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For my family with love—
David, Bruce, Jenni, Aleta, Maia






It is not the critic who counts. . . . The credit belongs to the man in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly . . . who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT






Introduction


We were following Teddy. . . . We had been ordered to retreat before that, but it wasn’t authenticated. Teddy didn’t pay any attention to it anyhow. We went ahead and started up the hill. We got everybody together—cavalry and some infantry. . . . We went up the hill . . . it was wide open. We didn’t run in a regular line. . . . It was just like a mob going up there. . . . We were exposed to the Spanish fire. . . . Roosevelt went on and overran the trenches, and he was maybe seventy-five yards ahead of us—he was always ahead of us.
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THIS IS HOW A SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD trooper in Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Rider regiment described his leader.

In this account, as in all other stories about Roosevelt—and there were scores over the years—he “was his own limelight,” as the novelist Owen Wister, who knew him, acutely observed. An incandescent figure, by the age of forty he seemed invincible, with his jutting jaw, too-large teeth, gleaming eyes, spectacles, and a muscular body  poised like a cat ready to strike. A steam engine of a man, he had already established a reputation for himself in multiple, and overlapping, realms: writer, cowboy, politician, environmentalist. Now he added soldier. Soon enough, he would add president and world leader to the list. In every realm he mastered whatever task he took on. He was, quintessentially, a reformer in a turbulent age.

Roosevelt was the most popular man in the country when he was president and was the most renowned world figure by the time he retired. Realizing this extraordinary man has always been a challenge. Perhaps it is best to think of his story in three dimensions: the man himself, the national leader, a world leader. The dimensions, happily, allow for a narrative that is chronological.

Roosevelt was born into wealth and position in New York City in 1858. As a child he watched Abraham Lincoln’s bier pass by his grandfather’s mansion in 1865. The martyred president became Roosevelt’s hero and silent mentor in his public life. He often referred to him in explaining his positions to Republicans and others. During his severest trials, Lincoln was his touchstone.

When he was a boy, Roosevelt was sickly, and how he transformed himself into an athletic and confident man is the stuff of legends. By his twenties, his daunting frame housed an immense intellect and literary talent. His father loved and encouraged him and sent him to Harvard, where he picked up a scientific and secular outlook that guided him in his multiple interests as an adult. On graduating from college, he married the romantic love of his life, but after an idyllic three years, he lost her in childbirth. He gave his infant daughter to his sister to raise and fled to the West to recover from his devastation.

At twenty-three years old, Roosevelt had decided to become a politician, not a usual gentleman’s profession. He was elected to the New York State Assembly three times but was thwarted as a reformer. When he returned from the West, after two years of mourning, he picked up his public life, so strong was his call to public service. His sojourn out West, however, was forever imprinted on him. Later, he would make many more trips there. He became a rancher and an early and prodigious environmentalist.

Roosevelt married his dear childhood friend, Edith Carow, in 1886. During the early years of their marriage, he combined his government work with a career as a writer. He alternated between writing ordinary biographies for income and true masterpieces, such as The Winning of the West, which made him small fortunes. He became a civil service commissioner in Washington for six years and then police commissioner in New York City for two years, serving in both posts as a reformer cleaning up corruption. He then became assistant secretary of the navy, where he built a modern American fleet. When war with Spain over Cuba seemed imminent in 1898, Roosevelt resigned to be lieutenant colonel in a regiment he formed called the Rough Riders. He quickly became a heroic warrior in a short and profitable war for America. At forty years old, he was the master of men and a shaper of destinies.

That “splendid little war” made Roosevelt the popular candidate for governor of New York, despite the fears of Republican Party bosses that he would be independent and too reformist. He was a progressive in his outlook, and he made it clear during his campaign that he intended to improve the lives of working men, break up business monopolies, sever  the malign ties business had with political parties, and make the judiciary sensitive to reformist legislation.

As governor, he was a moralist and brilliant manipulator of publicity for causes. He was a magician, too, in his use of the bully pulpit. Roosevelt exhorted the people and government officials to be virtuous. He was sufficiently successful that his tenure in Albany became an apprenticeship for the presidency. New York’s Republican boss kicked him upstairs to get rid of him. After a brief stint as vice president, he became president when William McKinley was assassinated.

At forty-two years old, Roosevelt was the youngest president in history. His political career, jump-started by a war and hailed by progressives, was astonishingly swift. His ability to bring together high character and purpose attracted Americans. His ebullient and joyful persona entranced voters. Roosevelt brought his country back into the light of the future at a time when the nation most needed it. The sense of high purpose that had mobilized the country during the bloody civil war was now nearly lost. Americans were being diminished and demoralized by a heartless laissez-faire economy that seemed to serve only the industrial barons and financiers.

Roosevelt’s presidency of little more than seven years, from 1901-9, was the high-watermark of Republican progressivism, national reform, and international success. He refashioned the office of the chief executive and reordered the Republican Party to achieve his ends: the reform of business practices and the empowerment of labor. He broke business trusts to open up economic opportunity to all, mediated strikes, made food and drugs safe, and preserved the environment—and much else as well. In foreign  affairs, he added the Roosevelt corollary to the Monroe Doctrine to keep European imperial powers at bay. He built the Panama Canal and rebuilt a powerful navy to secure the country. And he played peacemaker in European and Asian wars, winning the Nobel Peace Prize, the only sitting president to be so honored. He led the nation out of isolation and made it a part of the roiling world that needed a strong and impartial peacemaker.

Roosevelt was the only progressive president in the history of the Republican Party. In fact, Roosevelt’s presidency was one of the great forward, or progressive, eras in the nation’s history as a whole. His party never again reached such heights in advanced legislation or in the care of the people. No Republican president since has embraced the idea of creating, through active government, the greatest good for the greatest number of people.

His years in office had the makings of an imperial presidency, but that was an extension never imagined by Roosevelt. He believed the chief executive had all the powers not forbidden by the Constitution, but these should only be exercised in the service of positive government to further opportunity for all and to defend the nation through strength and within a world system.

Roosevelt’s legacy was enormous, and it found a home, a generation later, in his cousin Franklin Roosevelt’s Democratic Party. Within his own Republican Party, his influence was short-lived, as the organization quickly fell back onto its usual track of conservatism and small visions. Never since has the Republican Party put forward such imaginative and responsive domestic policy initiatives. And only recently have Republicans renewed their  interest in international affairs. As they struggle for mastery abroad, Roosevelt’s only mild foreign interventions, reasoned uses of military power, and attachments to communities of nations challenge their perceived lessons of the past.






CHAPTER 1

Born in a Cocoon


When I was four years old . . . I bit my sister’s arm. . . . I . . . remember running down to the yard, perfectly conscious that I had committed a crime. From the yard I went into the kitchen, got some dough from the cook, and crawled under the kitchen table. In a minute or two my father entered from the yard. . . . My father immediately dropped on all fours and darted for me. I feebly heaved the dough at him, and, having the advantage of him because I could stand up under the table, got a fair start for the stairs, but was caught halfway up them. The punishment that ensued fitted the crime, and I hope—and believe—that it did me good.

 



I was a sickly, delicate boy, suffered much from asthma, and frequently had to be taken away on trips to find a place where I could breathe. One of my memories is of my father walking up and down the room with me in his arms at night when I was a very small person, and of sitting up in bed gasping, with my father and mother trying to help me.

When I was a small boy I began to take an interest in natural history. I remember distinctly the first day that I started on my career as a zoologist. I was walking up Broadway, and as I passed the market to which I used sometimes to be sent before breakfast to get strawberries, I suddenly saw a dead seal laid out on a slab of wood. That seal filled me with every possible feeling of romance and adventure.
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THESE ARE THE EARLIEST MEMORIES OF Theodore Roosevelt, as recounted in the autobiography written when he was fifty-five years old and at loose ends, after a tumultuous and history-making life. Three elements are prominent in these recollections—his challenge to authority, the care his father gave while tending to his life-threatening illness, and his attraction to nature’s wonders.

 



Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., was born on October 27, 1858, in New York City, the second child and first boy in what would be a family of four children. He weighed eight and a half pounds and began life as a hearty baby, bright and hyperactive. His mother remarked that he looked like a terrapin, but he was soon declared a beautiful child, blond and blue-eyed. His family called him Teedie. By the time he was three years old, he was suffering from bronchial asthma, which gave him a special place in his father’s affections—none of the other children was so severely ill—and dogged him almost all of his life. When nothing else could make him breathe at night, the little boy was bundled into the family carriage, and father and son raced over cobblestone streets to jostle Teedie’s lungs into action.

Teedie was born into an old, rich, and aristocratic family. His father was the youngest of the five sons of the wealthy Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt, a Dutch merchant prince and real estate entrepreneur in New York City. The elder Roosevelt’s fortune was estimated at five hundred thousand dollars, a considerable sum when laborers could earn a mere fifty cents a day. Little is known about this ancestor, except that he was very rich and that Dutch was still spoken at his dinner table. He gave all his sons houses in then-fashionable neighborhoods upon their marriages. Teedie’s father received a simple brownstone with a yard at 28 East Twentieth Street, between Fifth Avenue and Broadway. It was furnished “in the canonical taste” of New York, Roosevelt remembered, “the black horsehair furniture in the dining room scratched the bare legs of the children when they sat on it. . . . The middle room was a library, with tables, chairs, and bookcases of gloomy respectability. It was without windows, and so was available only at night. The front room, the parlor, seemed to us children to be a room of much splendor, but was open for general use only on Sunday evening or on rare occasions when there were parties.”

A magnificent chandelier of cut-glass prisms dominated the room. Once, Roosevelt recalled, one of the prisms fell from it, and he stowed it away in “furtive delight” as a treasure, although fearful that he would be caught and “convicted of larceny.” It was a “marvelous” ornament, a delight that the little boy knew must be kept secret, as he would sometimes keep other pleasures hidden.

Teedie’s father, Theodore Roosevelt, Sr., was the major influence on the boy. A sixth-generation New Yorker, he was exuberant and powerful, an impressive-looking lion of  a man with abundant dark hair, a full beard, and piercing blue eyes.
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Theodore Roosevelt, Sr. (Greatheart)

The senior Roosevelt had married Martha Bulloch, a southern belle from Georgia who was called Mittie and was a great beauty, with translucent skin, lustrous hair, and a fine figure. But she was fragile and often sick with headaches and stomach ailments. Able neither to run a  good household nor to raise her children, Mittie left those burdens to a very willing husband. Teedie was oblivious to his mother’s domestic and maternal deficiencies, for Mittie was affectionate and playful with her children.
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Martha Bulloch Roosevelt (Mittie)

As a couple, Mittie and Thee, as the senior Roosevelt was known, provided an example to their children of an exceedingly loving marriage, although one in which the  father was dominant and the mother dependent. Their relationship imprinted a pattern of family dynamics on their elder son.

Teedie was a homebody as a very young boy, whether in the city, on vacation in the Adirondacks, or at Oyster Bay, and he preferred the country, where he could go barefoot, play at being a cowboy or an Indian, or even at being a farmer, doing all the seasons’ chores.

Teedie’s neighbor in the city was his unconventional uncle, Robert B. Roosevelt, a lawyer who also wrote novels. Robert was a political reformer and conservationist. He contained in his persona a multitude of interests and was part of the large Roosevelt clan, remaining so despite the fact that, years later, he kept a mistress while being married. Young Roosevelt was undeterred by Robert’s eccentric ways. When he thought he wanted to be a lawyer, he sampled the profession in his uncle’s firm. Family loyalty remained uppermost in the Roosevelt universe. And as a child, Teedie learned much from his uncle: Robert’s writing interest, his reform temperament, and concern for nature were his gifts to his nephew.

Teedie was alert to politics at a very young age. He knew that his mother wore her politics on her sleeves in the epochal Civil War years. She was a Confederate sympathizer and remained “unreconstructed to the day of her death,” or so he recorded in his autobiography. She clung to her family, with its Old South values—the Bullochs held slaves and were staunch Confederates—even in the face of her husband’s Republican and antislavery views.

Papa Roosevelt supported the Civil War as an effort to restore the Union and free the slaves, and he was a fervent Abraham Lincoln Republican. Lincoln’s political and economic programs appealed to Thee. He regarded the president’s call for free labor (slavery would not be extended into the territories and would ultimately end), infrastructure improvements, a sound banking system, the establishment of colleges, and more free land in the West for settlers as reformist and farseeing.
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Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. (Teedie) at 18 months

In the seesaw politics of the Roosevelt family, Teedie sided with his father and used his mother’s apostasy to his advantage when in trouble. Roosevelt wrote that once, as a small child, while awaiting punishment by his mother for a transgression, he defended himself by praying out loud for the success of the Union army. His mother was “too much  amused to punish” him. (His father, however, admonished him for his stratagem.)

Mittie’s Southernness in no way diminished the boy’s love for her. His salutations to her in letters written in later years tell of an almost romantic attachment. They ranged from “My darling Mother” to “Darling Little Motherling” to “Darling Muffie.” He called her “the sweetest little mother that ever lived.” The Cavalier in Teedie was tucked in securely, although he was a Yankee.

Mittie taught Teedie her family history, stripped of its darker side of being dis-Unionist. She dwelled on how the Bullochs had fought in the Revolution. In those days, one Bulloch was in the Continental Congress and another served as governor of Georgia. In the Civil War, a brother was a celebrated Confederate naval officer. Mittie made sure that Teedie knew that Sherman’s troops had trampled the Bulloch plantation and even looted the house.

Mittie’s stories very much overbalanced what Teedie learned of his Northern ancestors. A Roosevelt had been a New York senator and an ally of Alexander Hamilton in the battle for the Constitution, but there was little high drama beyond that. The commercial, nonmilitary Roosevelts—the family owned and operated a flourishing business importing plate glass for buildings in a fast-growing city—hardly matched the agrarian Bullochs for heroic and martial exploits. It would be hard to overestimate the importance of the lessons of the Civil War on the little boy who loved history, action, brave deeds, and large causes.

Teedie admired his strong, protective father, and he strove to emulate him as an alpha male. His deep and loving attachment to Thee that began when he was an ailing  boy developed into a heroic view of his father as he grew older. Teedie developed into a son who always wanted to please his father. He set high expectations for himself and never wavered in his pursuit of praise from his father.

The senior Roosevelt was a celebrated man in the already great city of a growing nation, who enjoyed the comforts New York held for the rich and cocooned his family from its poverty and crime. In the 1850s, the city was not unlike the London of Charles Dickens with its dirt and destitution. Teedie’s city counted almost one million residents, most of them ill-housed, in want, and subject to the terrifying booms and busts of business cycles. In the uncertain world of getting and losing, the poor formed the largest class.

Papa Roosevelt made philanthropy his real work in spectacular and highly publicized undertakings. He was a pious Christian and an elder of the Presbyterian Church—he left the Dutch Reformed Church to worship with his wife—and he followed the teachings of the social gospel, which obliged the followers of Christ to help the poor. You served God by helping your fellows. Of the many examples Papa passed on to Theodore, this one, perhaps, was paramount.

He created institutional safety nets for the children of the poor, for orphans, for the sick and the disabled. Over the course of his life, he helped to establish charities, including the Children’s Aid Society, the New York Orthopaedic Dispensary and Hospital, Roosevelt Hospital, the Bellevue Training School for Nurses, and the Newsboys’ Lodging-House. He supported the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and was interested in improving the House of Refuge for Orphans and two insane asylums. His wealth allowed him to be an entrepreneur in large, private charities. Historically, charity was  administered by local governments or churches, but they were always stingy and stigmatizing. These old ways could never meet the enormous challenges introduced as high capitalism created masses of laborers who were poverty stricken and often ill, badly housed, and unable to take care of their children. The senior Roosevelt tried another way that was robust and long-lived, until the twentieth-century welfare state emerged.

Other Roosevelt philanthropies were broadly cultural. Papa helped establish the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Natural History Museum, later called the American Museum of Natural History. With other rich men who were Republicans, he established the social Union League Club, an elite society. It unexpectedly took on a political cast after the Civil War and became a fortress and refuge for Republicans in Democratic New York City.

Roosevelt set an example for his family of a patrician helping a less fortunate class. You aided the masses but kept your distance from individuals. Papa only sometimes visited the young homeless newsboys. On rare occasions he took his children to his philanthropic charities to acquaint them with a bit of the other side of life. It is arguable whether these visits made an impression on the children, although Theodore and his sisters, at a later age, followed the tradition of noblesse oblige.

Papa Roosevelt did not pass on to Teedie and his siblings either a personal connection with the poor or empathy. When traveling in Italy, for example, he beat a beggar child bothering his family. On another day, father and son threw a basket of cakes to hungry and destitute women and children. Teedie especially enjoyed the escapade, as he lobbed cakes into hungry mouths. It was as though the Roosevelts were at a zoo.

The paternal example was central in the lives of the Roosevelt children. Papa’s good works were reflected in the shorthand of family sayings long remembered: Man is not an oyster; cowardice and deceit are not tolerated; affection and a hopeful disposition are rewarded; get action, that is, seize the day. The patrician reformer never conceived that only a central government would be rich and powerful enough truly to help the poor or that social and economic conditions themselves needed change. That private charity could only ameliorate conditions would be revealed to his son a generation later. The ultimate failure of patrician philanthropy, earnest and generous, was that it could not diminish poverty.

Papa Roosevelt was his young namesake’s greatest hero. He let down his junior only once, when he bought a substitute to fight for him in the Civil War rather than take up arms against his fragile wife’s brothers in the Confederate services. Theodore Jr. recorded that his father was “the best man I ever knew,” but he added that he “was the only man of whom I was ever afraid.” Yet only once was Teedie reprimanded. So powerful was an admonition from Papa that no Roosevelt child sinned a second time.

The children were cocooned at home for schooling. There were four Roosevelt youngsters—Anna (called Bamie, for the Italian bambina, or baby), Teedie, Elliott, and Corinne (Coni)—and their close friend, Edith Kermit Carow. At first, Teedie was tutored by his aunt, Anna Bulloch, in a little class with his siblings and Edith. What kind of picture did this little grouping of youngsters make?  Teedie was a spindly little boy with large teeth, light hair, and blue eyes. His sister Anna wore a brace because of spinal trouble, a kind of tuberculosis of the bone which later made her a bent figure, and Corinne suffered from asthma, although family records do not show it was ever as serious as Teedie’s. Elliott had seizures.

The tutees enjoyed their lessons, but they were mostly entranced by Aunt Anna’s great tales of the Bulloch family’s brave military role in the Revolution. She reinforced the glorious exploits also being taught to Teedie by his mother. These martial tales mesmerized the tot who soon developed a love of adventure books. One of his favorites was David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels and Researches in Southern Africa.


About the same time, Teedie became interested in natural history, and he even began to keep a copy book, or diary, of observations. He was a curious and playful little fellow by age seven. He often put frogs under his hat, letting them leap out as he saluted friends on the street, dropped snakes in water glasses at the dinner table, and hid odd creatures in the icebox. Teedie was always ready to be delighted by nature. In his autobiography he recalls the first time he was beguiled by science. He was eight years old and running an errand for his family when he came upon a dead seal “laid out on a slab of wood.” He proceeded to measure it on the spot, and the budding zoologist later did some research on seals’ lives and habitat.

The romance of science was like a light bulb Teedie awakened to. Mostly he studied birds. At ten he wrote in his diary, “Today, we went down to the brook. But wonders were in store for us. It seemed as if all the inhabitants of the brook  had got down to one point. In a small pond that has an island in the middle of it. At that place we saw crayfish, eels, minnows, salamanders, water spiders, water bugs etc. etc.” He inexpertly described other findings: “We found a swallows, catbirds, and robin nests. . . . The robins and catbirds nest I pushed from limbs with sticks. We knocked down two pair of birds nests but did not take them. All of a sudden we saw high in the barn and with a wasps nest near it a swallows nest. We got it with a ladder.”

An observant Teedie was becoming an amateur ornithologist and natural scientist. He would soon learn how to stuff birds and keep them in what he called a museum in his bedroom—which also contained many other small creatures—along with scientific instruments and smelly chemicals. Sometimes little creatures ran free or slithered around, so scaring the maids that they refused to enter his bedroom. He boasted, at age eleven, of having a thousand scientific specimens adorning his room. In a few short years, Teedie had advanced from reading about nature’s creatures to hands-on scientific activity and writing. He wrote natural histories, including one on the seal, as well as “The Foraging Ant” and “The Natural History of Insects,” the last when he was nine years old. When he was fourteen, Theodore asked to be allowed to wear glasses, and the colorful, buzzing natural world suddenly became clearer to him. Finally he could see well all the wonders he had already discovered in nature. Teedie had also developed a keen interest in reading serious history. Undoubtedly fired up by his family’s tales of military valor, the boy read widely and especially liked James Fenimore Cooper’s stories of frontier life and Captain Frederick Marryat’s tales of the sea.
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Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., at 11 years old

In 1868, Mittie suggested to her husband that it was time to expand the children’s horizons by exposing the youngsters to other civilizations. So the Roosevelts went to Europe when Teedie was ten years old, staying for about a year. Teedie recorded in his diary that he didn’t learn very much.

He kept a full travelogue of sites and activities, but he had no context—historical, emotional, psychological, or  aesthetic—to judge their value. Interspersed in his diary are notations that he was homesick: “I cried for homesick-ness and a wish to get out of the land where friends (or as I think them enemies) who can not speak my language are forced on me.” When it came to foreign travel, he was probably like most ten-year-olds.

Teedie almost morbidly chronicled his bad health, as though it were as permanent as having an arm or leg. In his diary he records frequent bouts of illness—asthma, stomach ailments, and headaches. Yet he also shows that he was almost always willing to go on hikes with his father or to join the family riding out to historical or architectural sites. He was a game little boy, although he almost always paid a heavy price after any strenuous activity. In one stretch of his European trip, an overactive Teedie recorded being sick for a day or more just about every week. Foreign doctors treated his illnesses and tried different medicines. Sometimes, when he had an asthmatic attack and could not breathe, his father gave him a cigar to smoke or his mother rubbed his chest. Mittie turned out to be an incompetent masseuse, but Teedie was outwardly uncomplaining, recording in his diary only that “I was rubbed so hard on the chest this morning that the blood came out.”

He encountered the next milestone in his life when he was twelve. He was still puny and gawky, an indoor boy who read a good deal and did so standing with one foot pulled up, rather like a stork. It was more than his parents could bear. His father built a gymnasium on the second floor of their house to encourage athletic endeavors, having already built an outdoor piazza to allow his children to play outdoors all year. Papa’s much-recalled admonition to Teedie was, “You have the mind but not the body. You  must make your body.” It was the beginning of the young Roosevelt’s lifelong campaign to be fit and manly.

Theodore developed his chest and arm muscles by lifting dumbbells, by using the horizontal bars, and by bashing a punching bag. Then, his father was inspired to give the boy boxing lessons, and boxing became important in his maturing life. His pugilistic talents were a source of his combativeness at genteel Harvard, out West when he met ruffians, and in the White House, where he loved to challenge martial friends.

When Teedie was thirteen, his father brought in a tutor who taught the little family circle French, German, and Latin. French was spoken at the dinner table to encourage fluency. In his later life, Roosevelt’s use of French surprised diplomats, who had not known an American president since John Quincy Adams to speak a foreign language. Theodore was not fluent but he could read German.

In the fall of 1872 the family went abroad again, but this time to the strikingly different Middle East. Teedie, almost fourteen years old, was ready for adventure and learning. He blossomed. He not only grew an inch or two, and needed all new clothes, but he became healthier. His diary shows that he appreciated the cultural life spread before him—the soaring cathedrals and golden mosques, the beckoning cities, the grand architecture, the lost civilizations, and the matchless, almost fantasy world of Islam.

He was also developing a new style of writing. Many diary passages are romantically descriptive, precise, and informative. He wrote on November 28, 1872, “How I gazed on it! It was Egypt, the land of the dreams; Egypt the most ancient of all countries! A land that was old when Rome was bright; was old when Babylon was in its glory; was old  when Troy was taken! It was a sight to awaken a thousand thoughts, and it did.” The next year Teedie rhapsodized about the palace of the sultan in Constantinople as “one of the cheerfulest yet one of the most beautiful palaces” he had ever seen. It was “composed of marble, verd antique, porphory, precious woods and inlaid with Mother of Pearl. In some of the rooms were massive silver ornaments representing tigers fighting with horses, attacking zebras and stags, pelicans and crane[s] by stre[a]ms etc.” Teedie’s descriptive powers, observations, romantic inclinations, openness to differences, knowledge, and flights of imagination even at fourteen display an emerging gift as a writer. Along with his sheer joy in the use of words and in the wonder of human accomplishments, they would develop to make the best of his mature history irresistible.






CHAPTER 2

From Cocoon to the World


I do not think there is a fellow in College who has a family that love him as much as you all do me, and I am sure  that there is no one who has a Father who is also his best and most intimate friend, as you are mine. . . . I shall do my best to deserve your trust.

 



Remember me to Annie and Fanny, and give my love to Edith—if she’s in a good humour, otherwise my respectful regards. If she seems particularly good tempered tell her that when I see her at Xmas it will not be on what you call one of her off days.

 



I have been living in a perfect dream of delight. . . . We are having an ideal honeymoon, and the dear little wife can rest all she wants to, and is the sweetest little dor-mouse that ever lived.
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ON THEODORE’S RETURN FROM THE MID dle East in 1873, the new Roosevelt mansion at 6 West Fifty-seventh Street, off Fifth Avenue, was ready. Papa Roosevelt built it with some of the inheritance he received after his father’s death. It was extravagantly and elegantly furnished and was altogether like a little palace. It shouted his great wealth to the world.

Now fifteen years old, the well-traveled and confident Theodore was readied for Harvard College by a new, special tutor. He became the different child in the family, the only one to seek a higher education. That he wanted to be a scientist mandated university studies. He was an apt pupil. He favored history and modern languages, but he also studied Greek, Latin, and mathematics, finishing his preparation in two years instead of the usual three. After he had breezed through his eight Harvard entrance exams, his self-esteem was undoubtedly puffed up so high as to float him into his college. His tutor laconically recorded that his mind had “an alert and vigorous quality.”

By the time Theodore entered Harvard at age eighteen, he had reinvented himself. He discarded his early view of himself as a little ape, with skinny legs and a thin body holding up a large head that seemed mostly teeth. He had reached his adult height of five feet eight inches and weighed 130 pounds; his chest measured thirty-four inches and his shoulders forty-one. Now he saw himself as a sturdier, more combative boy. He had tremendous energy; he could ride, shoot, pole-vault, and do the hop, skip, and jump. He was totally self-possessed, knew himself well, and never had an identity crisis.

Roosevelt dressed as fashionably as the young gentlemen around him and asked his college classmates to call him Ted. He had long ago dropped Teedie, and he disliked Teddy, which only his first wife later called him. His appearance had a roundness and a ruddiness. His hair was wavy and brown, and he sported long sideburns. They were undoubtedly intended to make him look more manly, but the choice to wear them is puzzling because facial hair, so characteristic of Civil War soldiers and politicians and the heroic look, was becoming passé.

Ted was popular at Harvard. He was an enthusiastic and knowledgeable conversationalist, had a delightful sense of humor, and was more than outgoing in his new environment. Some of his friends later recalled that in odd moments he could be bumptious and overbearing. They record no particular incidents, only his aura. It seems that when Ted could not control his overenthusiasms, he was an unpleasant character.

Theodore was clearheaded in mind and spirit. In keeping with the age, he was secular and scientific; his religious side emerged only for his Sunday churchgoing and Bible teaching. He was very accurate in observing life and had acquired almost total recall. His writing skills, developed over years of diary keeping and small writings, were considerable at a time when such skills were almost totally lacking in Harvard College undergraduates.

He fit in at Harvard, which was an upper-class institution. His speech, with a broad a and a softly trilled r, showed that he was a part of the elite of the Eastern seaboard, which shared a distinct culture of speech, language, education, and behavior. These wealthy families formed a caste later called  the Establishment, which dominated the country in Roosevelt’s years and later.

Theodore chose to live off campus—at 16 Winthrop Street in comfortable rooms furnished by his older sister, Bamie—so that he could concentrate on his studies and treat his asthma, if it came upon him. That illness, however, seemed to diminish as he grew older. He spurned the commons for meals and made private arrangements, even joining a dining club of the best Bostonians. He ate voraciously at all his meals. His breakfast, for example, could include tea or coffee, pancakes, and a beefsteak. Because he took a lot of exercise, he stayed trim.

Theodore followed the line of least resistance in choosing his social circle. He was a snob and was taken in by the other snobs at Harvard and in Boston. Bamie, who summered in Newport with Brahmins, opened doors for him, too. The oldest and moneyed families of Saltonstalls, Cabots, and Lees, among others, welcomed him to weekend parties. Soon enough, he was squiring beautiful girls of impeccable lineage, galloping around stately ballrooms (he never learned to dance well), going on idyllic picnics, joining skating parties on scenic ponds in the winter, and generally keeping a social calendar of frenetic activity. Theodore reported much of this to his family and added that he did not pay much attention to New Yorkers because he did not know them. When Theodore left his cocoon, he chose to be a Boston butterfly.

Enchanted by the natural world, he hoped to become a scientist. His early years of birding, of shooting and stuffing birds, of smelling and of being stained by strange chemicals, and even of being disheveled by living in the forest or in his home laboratory in his bedroom, all pointed  in this direction. As usual, he aimed high, as he hoped to emulate the great naturalist, John James Audubon.

Crucially, Ted’s father approved of his scientific ambitions in his freshman year. He told Theodore that he had made enough money so that his son did not have to work for a living. He then gently laid out the near and far consequences of his son’s choice. Theodore had to be serious in pursuing a scientific career and not be a “dilettante.” As his son summed up the lesson, “If I went into a scientific career, I must definitely abandon all thought of the enjoyment that could accompany a money-making career, and must find my pleasures elsewhere.”

So, in the greatest age of men amassing and passing on immense fortunes, as the Roosevelts did, Theodore chose the life of the mind. He was going to continue to be the original in the family, the boy and man who carved out his own path, different from his siblings or the other rich sons of his class. He would satisfy his innermost desires and drives at Harvard, which was undergoing its own metamorphosis under President Charles W. Eliot.

Eliot took over Harvard College in 1869 and was turning it into a university in the German model of learning centered on research and a new kind of teaching. In the judgment of a Harvard historian, he transformed a “fashionable finishing school” into a modern university. Theodore’s scientific bent, inner discipline, and seriousness were a perfect match for this new, exciting educational experiment. Before Ted arrived in Cambridge, Eliot had publicly laid out what he had in mind. He wrote that “Universities are teachers, storehouses, and searches for truth.” Furthermore, he said, “A university . . . has . . . a unifying influence in regard to political discussions and divisions.”

The president’s new educational goals included changing the students themselves. In effect, he seemed to want to make them more like what the young Roosevelt was at age eighteen for, as Eliot put it, he wanted to shift “external compulsion and discipline” in learning to “internal compulsion and discipline.” The students had to want to learn, as did young Roosevelt. Eliot poked at the lazy and spoiled Harvard boys to wake them up to the new challenges of the age. Roosevelt was already wide awake.

Of his Harvard College experience, Roosevelt wrote in his autobiography, “I thoroughly enjoyed Harvard, and I am sure it did me good, but only in the general effect, for there was very little in my actual studies that helped me in my after-life.” Roosevelt also jotted down that he “saw almost nothing of President Eliot.”

But Ted may have been recollecting an Eliot who would become an adversary when Roosevelt was president. Ted took the heady atmosphere around him for granted. He did not comment on whatever improvements were being made, which ultimately ended a fixed curriculum and rote learning and replaced them with electives, new fields of learning in the sciences and liberal arts, Socratic methods, and essay writing. Ted seemed oblivious to Harvard’s history and Eliot’s intentions. When Eliot made brilliant new hires to put the college in the forefront of knowledge, Roosevelt left no insightful record. For example, the soon-to-be-famous psychologist and philosopher William James joined the faculty. James, whose training was in medicine, taught Theodore anatomy. Surely some early flourishes of his famous work on Pragmatism, one of his great contributions to philosophy and psychology, would not have been left in the wings as he lectured. Theodore took history with  Henry Cabot Lodge, a good historian who was writing books and, significantly, would soon be Roosevelt’s mentor and great friend when he gave up science for history and politics. Lodge encouraged Theodore’s love of history and writing and gave him an inquiring view of America’s continental expanse and the nation’s debt to the first settlers. Then there was George Santayana, already a great scholar and philosopher.

Roosevelt could have been the poster boy for Eliot’s university. But when Harvard made laboratory science, and not natural history, the center of the science curriculum, Theodore soured on a scientific career. He did not want to be indoors as a “microscopist” and “section cutter,” he recollected, but outdoors with faunal nature. Also, a scientist needed at least three years abroad for study. During his junior year he was becoming attached to a Boston girl who frowned on a long stay in Europe.

Whatever his reasons for giving up science, the young man was stranded at a critical stage in his education. Then, too, Ted found college an unknown world beyond academics, which were a breeze for him. Usually, he had to puzzle out harder things, such as how to earn the esteem of his teachers and classmates. His way was sometimes unfortunate, for he tried to dominate both by speaking out of turn. A famous story has Professor Nathan Shaler, one of Harvard’s eminences in natural history, admonishing him, “See here, Roosevelt, let me talk. I am running this course.” We don’t know the subject of the contretemps between them and have only the recollection of Shaler’s outburst from one of the students. Theodore was also brash in James’s course, continually arguing with the august professor. James, however, was merely bemused  by the outspoken student and gave him an honors grade. Theodore could not help but always try to be the center of attention.
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