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  Introduction




  The Emphatic Executive




  “While President I have been President, emphatically; I have used every ounce of power there was in the office.”




  ~Theodore Roosevelt




  He was born in the family brownstone at 28 East 20th Street, Manhattan, on October 27, 1858. From the beginning, his survival was in question. Childhood asthma, both frequent and severe, continually threatened to strangle him, so that he was unable to sleep flat in a bed, but had to prop himself on a mountain of pillows. Chronic congenital diarrhea—the family termed it, more genteelly, “cholera morbus”—contributed to his ghostly complexion and undersized physique. That frail frame was often assailed by high fevers and racking coughs.




  Physicians were doubtful that Theodore Roosevelt would reach his fourth year. But the child endured. He endured patiently at first; then, as he approached his teen years, fiercely.




  When he was about twelve, his father took him aside. “Theodore, you have the mind”—for his son was an avid reader and a remarkably quick study—“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,” father cautioned son, “but I know you will do it.”




  Theodore promised his father and himself that he would “do it,” and, without hesitation, embarked on a program of exercise. Relentless walking, running, weight lifting, and calisthenics seemed destined either to build him up or lay him low. The boy worked himself daily to the very verge of collapse. As an adult, he would call this approach to living “the strenuous life,” and he enthusiastically recommended it to anyone who intended to make something of himself. The idea was starkly simple: use every ounce of power you had every time you did anything. If the unremitting effort threatened to kill you, so much the better. As Roosevelt would write to his friend Cecil Spring-Rice years later, “Death is always and under all circumstances a tragedy, for if it is not, then it means that life itself has become one.” There could be no genuine reward without real risk.




  The popular mythology that has grown up around Teddy Roosevelt holds that, through dint of sheer physical and mental will, he utterly transformed himself from a sickly child into a strapping young man. The myth comes surprisingly close to reality—not that the transformation was rapid or easy, however. Even as he built himself up, relapses into asthma and “cholera morbus” were frequent. During a European trip with his family, Teedie (as his mother and siblings affectionately called him) started wheezing so badly that Mrs. Roosevelt confided desperately to Anna Minkowitz, who served as governess and tutor during the family’s overseas sojourn, “I wonder what will become of my Teedie.” The young woman calmly replied, “You need not be anxious about him. He will surely one day be a great professor, or who knows, he may become even President of the United States.”




  It was the first such prediction recorded, but certainly not the last. Even in illness, when to all appearances, the prospects for survival into adulthood were in gravest doubt, there was an air of destiny about the boy. Moreover, it clearly seemed a destiny that would be of his own making. If he could will himself to survive, he could will himself to become strong, and if he could do that, he could certainly will himself to be whatever he chose to be, including the American president.
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  Teedie stormed through Harvard College from 1876 to 1880, earning renown as a collegiate boxer and graduating magna cum laude, finding time as well to write his first book, The Summer Birds of the Adirondacks in Franklin County, N.Y., which was published in his sophomore year. Before he graduated, he began a second book on a very different subject, The Naval War of 1812. He studied hard. He boxed hard. The death of his father from stomach cancer on February 9, 1878, was a tough blow, but it only encouraged him to push himself harder.




  Shortly after graduating, he married the beautiful Alice Hathaway Lee and then entered Columbia Law School (though he left after two years without taking his degree). He had, by this time, already thrown himself into Republican politics and, in 1881, was elected to the New York State Assembly, the youngest assemblyman in the state’s history.




  He set out to make himself conspicuous in Albany, at first by the showy opulence of his attire, suited more to grand opera than to the legislature. A “New York City dude,” his legislative colleagues called him, and they snickered, even as their attention was drawn, focused, and utterly monopolized by him. From day one, freshman Roosevelt spoke up in the assembly. Within days of that first day, he was proposing legislation and was soon writing one bill after another, while also finding the time to complete and publish his book, The Naval War of 1812. That volume was instantly snapped up by the U.S. Naval Academy and assigned to midshipmen as a required textbook.




  Reelected to the assembly by a margin wider than that of any other legislator in 1883, he was named minority leader, and, after touring the slums of New York City with union organizer Samuel Gompers, composed and championed a series of groundbreaking public welfare bills. Then, when the assembly recessed, he went out West—way out west, to the Dakota Territory Badlands, bought two ranches there, and worked them alongside the other cowboys, taking time off to hunt bison on the prairie.




  In the assembly, he had made powerful enemies among the machine politicians of both parties who were desperate to bolster the cracking walls of the status quo. In the Badlands, he faced down bison, grizzly bears, and even gunfighters. It seems he courted death—both political death and actual death—to intensify the experience of life. The harder the challenge, the more formidable the opponent, the more joyously he came on, everyone who knew him agreed, like a force of nature.




  Or, rather, a force beyond nature: a veritable machine. The prominent American physician and student of Japanese culture William Sturgis Bigelow would later say that he had never known “a man with such a head of steam on,” and another acquaintance marveled that Roosevelt presented the “dazzling, even appalling, spectacle of a human engine driven at full speed.” That engine seized up and stopped cold on February 14, 1884. Two days earlier, his daughter, Alice Lee Roosevelt, had been born in his Manhattan home. As the cries of the newborn echoed through the house on the fourteenth, Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, Theodore’s mother, died of typhoid fever. Hours later on the same day, Alice Hathaway Lee Roosevelt, his wife and now mother of his daughter, suffered kidney failure and died as well. No one had known that this vivacious young woman suffered from what was then called Bright’s disease (acute nephritis), its symptoms having been masked by the usual discomforts of pregnancy.




  Theodore Roosevelt, writer of books and mountains of legislation, turned to the page of his diary for February 14, 1884, drew a simple bold X in black ink and, beneath this, carefully inscribed but a single, terrible sentence: “The light has gone out of my life.”




  The grief would never entirely leave him, yet it also became just one more driver of renewed activity. “Black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough,” he remarked.
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  Roosevelt proceeded with construction of a grand house in Oyster Bay, Long Island, the house in which he had intended to raise his family. “Leeholm,” he was going to call it, in honor of his wife’s family. With Alice gone, he decided instead to name it “Sagamore Hill” in honor of the Indian sachem who had once lived on the site.




  He threw himself back into work, the human engine reigniting. The New York Republicans sent him as a delegate to the National Convention in June of 1884, and the following year he published Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, which would prove a bestseller, left the New York State Assembly at the end of his third term in 1885, ran for mayor of New York City the following year, and this time suffered a landslide defeat. Those close to him knew he had been badly stunned, but they also saw that, with Teddy Roosevelt, life went on. On December 2, a month after the bleak election, he married Edith Kermit Carow and, in the new year of 1887, published a new book, Life of Thomas Hart Benton, and saw the birth of a new child, his first son, Theodore. Uncertain of where to redirect his political ambitions, and acutely conscious of having a new mouth to feed, Roosevelt went on a well-paid writing tear, publishing three books in 1888—Life of Gouverneur Morris, Ranch Life and the Hunting Trail, and Essays in Practical Politics—in addition to a host of magazine articles.




  He decided at length to move from state and local politics and into the national arena, accepting appointment in 1889 as U.S. civil service commissioner. It was a position he coveted because he intended singlehandedly to take on and thoroughly reform the spoils and patronage systems—long a scourge of good government—and replace them with a system of administrative appointments based solely on competence and merit. This grueling crusade would occupy the next half-dozen years—at least as his day job. He found time, in 1889, to publish the first two volumes of his monumental The Winning of the West (volumes three and four would appear in 1894 and 1896), which would prove the most popular of all his history books. In 1891, his History of New York appeared, followed in 1893 by The Wilderness Hunter and, two years later, Hero Tales from American History. A second daughter, Ethel Carow Roosevelt, was born in 1891, and a second son, Archibald Bulloch Roosevelt, in 1894, the same year that Theodore’s brother, Elliott Roosevelt, an alcoholic who had always been the family black sheep, took his own life.




  Work on the Civil Service Commission was at times gratifying but more often a labor of forlorn hope. On May 5, 1895, Roosevelt resigned from the commission and, the very next day, was appointed president of New York City’s board of police commissioners. Here, Roosevelt felt, was a job of reform he could truly get his arms around. Although his was a municipal appointment, the New York Police Department, a veritable icon of big-city corruption, was a national scandal. A local impact here, he believed, would have nationwide effect.




  The new commissioner did in New York what he could not do in Washington. He approached the problems of the police department hands on. By day, he performed administrative duties from behind his desk. By night, he personally patrolled the meanest of the city’s mean streets, rousting loafing beat officers, disciplining some, praising others, and firing the unrepentant hard cases. He faced the possibility of physical assault nightly. He fended off political threats every day. Tireless and dogged, he remodeled the police department and won the support of the public. In the process, he formed close collegial relations with the remarkable cadre of progressive journalists and writers he himself would later dub the “muckrakers,” including Lincoln Steffens (whose The Shame of the Cities exposed the corruption of urban boss government), Ida Tarbell (author of The History of the Standard Oil Company, a study of the predatory nature of the nation’s most notorious monopolistic trust), and Jacob Riis (whose photographic and journalistic portrait of slum and sweatshop life, How the Other Half Lives, would have a profound effect on the role of government in promoting the public welfare).




  One writer Commissioner Roosevelt encountered was neither a journalist nor a reformer—nor, for that matter, an American. He was Bram Stoker, an Irish novelist who, during an 1895 trip to the United States, came away from a meeting with Roosevelt overwhelmingly impressed. “Must be President some day,” he noted. “A man you can’t cajole, can’t frighten, can’t buy.”




  Two years after he met the commissioner, Bram Stoker would go on to his own enduring celebrity with the publication of Dracula. As for his prediction of Roosevelt’s coming fame, the prospects in 1897 looked increasingly promising for its fulfillment.
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  After singlehandedly elevating the NYPD from a national disgrace to a police force that was a model for the nation’s other big cities, Roosevelt resigned from the Police Board in 1897 to accept appointment by President William McKinley as assistant secretary of the navy on April 19. He approached the new assignment with the same zeal he had applied to his work as New York’s top cop. He saw clearly that the United States was rapidly moving toward war with Spain over the issue of Cuban independence, and his urgent objective was to modernize the U.S. Navy through a combination of new construction and the purchase of merchant vessels that could be readily converted to warships. By law, he reported to the secretary of the navy, John Davis Long. Older and slower than his dynamic assistant, Long made the wise decision to get out of his way and gave Assistant Secretary Roosevelt the room and authority he needed to build his navy. Ordinarily, the post of assistant secretary of the navy, like that of New York City police commissioner, would have attracted little national attention. But as Roosevelt had been no ordinary police commissioner, so now he showed himself to be no ordinary assistant secretary. The public and political buzz turned increasingly presidential.




  The ambitious Roosevelt, still a young man at forty, had every incentive to remain at what was proving to be a powerful, highly visible, and politically secure post—especially now that he had yet another son, Quentin, born on November 19, 1897. Yet, less than two weeks after Spain declared war on the United States on April 23, 1898, and Congress reciprocated two days later, Roosevelt, as if eager to court death yet again, resigned as assistant secretary of the navy to accept an appointment as lieutenant colonel of the 1st U.S. Volunteer Cavalry Regiment. Except for a stint with the New York National Guard, Roosevelt had no real military experience. Despite this, he plunged into the task of recruiting a force consisting mostly of cowboys from the country near his ranches, plus some former “Buffalo soldiers” (African American cavalrymen from segregated U.S. Army units), Native Americans, and, somewhat incongruously, a handful of kids from the Ivy League. He not only supervised their training, he trained alongside them, managing to keep barely a step ahead. When the regiment’s CO, Colonel Leonard Wood, a career army officer, was promoted to brigade command, Roosevelt was jumped to full colonel and given command of the 1st USV, which the newspapers dubbed “The Rough Riders,” a compelling nickname the new colonel and his men heartily embraced.




  Colonel Roosevelt led his regiment to Cuba and to war, receiving his baptism of fire at the battle of Las Guasimas on June 24, 1898. Then came what he later called his “crowded hour.” Acting on his own initiative, the colonel led his Rough Riders on a pair of charges up Kettle Hill and San Juan Hill (more properly San Juan Heights) on July 1, an action that would be known simply as the battle of San Juan Hill. The engagement proved very bloody, but decisive. After the Rough Riders and the two other regiments of the brigade succeeded in taking the high ground, the land war in Cuba was essentially over and won.




  As it happened, Colonel Roosevelt was the only member of the cavalry unit who actually had a horse to ride. It was a borrowed animal at that, as all the regular regimental mounts had been left behind on the mainland because the War Department’s inept planning had resulted in a desperate shortage of transport vessels. Atop Texas (as the horse was called), Roosevelt continually exposed himself to fire. With masterful understatement, he wrote about the battle in The Rough Riders, published in 1899:




  A curious incident happened as I was getting the men started forward. Always when men have been lying down under cover for some time, and are required to advance, there is a little hesitation, each looking to see whether the others are going forward. As I rode down the line, calling to the troopers to go forward, and rasping brief directions to the captains and lieutenants, I came upon a man lying behind a little bush, and I ordered him to jump up. I do not think he understood that we were making a forward move, and he looked up at me for a moment with hesitation, and I again bade him rise, jeering him and saying: “Are you afraid to stand up when I am on horseback?”




  As I spoke, he suddenly fell forward on his face, a bullet having struck him and gone through him lengthwise. I suppose the bullet had been aimed at me; at any rate, I, who was on horseback in the open, was unhurt, and the man lying flat on the ground in the cover beside me was killed.




  Although the shooting war stopped soon after San Juan Hill, Colonel Roosevelt found that he had to keep fighting. The same bureaucratic inefficiency that had forced the Rough Riders to enter the war without their horses now kept the regiment and many other American soldiers idly bottled up in disease-ridden Cuban jungles. As survivors of combat began to sicken and even to die of yellow fever and other jungle ailments, Roosevelt led a cadre of officers in an angry protest to Secretary of War Russell A. Alger, urging him to bring the troops home. Leaked to the press, the so-called round-robin protest letter embarrassed Alger, who did step up the evacuation effort, but who also saw to it that Roosevelt’s nomination for the Medal of Honor was killed. (The decoration was finally awarded, very much posthumously, in 2001.) No matter. Thanks to extensive newspaper coverage of every aspect of the Spanish-American War, Theodore Roosevelt returned to the United States a national hero.
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  Heroically poised for major political office, Roosevelt was nominated by the Republican Party on September 27, 1898, as its candidate for New York’s governor. He was elected on November 8 by a narrow margin over Democrat Augustus Van Wyck.




  The nation knew, and Theodore Roosevelt knew, that the governor’s mansion was a platform from which one might logically ascend to the White House. The Republican establishment knew this, too, and many of the old guard groped for a way to block the “upstart” “radical” colonel’s path without alienating an adoring public’s support for the party. The obvious move was to “honor” him with a high office that was nevertheless universally regarded as being of no value whatsoever. Roosevelt, accordingly, was tapped as the running mate of incumbent president William McKinley in his 1900 reelection bid.




  Roosevelt was under no illusion. In an 1896 magazine article he had written that whereas the presidency was “all important,” the vice presidency was “of comparatively little note” and was therefore shunned by those “most anxious” to become president. Later in life, to his friend the editor and writer Lawrence Fraser Abbott, he remarked that, having been vice president, he knew “how hollow the honor is.” In 1900, he seriously considered declining the offer because he knew that it was a transparent stratagem to kill him politically by kicking him upstairs and into a dead-end office. “I would rather be in private life than Vice-President,” he declared. Yet, perhaps for the very reason that it was one more opportunity to dare political death, he ultimately decided to accept.




  The six and a half months he served as vice president were, predictably, some of the least eventful months of his political career. In September 1901, he took his family on a hiking vacation in the Adirondacks. He was on remote Mount Tahawus when word reached him on the sixth that President McKinley had been shot by a wannabe anarchist while attending the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York. Assured that the president would recover from his wounds, Roosevelt decided to continue his vacation, reasoning that to rush to McKinley’s side would accomplish nothing but create a public panic.




  On September 13, Vice President Roosevelt, four friends, and two park rangers were enjoying a tranquil lunch some five hundred feet above a lake named Tear-of-the-Clouds. At about 1:25, he saw another ranger running toward him, a yellow Western Union telegram clutched in his hand.




  “I instinctively knew he had bad news,” Roosevelt later said. “I wanted to become President, but I did not want to become President that way.” The telegram announced that President William McKinley lay in “grave” condition. Late that same night, a second message would announce his death.
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  Senator Mark Hanna, kingmaker of the Republican old guard and a well-nigh worshipful friend of William McKinley, also got the news that day and that night. A year earlier, he had understood the importance of putting Roosevelt in an office from which he could do no damage to the status quo, but he had vehemently opposed positioning him a heartbeat from the White House. “Don’t any of you realize,” he had warned fellow party insiders in 1900, “that there’s only one life between this madman and the Presidency?”




  On September 14, 1901, that “one life” was gone. “Now look!” Hanna cried out, a man stricken. “That damned cowboy is president of the United States.”




  For his part, Theodore Roosevelt reached out to Senator Hanna, asking for his help. To the American people—and, indirectly, to the seniors of the Republican Party—he promised a continuation of the slain president’s policies.




  That promise turned out to be not so much a lie as, at best, a partial truth, much as Hanna’s characterization of rancher Roosevelt as a “damned cowboy” had been partly true. The whole truth was that no single word could define Theodore Roosevelt or the president he would become. A man of omnivorous interests, he was certainly a “progressive” in issues social and political. McKinley had just as certainly not been. Yet, like his predecessor—and like Mark Hanna himself—Theodore Roosevelt believed whole-heartedly in capitalism, and he saw in boldly entrepreneurial enterprise as well as long-established big business the great drivers not only of the American economy but of American greatness. At the same time, and quite unlike McKinley and Hanna, he could not passively accept the party’s uncritical embrace of business at the expense of labor and consumers. An embrace like that would, in the long run, smother democracy. Capitalism? By all means. But capitalism overseen by the strong stewardship of good government. Under Roosevelt, government would be active and the presidency more vigorous and thoroughly engaged than at any time since “Old Hickory,” Andrew Jackson, had occupied the White House.




  Thrust into the Oval Office by accidental circumstance, Roosevelt was nevertheless determined to make the very most of it. To reverse what he saw as the descent of democracy into an oligarchy dominated by great corporate trusts and their owners, he believed it necessary to reverse what he also saw as a long decline in the power of the executive branch versus the rise of the legislative. Much as Jackson had done early in the preceding century, Roosevelt framed the role of the president as that of “steward” or “tribune.” This definition was needed, he implied, because Congress no longer represented the people so much as certain special interests, namely monopolistic big business. If the members of Congress would not stand steward to the American voter, the president would and, in so doing, rescue democracy from plutocracy.




  In the course of his presidency, Roosevelt fashioned what he would much later call the “New Nationalism.” He expanded the role of the executive, adding to its administrative machinery for the purpose of promoting and protecting the public welfare—most notably, perhaps, when he championed passage, in 1906, of the Pure Food and Drug Act and a meat inspection law, ensuring federal protection of consumer health. To serve the people as he wanted them served, the national government would have to be conspicuously elevated above the individual states, which meant that the federal government would unambiguously trump state governments. Moreover, within the federal government, the chief executive, as people’s tribune, would correct an errant Congress whenever it was caught serving special interests at the expense of the electorate.




  If Roosevelt looked to Jackson as a model of a strong executive, he peered even farther back, to fellow New Yorker Alexander Hamilton, to find constitutional justification for building up the presidency as he intended to do. Hamilton had pointed out that the Constitution set explicit limits on the power of the presidency but was silent on the positive aspects of the executive’s authority. This being the case, Roosevelt took up Hamilton’s assertion that a president could exercise any and all governing authority that was not explicitly forbidden. To those who objected that Roosevelt was creating an autocratic executive, the new president responded that the real danger was not a potential autocrat in the White House, but the proven servants of plutocrats in Congress. Expanding presidential authority would not limit democracy, he explained, it would liberate it.




  Theodore Roosevelt devoted his presidency to creating a personal and direct bond with the American people. This, however, was by no means the same as merely representing them. As their tribune or steward, he acknowledged the will of the people as the ultimate source of governing authority, but he saw as his duty the task of personally inspiring and shaping that popular will. As president, Roosevelt was determined to lead, not follow, public opinion. It is widely believed—though also disputed—that he coined the phrase bully pulpit to describe the platform the presidency offered for molding national sentiment. Whether or not Roosevelt actually invented the phrase, he made such extensive use of his bully pulpit that the concept has long been associated with him.




  Roosevelt ascended that pulpit whenever he needed to create public opinion that was favorable to the passage of a piece of legislation or a policy he wanted. He also used it to influence more generally the moral, social, and political values of the nation. Most notably, he exhorted his fellow citizens to support conservation of natural resources and thereby singlehandedly elevated environmentalism to a national value.




  In exploiting the bully pulpit, he did not rely exclusively on his moral authority as a president speaking directly to the people, but also shrewdly cultivated the press. He did this by frequently speaking with reporters and also by personally writing articles for publication in popular and influential periodicals. It is certain that no president before Roosevelt created a more effective partnership with journalists than he, and it is arguable that neither did any chief executive who came after him.
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  President Roosevelt had an instinctual feel for promoting his agenda effectively. Not only did he exploit the bully pulpit and the press, he also neatly packaged his domestic proposals in a single tidy box with a commonsensical and compelling label: The Square Deal. The concept was simple. He proposed to offer a system of policy and law that curbed the predatory abuses of capital while, in turn, protected business from the radical excesses of labor.




  The “Square Deal” concept caught on not only during the Roosevelt presidency, but created a model many other chief executives would emulate. Woodrow Wilson would propose the “The New Freedom”; Franklin Roosevelt, “The New Deal”; Harry Truman, “The Fair Deal”; John F. Kennedy, “The New Frontier”; and Lyndon Johnson, “The Great Society.” Yet while the Square Deal was aimed at achieving equity between capital and labor, Roosevelt is best known for his leadership in antitrust actions—beginning with his move against the railroad conglomerate known as the Northern Securities Company (1902)—and his leadership in the area of labor relations. He became the first American president to enumerate the legal rights of labor, and his mediation of an end to the anthracite coal strike of 1902, which threatened to bring a deadly winter coal famine to the nation, created a precedent for subsequent chief executives.




  In no area of domestic policy was Roosevelt more passionate, more creative, and more epoch-making than in his environmental leadership. He persuaded Americans that the nation’s woodlands and wilderness were a precious national heritage, a collective birthright that trumped even the sacred concept of private property. Under his administration, national parks and other protected wilderness preserves, including some 43 million acres of “national forest,” were set aside and shielded wholly or in part from private ownership and commercial exploitation.




  It was in large measure his conservation program that prompted Roosevelt to set yet another administrative precedent: the extensive use of executive orders as substitutes for congressional legislation. For example, when Congress moved in 1908 to transfer from the president to itself the authority to create national forests in some western states (an attempt to stop Roosevelt from putting certain water sources out of the reach of big farming and industrial interests), he wrote a series of executive orders to work around the legislation and effectively recover his authority. He used executive orders in many other legislative areas as well, issuing in seven and a half years some 1,091 of them, a sum not much short of the combined total, 1,259, compiled by all twenty-five of the presidents who had preceded him.
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  If President Roosevelt stole much congressional thunder when it came to domestic policy, he left Congress even less when it came to the conduct of foreign affairs. Barely consulting the Senate or the House, he sought to bring the United States front and center on the international stage, and, as chief executive of the nation, he intended to put himself in the lead when it came to shaping the politics of the world as a whole.




  His boldest international venture was the building of the Panama Canal, which was the culmination of geopolitical strategy and actions grander than anything any president had ever before undertaken. After prevailing upon the British government to relinquish its claim to joint control of a long-projected Central American canal joining the Atlantic and the Pacific, President Roosevelt sold Congress on ratification of the Hay-Herrán Treaty with Colombia (of which Panama was then a part), giving the United States the right to build and to control a canal through a six-mile-wide strip of land across the isthmus of Panama in exchange for $10 million in cash and an annuity. When the Colombian senate reneged on the deal, Roosevelt fanned the guttering flame of a Panamanian independence movement until it took fire. Within an hour and a half of Panama’s virtually bloodless break with Colombia, the president proclaimed U.S. recognition of the new nation. Almost immediately, the Panamanian government approved the canal treaty that had been rejected by Colombia. Acting essentially alone, Theodore Roosevelt had reshaped the world politically, economically, and geographically.




  While Americans almost universally greeted the Panama Canal as a great and unalloyed triumph, the response to another bold stroke of Rooseveltian diplomacy, the so-called Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, was mixed.




  When Venezuela defaulted on debts owed to Britain and Germany, prompting those two nations to install a naval blockade and threaten invasion, everyone—including the Venezuelan government—assumed President Roosevelt would invoke the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, whereby President James Monroe had put the nations of Europe on notice that the United States would tolerate no foreign interference in the affairs of the western hemisphere. Although the president did in fact send a naval force to observe the blockade and to act in the event of an invasion, he did not simply side with Venezuela against the European powers. Instead, on December 6, 1904, he promulgated the Roosevelt Corollary, asserting the United States’ right to intervene in the economic affairs of any Latin American states that were unable or unwilling to pay their just international debts. Some saw this as a prudent assertion of U.S. leadership in the hemisphere, whereas others condemned it as an instance of outright imperialism. Regardless of the controversy, the Roosevelt Corollary, like the Monroe Doctrine itself, has been frequently invoked since as a precedent for executive action in Central and South America as well as the Caribbean.




  Theodore Roosevelt’s willingness to position the United States as a great world power by employing “gunboat diplomacy” against the Anglo-German blockade of Venezuela, fomenting revolution in Panama, and sometimes brandishing the “big stick” of American military might (as when, in 1907, he sent the “Great White Fleet” of the U.S. Navy on a voyage of circumnavigation intended to impress on the nations of the world the extent of American sea power) was condemned by some as belligerent and even war mongering. He answered such accusations in An Autobiography, published in 1913: “When I left the Presidency, I finished seven and a half years of administration, during which not one shot had been fired against a foreign foe. We were at absolute peace, and there was no nation in the world…whom we had wronged, or from whom we had anything to fear.” In fact, other nations turned to President Roosevelt to help them make peace. In 1905, he invited representatives from Russia and Japan to convene in the little town of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to hammer out an end to the horrifically bloody Russo-Japanese War. On September 5, after a month of negotiation and presidential mediation, the two sides concluded the Treaty of Portsmouth. The following year, the “bellicose” Roosevelt was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. He was the first American—and the first sitting American president (Barack Obama would become the second)—to receive it. The award came in the same year, 1906, that Roosevelt successfully mediated differences between France and Germany over Morocco at the Algeciras Conference, managing not only to peacefully preserve Moroccan independence, but also the balance of power in Europe.
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  Theodore Roosevelt served most of McKinley’s second term—three and a half years—and easily won election in his own right in 1904. By this time, he was as widely known by the affectionate sobriquet “Teddy” as he was by his full name. Even more significantly, he was the first U.S. president to be identified by his initials, TR, a spontaneous popular honor that would be accorded to only a few of the strongest chief executives who followed later in the century: FDR, JFK, and LBJ. “Teddy” and “TR”—these showed that Theodore Roosevelt had established himself not just as a president but as a presidential brand, a popular icon of executive leadership. He could surely have run for another term in his own right in 1908, but he declared an unwillingness to break the two-term precedent established by George Washington. (The Twenty-second Amendment, constitutionalizing the two-term limit, would not be adopted until 1951.) Instead, he satisfied himself with handpicking his successor, William Howard Taft, who he was confident would carry forth and continue his progressive policies.




  It was not long after Taft’s inauguration on March 4, 1909, however, that former President Roosevelt came to understand that his faith in his successor had been misplaced. He proved a passive, reticent president who did tend to favor progressive policies but nevertheless declined to champion them. As a result, the nation (in Roosevelt’s view) slid backward toward the slothful comfort of the pre-TR status quo.




  Roosevelt diverted himself with a spectacular African hunting expedition spanning March 1909 to June 1910, in which he bagged many fine specimens for the Smithsonian Institution. After this, he embarked on a grand European tour and was gratified by warm and enthusiastic popular welcomes wherever he visited. On his return to the United States, he published African Game Trails, then reentered politics on August 31 with the delivery, in Osawatomie, Kansas, of a speech titled “New Nationalism.” He continued to capture the public spotlight as editor of Outlook Magazine during 1911 and with a new book, Realizable Ideals, in 1912. Early that year, he announced that he was throwing his “hat in the ring”—an expression he is widely credited with having coined—for the Republican presidential nomination. He intended to oust William Howard Taft, the incumbent he himself had chosen.




  Republican voters were enthusiastic, and TR won every caucus and primary but one. Despite this, the Republican National Convention refused to nominate him, choosing instead to renominate President Taft on June 22. Later that summer, during August, a new third party held its first national convention in the Chicago coliseum. They called themselves the “National Progressive Party,” but most people referred to them as the “Bull Moose Party.” By whatever name it was known, the party chose Roosevelt as its candidate.




  He campaigned vigorously against both Taft and the Democratic nominee—another man with progressive ideas, Woodrow Wilson—and looked to stand a fair chance of becoming history’s first third-party candidate to be sent to the White House. The campaign very nearly came to a tragic and bloody end when, on October 14, 1912, while exiting his car to make a campaign speech in Milwaukee, candidate Roosevelt was approached by one John Schrank. The former saloon owner had had a dream in which the ghost of William McKinley bade him to shoot Theodore Roosevelt. In obedience to that nocturnal visitation, Schrank pumped a single bullet into the candidate’s chest.




  It should have killed him. But it did not. Although fired point-blank, the projectile was deflected by a steel eyeglass case in Roosevelt’s coat pocket and then slowed further by the double-folded thick manuscript of his long speech. The slug lodged in his chest, but when he realized that he was not coughing up blood, Roosevelt concluded that the bullet was buried in muscle, not lung, and he resolved to deliver the speech, beginning by melodramatically exposing his blood-soaked shirtfront to the audience. He spoke for a full hour and a half.




  “It takes more than [a bullet] to kill a Bull Moose,” he announced.




  Both Wilson and Taft voluntarily suspended their campaigns until Roosevelt sufficiently recovered to resume his. On election day, the Bull Moose candidate took 27.4 percent of the popular vote, bringing him in behind Wilson but ahead of Taft. If he could not claim a victory, neither did he concede a defeat.




  In 1913, Roosevelt published An Autobiography and History as Literature and Other Essays, then, in October, set out on a South American lecture tour and a perilous jungle expedition sponsored jointly by the American Museum of Natural History and the government of Brazil. The objective of the trek was exploration of the South American nation’s mysterious Rio da Duvida (“River of Doubt”). A bout of malaria and an infected leg injury nearly killed him. But they did not. As for the River of Doubt, it was renamed Rio Roosevelt—though some have persisted in calling it Rio Teodoro.




  On his return to the States, a prematurely aged Roosevelt recuperated by writing one book, Through the Brazilian Wilderness, and coauthoring another, Life-Histories of African Game Animals. After the Great War (World War I) erupted in Europe in the summer of 1914, he published America and the World War, making his case for America’s immediate entry into the maelstrom, which he saw as a struggle of democracy against autocracy. For the next two years, he relentlessly shamed the Wilson administration into taking the country to war; however, he turned down the Progressive Party nomination for the presidency in 1916 and instead backed mainstream Republican nominee Charles Evans Hughes. When Wilson defeated Hughes, Roosevelt resumed his pro-war campaign, and as soon as the Democratic president finally asked Congress for a declaration against Germany and the other Central Powers in April 1917, Roosevelt pleaded with him for permission to raise and lead a unit of volunteers. Wilson politely turned him down.
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  The Theodore Roosevelt of 1917 was not the Theodore Roosevelt of 1898, some two decades of “the strenuous life” having worn him down. In 1918, he published The Great Adventure, subtitled “Present-Day Studies in American Nationalism,” but declined the Republican nomination for New York governor. News that his son Quentin, flying with U.S. forces in France, had been shot down reached him in July 1918. Already struggling to recover from the lingering effects of malaria, he was overwhelmed by Quentin’s loss. On the night of January 6, 1919, he fell asleep, and sometime in the next few hours suffered a coronary thrombosis. Death caught Theodore Roosevelt sleeping at last.
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