. Roosevelt decried the conformity of the upper classes in Gilded Age New York. In the summers, the elite took the Grand Tour through Europe; in winter, they returned to their identical brownstone-front houses. Inside, the houses were all decorated with the same dark furniture, heavy drapes, gilded mirrors and picture frames, and ormolu objets d’art. Roosevelt might have been describing his own family and their home, as it was into such a brownstone-fronted, gilded house that he was born.

Martha Bulloch Roosevelt gave birth to her first son in a lavish home situated a short distance from Gramercy Park. A true southern belle whose family still owned slaves in Georgia at the time of Roosevelt’s birth, “Mittie” was something of an alien living in New York. And when she arrived in the city after her wedding to Theodore Roosevelt Sr., New York must have appeared alien to her. For Mittie, one consolation was surely that she married into one of the most prominent New York families of the era. Since the first Roosevelt had come to New Amsterdam in the middle of the seventeenth century, every generation of the family had been born in Manhattan. By the mid-nineteenth century, the name “Roosevelt” conjured images of wealth and success in business. Manhattan boasted a Roosevelt Street, and, by 1871, a Roosevelt Hospital. The head of the New York City branch of the Roosevelt clan was Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt, Mittie’s father-in-law, one of New York’s wealthiest men, who presided over a business and real-estate empire from his grand Union Square mansion.

The earliest photo of Theodore Roosevelt dates from 1865; in it, he and his brother Elliott can be spied watching Abraham Lincoln’s funeral procession from a window in their grandfather’s house. The photograph gives a hint of the family’s economic and social standing. C. V. S. Roosevelt had built his massive, four-story mansion after making money in banking, mining, Manhattan real estate, and imported glass. Years later, Theodore Roosevelt would describe his grandfather’s house as one of New York’s grand homes on Union Square, with a large central hall that rose all the way up to the roof. This cavernous central hallway, not to mention his grandfather’s wealth and position, must have made a great impression upon the young Theodore, perhaps confirming the importance of C. V. S. as head of the family.

Although Union Square Park was open to the public, Gramercy Park, near Theodore’s home, was not. The idea of a private park was not entirely new to New York. St. John’s Park in Lower Manhattan had been deeded to the owners of the houses that surrounded it in 1827. The following year it was enclosed by a locked cast-iron fence, and, as Gramercy would be some years later, St. John’s was designed with gravel paths and trees and shrubs. St. John’s Park, though, only lasted until 1866, when Cornelius Vanderbilt bought it for $1 million. Still, the idea of a private park was certainly more English than American, and Gramercy Park would not have been out of place in London. Perhaps this was part of the appeal of the new development to the Roosevelt family and others. The 1850s were a time when the elite of New York—the “aristocracy” of old money—sought to separate themselves from the plebian class, not only in terms of where they lived, but also, increasingly, of where they socialized.

The Union Club was New York’s oldest social club. It had been formed in 1836 as an exclusive men’s club for the wealthy, the “old-stock” elite of the city. Just as the wealthy built their houses above 14th Street, so now, too, in 1855, they moved their club to a specially designed Florentine building at the corner of Fifth Avenue and 21st Street, barely two blocks from the Roosevelt home. Gramercy Park was a quaint and discreet enclave, but Fifth Avenue became the ostentatious address of choice for the very wealthiest New Yorkers. Beginning in the late 1840s, ornate mansions and townhouses began appearing on lower Fifth north of Washington Square and running up to the new Madison Square, which the city had built between 23rd and 25th Streets in 1847. William Astor and John Jacob Astor IV built neighboring mansions between 33rd and 34th Streets at the end of the 1850s, ensuring the cachet of the Avenue. Many of the new houses were built not with marble, limestone, or brick, but with Triassic sandstone, which, owing to the presence of iron ore, turned from pink to brown as it weathered. The term “brownstone” would now be used as an adjective indicating wealth and prestige.

To serve the new neighborhoods, all manner of institutions—not just the Union Club—moved north of 14th Street. Columbia College moved to a new campus at 49th and Madison in 1856, aiming to shape the minds of New York’s elite, while new places of worship were built to save their souls. Grace Church on Broadway at 10th Street replaced Trinity in Lower Manhattan as the church of choice for upper-class New Yorkers, with pews selling for as much as $1,600 apiece, and other churches opened along Fifth Avenue. The Church of the Ascension opened its doors in 1851 just down the street from Grace on 10th, followed by First Presbyterian Church in 1846, Fifth Avenue Presbyterian in 1852, and eventually, St. Patrick’s Cathedral at 50th Street in 1879. In 1845, James Renwick Jr., the architect who had designed Grace Church, was asked to draw up plans for Calvary Church on 21st Street, closer to the Roosevelts. To the original Early English Gothic building that had been moved from Fourth Avenue in 1842, Renwick added a Gothic Revival sanctuary with twin spires and a five-sided apse. The two styles clashed terribly. New York lawyer and diarist George Templeton Strong called the new church, just steps away from his own home, “a miracle of ugliness.” The twin spires, although presaging Renwick’s future masterpiece, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, did not last at Calvary. They had not been built straight from the ground, but added directly atop the church’s towers, and the unstable spires were removed in 1860. It was unlikely that Theodore Roosevelt would have remembered the spires, although growing up he could probably still glimpse, from the top floor of his own home, the remaining towers rising above the other houses.

With his father a partner in the family firm Roosevelt and Son, Theodore enjoyed a comfortable existence from the moment he was born. While the Roosevelts never ascended to the level of wealth enjoyed by such New York families as the Astors and the Vanderbilts, they were still considered one of the city’s top families. Moreover, by having an interest in New York banking, commerce, and real estate, the Roosevelt family became directly linked to other families of the city with great fortunes to their names. Sometimes, such fortunes seemed tenuous, as the nation’s economy, centered in New York, experienced periodic booms and busts. In fact, Theodore Roosevelt was a “bust baby,” born into the mid-nineteenth century’s worst economic slump.

IN SEPTEMBER 1857, about a year before Roosevelt’s birth, a heavy storm hit the North Carolina coast. In Wilmington, heavy rain washed away bridges, and drifts of sand blocked railway traffic. Offshore, the storm battered a number of vessels, ripping away sails and rigging and overtaxing pumps. As of September 17, no deaths had been reported, although the steamship Central America was missing. Newspapers speculated that the ship had simply run out of coal or had some of her machinery damaged, which must have forced the ship to make way slowly under sail. The papers were wrong.

The next day brought news of the disaster. The Central America had sunk, losing more than five hundred of her passengers and crew. Although it was a terrible tragedy, New Yorkers immediately focused on the treasure of gold the ship had been carrying. “Loss of the Central America steamer,” George Templeton Strong wrote in his diary, “the first of our treasure-ships that has perished. She foundered with several hundred passengers and a million and a half in California gold, sorely needed in Wall Street just now. The pressure there is cruel.” The Central America’s anticipated arrival in New York, with its $1.6 million in gold, was supposed to have relieved the pressure caused by bank depositors withdrawing massive amounts of gold, as a panic had hit the financial sector at the end of August. Plummeting farm prices had caused Midwestern businessmen to withdraw their funds from New York banks, which then immediately called in their mature debts. The New York branch of the giant Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company failed, and credit dried up overnight. The American economy came to a standstill.

The great slump of 1857–1859 radiated outward from New York, affecting every major American city and reaching across the Atlantic to London and Paris. If New York prided itself as the “Empire State,” surely Manhattan was the “Empire City,” the capital of American finance, banking, commerce, shipping, and manufacturing. The recession that was in progress at the time of Theodore Roosevelt’s birth helped to transform the nation on the eve of the Civil War. Unemployment soared and half of Wall Street’s brokers went bankrupt. Homelessness surged, and the recession forced New Yorkers into increasingly crowded and rundown tenements. Banks collapsed, wages fell, and retailers cut prices to unload their goods at almost any price. With grain shipments from the American West stalled because of the credit crunch, food prices stayed high and the normally busy shipping industry sat idle. Manhattan bristled like a porcupine with its usually bustling docks and piers at the end of every street, but now agricultural exports and manufactured imports dried up, and the once mighty shipbuilding industry, particularly for freight-hauling clipper ships, died out. Out-of-work stevedores crowded the waterfront saloons, waiting to unload ships that never arrived.

The business of Roosevelt and Son reflected the business of New York. In addition to importing glass, the firm owned extensive real estate in Manhattan and upstate New York. It also owned two piers in Lower Manhattan, and through C. V. S., Roosevelt and Son held stock in banking, mining, and insurance interests. Other records show the Roosevelts shipping coal and bidding on $100,000 blocks of US Treasury notes. The recession did not leave the Roosevelts untouched. And yet, it afforded new opportunities as well for the rich. Cornelius Vanderbilt, for example, gobbled up local railroad companies to form the New York Central Railroad, a company in which the Roosevelt firm was to own stock.

Vast amounts of Manhattan’s wealth passed through the hands of men named Roosevelt. Yet Theodore Roosevelt Sr. seemed little motivated by wealth. Unusual for New York at the time, the senior Roosevelt instead dedicated himself more to charitable and cultural pursuits than to empire building. He helped found the Children’s Aid Society, Newsboys’ Lodging House, New York Orthopedic Dispensary and Hospital, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the American Museum of Natural History. He also helped found the Republican Reform Club, and by the 1870s had a reputation as a reform Republican. Such endeavors would have a profound impact on his son.

Although Theodore Roosevelt Sr. differed from other elite New Yorkers in his dedication to charity, art, education, and reform, he shared such values with the elite of another American city. Indeed, he might have been mistaken for a Boston Brahmin rather than a New York Knickerbocker. His son’s life would early on reflect the importance of the New York–Boston axis of the late nineteenth century. From marriage to friendship to political alliances, Roosevelt would always have one foot firmly planted on the shores of Massachusetts Bay—a much more important Roosevelt touchstone than the American West.

THE CIVIL WAR was the single greatest defining event for Americans of the nineteenth century. American presidents such as General Ulysses S. Grant and Major William McKinley were defined by their service in the war. But so, too, were average Americans. Although Theodore Roosevelt was only two years old at the outbreak of the war in 1861, the legacy of the war helped define his world.

In 1863, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. paid a substitute in order to avoid the risk of being drafted under the new Conscription Act—a routine practice followed by tens of thousands of men during the war, with no stigma attached. At the same time, he and two other wealthy New Yorkers conceived of a plan allowing soldiers to send money home to their families, who often were left nearly destitute in the absence of the main breadwinner. Without such a plan, New York families often had to wait for a regimental chaplain to travel to the city from the battlefield, whereupon the chaplain would distribute the soldiers’ pay. With congressional and presidential backing, the Allotment Commission came into existence. President Abraham Lincoln named Roosevelt one of New York State’s three allotment commissioners. Thus began a long period of the elder Roosevelt being away from home, returning only for holidays, birthdays, and family vacations. The Roosevelts were enjoying such a vacation during the hot July of 1863, spending it in New Jersey, when the most important event of the Civil War affecting New York City occurred, the New York Draft Riots.

Theodore Roosevelt was only four and a half years old when the riots broke out—and was on the other side of the Hudson River—but the riots had a profound impact on every New Yorker of the time, even a boy only overhearing his parents’ conversations. Moreover, given that much of the violence occurred in the Gramercy Park neighborhood, the young Roosevelt likely saw some of the damage the riots left behind when they returned home. Roosevelt’s own account of the draft riots in his history of New York hints at their effect on his view of the city and its citizens. He placed most of the blame for the riots on “the low foreign element,” especially the Irish. Many New York Republicans blamed Democrats for the Civil War in general, and Roosevelt saw the state and city Democrats as allies to the rioters. Neither the political bosses nor the Catholic authorities had acted as good shepherds to their flock, Roosevelt believed. Placing the blame for the draft riots squarely on Democrats and Irish Catholics was the norm among Roosevelt’s class. The riots cast a dark shadow over the late nineteenth-century politics of the city and the relations among its ethnic and religious groups. In short, the draft riots instilled in the young Roosevelt some very distinctly New York prejudices.

One lasting effect was to underscore Roosevelt’s ethnic identity. Growing up hearing Dutch spoken around his grandfather’s dinner table made young “Teedie” acutely aware of his European origins—mainly Dutch, but also Welsh, English, Irish, and German. His mother’s side was largely Scottish, and the Bullochs were true southern “cavaliers” who looked across the Atlantic for their romantic heritage. Such ethnic self-identification only underscored Roosevelt’s elite background. But “Dutch” signified class more than any real connection with Holland. With increasing immigration from southern and eastern Europe taking place by the end of the nineteenth century, Roosevelt understood that his family was “native,” old-stock American. So, too, were the family friends of the Roosevelts in New York—the John Hays, the Joseph Choates, and the Elihu Roots. At an early age, Roosevelt understood where his family’s ethnicity, religion, and class placed him among the teeming throng of the city.

IN APRIL 1868, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and Mittie Roosevelt boarded a ship for the American South. Exactly three years had passed since the end of the Civil War. Docking in Savannah, they were met by Mittie’s Georgia relatives, including a slew of Stewarts, Elliotts, and Bullochs. The Roosevelts then took a slow carriage ride northeast to Bulloch Hall, the family estate in Roswell, Georgia. In following this road from Savannah to Atlanta, they were traveling in reverse the path taken by Union Army General William Tecumseh Sherman in his notorious “March to the Sea” after the fall of Atlanta. Signs of the war and the utter destruction it had caused met the Roosevelts wherever they looked. Railroad tracks still lay by the roadside, rails torn from the ground and twisted over fires by Union troops—Sherman’s “neckties.” Blackened stone and brick chimneys peeked from behind the tops of trees, forlorn survivors of Sherman’s fiery scourge.
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