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Now look, that damned cowboy is


President of the United States.


—Republican insider Mark Hanna


The romance of my life began here.


—Teddy Roosevelt, on returning to the West









PREFACE


The “romance of his life,” as Theodore Roosevelt described his relationship with the American West, lasted from 1883 to 1887.1 He would write seven books on the West, and later, as president, he would set aside millions of acres of western land for future generations. The “vigorous life” that characterized Teddy Roosevelt had its roots in his time spent out West. The third transcontinental railroad, the Northern Pacific, made it possible for people to travel in comfort to the northwest territories (first mapped by Lewis and Clark in 1803–1805) while reading dime novels filled with Western heroes like Kit Carson and Jim Bridger. It put areas like the Badlands (a smaller Grand Canyon, carved out of the earth sixty million years ago) within reach of men like New Yorker Teddy Roosevelt.


There really would be no America without the West. It gave great scope to American avarice, later justified as Manifest Destiny. For many, the simple phrase, “Go West, young man,” was enough to send young men and women on their way into a virtually unknown world. The United States simply didn’t have the manpower to control the land that came with Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase. Even today Americans are fascinated with the idea of people heading into the unknown. The movie Wild chronicles the story of a woman who hikes the Pacific Crest Trail after her life disintegrates. She emerges a year later a changed person. This is what the West offered people in the nineteenth century, even more so than now—a chance to start again and remake oneself.


We associate Theodore Roosevelt with what would become his famous, larger-than-life persona: the barrel-chested, teeth-snapping, Big Stick–wielding, swaggering cowboy expansionist who exemplified the vigorous life of the early twentieth century. The vigorous life was the creed by which Roosevelt lived, and for him the cowboy was its apotheosis. Through Roosevelt’s influence the idea of the cowboy made an indelible mark on American culture. “Peril and hardship, and years of long toil broken by weeks of brutal dissipation, draw haggard lines across their eager faces, but never dim their reckless eyes nor break their bearing of defiant self-confidence,” he later wrote, elevating the cowboy to his ideal, a sort of Nietzschean plainsman.2 Eric Foner writes of the enduring myth of the cowboy: “The image of the courageous, spirited horseman living a dangerous life carried with it an appeal that refuses to disappear. Driving a thousand to two thousand cattle hundreds of miles to market; facing lightning and cloudbursts and drought, stampedes, rattlesnakes, and outlaws; sleeping under the stars and catching chow at the chuck wagon—the cowboys dominated the American galaxy of folk heroes.”3


Roosevelt himself was far from this cowboy ideal. He often pointed out that “once a cowboy is a good roper and rider, the only other accomplishment he values is skill with his great army revolver.”4 But even after years out West, Roosevelt never became really proficient with a lariat, though he once rescued an Englishman from a river with an amazing lasso throw; and his eyesight was such that he never became the dead-eyed shot of legend, though he did once manage to drill a grizzly between the eyes.


The truth is that Theodore Roosevelt became what he was not—a cowboy—through sheer will. When he first came out West, he was a sickly, weak young man who suffered so much from asthma that, when he was a boy, his father would take him on fast buggy rides just to force air into his lungs. Many doubted he could survive to adulthood. But survive he did. Roosevelt became a delegate-at-large to the Republican National Convention and was a progressive reformer on the rise, when, in 1884, both his wife and his mother died within twelve hours of each other. The light in his life simply went out. Four months later, after a stinging political defeat, he headed out West and didn’t give anyone a return date.


In 1890, the superintendent of the U.S. Census Bureau declared the American frontier finally closed. Frederick Jackson Turner affirmed this and claimed that the frontier experience, more than any other, had shaped America’s character; it had given the pioneer “a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past.”5 Teddy Roosevelt went to the Badlands of the Dakotas at the tail end of the Wild West. The asthmatic with thick spectacles who stepped off the train in the town of Little Missouri bore little resemblance to the man who would return years later thick of chest and ready to tackle the world. He came back as the Teddy Roosevelt we now recognize.


The West remade Roosevelt, just as it had remade the country. Basically lawless and churchless, the West offered freedom unbounded if you were tough enough to take it. As he later wrote, “For cowboy work there is no need of special traits and special training, and young Easterners should be sure of themselves before trying it: the struggle for existence is very keen in the far West, and it is no place for men who lack the ruder, coarser virtues and physical qualities. . . .”6 This held great appeal for young Roosevelt, who would find the essence of America in the frozen and baking terrain of the Badlands. Here the character of America presented itself to Roosevelt, and he essentially became that character.


The West delivered this one-hundred-and-twenty-five-pound man, this “dude,” a great adventure: he faced down gunmen, grizzly bears, thieves, rustlers, unscrupulous ranchers, ruthless outlaws, and Indians. He had the breath knocked out of him by overturned horses, cracked a rib, dislocated a shoulder, and nearly froze to death more than once, getting lost in the hell that is the Badlands—all while fighting chronic asthma and ignoring a physician’s admonition to protect his weak heart and lead the sedentary life of a recluse.


To recover from the twin blows of losing both his mother and his wife on the same day, and in his quest to find his way again, Theodore Roosevelt would push himself to the point where his broken heart would either heal or stop forever. The West was just the place for such a contest.









PROLOGUE


THE BULL MOOSE


1912


Teddy Roosevelt had just finished dinner at the Gilpatrick Hotel in Milwaukee and was walking to his car—he was to give a speech in the Milwaukee Auditorium. The election of 1912 had been vitriolic with Roosevelt bolting the Republican Party and forming his own third party, the Bull Moose Party. Roosevelt was sure he could beat the incumbent William Howard Taft and the Democratic candidate, the former Princeton President, Woodrow Wilson. He reveled in giving speeches and attacking Taft as incompetent, and Wilson as an egghead who had the demeanor of a “druggist.” He now planned to deliver another rousing speech and had the fifty-page manuscript stuffed in his coat pocket, folded twice behind his steel glasses case.


John Schrank, a thirty-six-year-old psychotic and former New York saloonkeeper, approached Theodore Roosevelt. Schrank believed that deceased President McKinley had spoken to him in his dreams, proclaiming that no man should run for a third term. Schrank had bought a fourteen-dollar Colt .38 and fifty-five cents worth of bullets, and had been following Roosevelt through New Orleans, Atlanta, Charleston, and Tennessee, ever since the dead McKinley had risen in his coffin and pointed to him and said, “Avenge my death.” While waiting to shoot Roosevelt in Milwaukee, he had passed the time drinking beer in a local bar and smoking Jack Pot cigars. Now his opportunity came. Roosevelt had just sat down in an open car in front of the hotel. Schrank approached him and Roosevelt rose to wave to the crowd when the assassin raised the .38 caliber pistol and fired. Roosevelt fell back into the car as the bullet entered his chest after piercing the steel glasses case and the folded manuscript pages of his speech.


The bullet entered under his right nipple and lodged in his ribs. The ex-President immediately took out a handkerchief and dabbed his mouth to see if his lungs had been hit. He then proclaimed he wouldn’t go to the hospital, but would deliver his scheduled speech. Dr. Terrell, his physician, insisted he go to the hospital. Roosevelt would have none of it. “You get me to that speech. It may be the last one I shall deliver, but I am going to deliver this one!”


Theodore Roosevelt went to the auditorium and spoke for more than ninety minutes while bleeding under his coat—thundering to the crowd the immortal line, “It takes more than a bullet to stop a bull moose!”1


The crowd loved it. And when Roosevelt went to the hospital, the doctors opted to leave the bullet lodged in his chest. He sent a telegram to his wife Edith, informing her that he was not nearly as badly hurt as he had been falling from a horse. He boarded a train for a Chicago hospital and changed into a clean shirt and asked for a hot shave. He hummed as he shaved and then climbed into the train compartment bed and fell asleep, sleeping like a child.


In the press, people expressed astonishment that a man who had been shot at point-blank range could give a speech for an hour and a half. But they truly expected no less from Teddy Roosevelt. The sickly, asthmatic son of a rich man in Manhattan was born in the East; the Bull Moose who spoke for an hour and a half with a .38 caliber bullet lodged in his chest, well, he was born in the West.
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BADLANDS, DAKOTA TERRITORY


1885


Theodore Roosevelt was out farther than he liked, looking for a lost horse. Riding across the “Badlands” with its primal geological formations gave him pause. There had been reports of Indians attacking men from Little Missouri in the Dakota Territory. Worse, there had been reports of gruesome torture that prompted men to carry rattlesnake poison in a vial in case of capture. Theodore Roosevelt was in the Badlands in the year 1885 with his pony and Winchester—in his mind, already a cowboy, but to others a dude from New York with thick glasses, a small frame, and an asthmatic cough.


This “hell with the fires out” part of the Dakota Territory was still a no man’s land.1 The frontier wouldn’t be declared closed for eight years, and a man could still go there and become lost and emerge remade, if he survived. But Roosevelt thought of none of this as he crossed the hot plain, staring straight ahead. He was thinking about the five Indians who had just emerged on the ridge beyond and were now riding toward him with their rifles drawn.


Roosevelt swung down from his pony Manitou and raised his Winchester. He positioned himself behind his horse. The five Indians riding in a deadly gallop were almost upon him. It had been ten years since Custer’s Last Stand at the Battle of Little Bighorn, and Geronimo was still on the run. The Indian Wars had simmered down, but atrocities still occurred on both sides. Roosevelt would later write, “There is always danger in meeting a band of young bucks in lonely, uninhabited country—those that have barely reached manhood being the most truculent, insolent, and reckless.”2


Roosevelt knew he might die if he stood his ground, but he would surely die if he gave up his rifle or tried to outrun the Indians. He cocked his Winchester and took aim over the saddle of his horse. His glasses hit the stock and sweat tickled his nose. His hat was pulled low. The Indians whooped and shrieked with their rifles over their heads. Roosevelt breathed in the heated air of the Badlands and the ropy smell of his saddle.


Later he would write, “The level plain where we were was of all places the one on which such an onslaught could best be met.”3 Being in the open gave him an advantage. Roosevelt drew a bead on the Indian in the middle. Men who knew they might die would think twice before charging someone with a rifle aimed at their chest. Still, Roosevelt knew the Indians had the odds. He might take one of them—but of course the others would kill him. Maybe take his scalp or hack him to pieces as they had left others. All he could really do was wait. He was a man from New York who just a year earlier had frantically taken a train in the middle of the night to find his destiny. It was a murderous world there, too.
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THE MIND BUT NOT THE BODY


1869


The boy was sick again. The family was on the Grand Tour of Europe and Theodore Roosevelt Sr. didn’t know what to do for his son. They were now in Vienna, and it was always in the nighttime when the dreaded disease came on. They didn’t know what caused it or really what to do about it. The carriage rides in the middle of the night in New York, after having walked up and down the hallway with the boy in his arms, were the acts of a desperate man. Call the servants and get the carriage and then rush through the night with the boy’s mouth open to the wind.


But now they were in a foreign land and his son was literally suffocating before his eyes. His father resorted to experiments to try to stop the swelling bronchial tubes that wouldn’t allow air in or out. As Roosevelt’s mother wrote, “it came to a point where he had to sit up in the bed to breathe. After a strong cup of black coffee the spasmodic part of the attack ceased and he slept . . . had the coffee not taken effect he would have gone on struggling through the night. . . .”1


The Roosevelts were at the mercy of the medical theories of the day, which were often contradictory. An attack could be brought on by a fall, something the boy saw, bad air, good air, or rain. Some said asthma was hereditary and came from the mother. Others said that patients themselves brought on the attacks, that they were in some way psychosomatic and that the sufferer was to blame. A “nervous temperament” was sometimes diagnosed. The nervous young boy suffered at a time when an English physician, Henry Hyde Salter, published a study (1864) declaring asthma a “nervous condition.”


Salter cited patients who had attacks from seeing a fire or a horse and patients whose asthma disappeared when they neared a doctor’s office. Depression seemed to kick off many attacks. Then Salter veered and claimed exercise was the most important thing a person could do to ward off attacks: “Organs are made for action, not existence; they are made to work, to work, not to be; and when they work well they can be well.”2 Roosevelt’s father took this as gospel and preached it to his son with the fervor of the converted. Action and more action was to be used against this disease brought on by the mind . . . a vigorous approach to life.


But Teddy was apparently a weakling. He seemed incapable of action, and so the crude pharmaceuticals of the day were used to stop the attacks. But the attacks were horrible. Drowning was often invoked as a comparison—slow drowning. Waterboarding might be its contemporary equivalent. “The sensation of an acute asthmatic attack is that of being strangled or suffocated, only infinitely more complex. The whole body responds. . . . The trouble is not just in the lungs. The central nervous system is involved, the endocrine system, both sides of the brain, possibly the stem of the brain as well. The agony is total. . . . And the largest part of the agony is psychological—inexpressible terror, panic.”3


Ten-year-old Teddy was too sick to write about it in his diary; he could only say he was “very sick” and there were “witches in my chest.”4 And it was always at night when the attacks came on. First the tightening of the chest, then a dry hacking cough. Eventually, the child had to sit up just to breathe. And “Soon he is unable to speak or move, except with the utmost difficulty. He is battling for breath, for life, tugging, straining, elbows planted on his knees, shoulders hunched high, his head thrown back, eyes popping.”5 He was in hell and there was no end in sight.


Teddy’s parents reached for the only remedies available at the time. Strong black coffee was given until he could drink no more; then a cigar, with the child taking deep breaths, holding the smoke in until he collapsed; then potions of garlic and mustard seeds. If these didn’t work then an enema, or a cold bath, or a shot of whiskey, or some gin, or wine mixed with opium, or chloroform, or marijuana, or burning nitrate paper. Anything to break down the child and knock him out and stop the attack. It was not unlike chemotherapy, where they try to kill the disease without killing the patient.


Teddy’s parents tried many of these, and because they were rich they would whisk him off to seashores or country estates or take him for rides behind fast-moving horses—anything to break the awful strangling beast that could easily kill him.


“I sat up for six hours and papa made me smoke a cigar,” he wrote in his diary.


The bronchial tubes just didn’t work right; they would fill with mucus and the ventilating action would cease. The boy was suffocating, with spoonfuls of air being pulled in and even less being expelled. If the attack got worse, he would turn blue, with his chest pounding and his back and chest muscles fighting to get air. He would look cadaverous, and without ventilators or strong bronchodilators, he could asphyxiate; and so the desperate measures continued.


And Teddy Roosevelt fought for his life during these nights of terror. He was not just an asthmatic but an acute asthmatic. Then psychological factors were again dragged to the bar. Great stress was said to bring on the attacks. Separation from the mother was pointed to as a cause. Melancholia was another. It didn’t matter. Teddy learned at an early age that life is literally a battle to breathe. Nothing would be as bad as this and he must always be prepared for the worst.


And he must fight back. “It is as if having experienced asthma, he finds other pains and discomforts mild by comparison.”6 He was either a victim or a conqueror, and Teddy had to choose to be the latter or die. Salter wrote, the asthmatic “knows that a certain percentage of his future life will be dedicated to suffering.” Or, put another way, suffering is life, and so to suffer from extreme hardship or turmoil or intense physical challenges is considered within the realm of the normal. “I am to do everything myself,”7 Roosevelt wrote as a child. The words from Salter and Teddy’s father became like a dirge that the child, and later the man, would convert into the creed of the “vigorous life,” one that will push the man to do things no sane person would even attempt.


After the trip to Europe, the asthma attacks continued. His father grew increasingly frustrated and wrote his wife, “I am away with Teedie again much to my regret. . . . He had another attack, woke me up at night and last night to make a break, I took him to Oyster Bay.”8 Roosevelt’s father was basically running him around trying to catch the best air; Oyster Bay had a sea breeze that could be a balm to release the grip on the boy’s lungs. But he could not keep this up forever. “Teedie had an attack of asthma on last Sunday night and Papa took him to Oyster Bay where he passed Monday night and Tuesday night.”9 The attacks returned and mother and son were off to “take the waters” at Richfield Springs and would go again and again, accompanied by Uncle Hilborne. They were getting desperate; even the rich didn’t have enough summer homes and spas and boats and carriages to combat the mucus-laden attacks against the boy.


“The spasms yielded,” Theodore’s mother, “Mittie,” reported, “but [he] passed a wheezy miserable night and I have concluded to leave . . . for New York tomorrow, with the feeling that this last week Teedie has lost all he gained . . . and the sulfur baths and water proved no good.”10


What Teddy needed was a good “bronchial inhaler,” something people with asthma take for granted today, but there were no steroidal therapies at the time, just the quackery and guesswork that passed for medicine in the closing years of the nineteenth century. President James Garfield, for instance, would die from gunshot wounds, but not from the bullet itself—it was from the doctor’s unwashed probe and then his finger inserted into the bullet hole. The doctor literally injected bacteria into Garfield’s body; and even though some were beginning to believe in the radical theory of germs and the need for sterilizing instruments and washing hands, many did not.


So that left the coffee, the waters, the cigars, the chloroform for the desperate parents, until young Theodore’s father had had enough. As Mittie later recalled, the patriarch called his son to him and cast the problem in such a way that it would change Theodore Roosevelt Jr. forever. “Theodore, you have the mind but you have not the body, and without the help of the body, the mind cannot go as far as it should.”11 He then gave Teddy his charge: “You must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one’s body, but I know you will do it.”


And in this way the Roosevelts really stumbled upon the only cure that would work for the boy who, otherwise, could find no relief. Exercise would induce breathing, and this would open his lungs and develop his weak body. Teddy declared to his father that he would build up his body. Daily workouts began at once under Mr. John Wood, a sort of personal trainer for the Victorian rich, whose clients included Sloanes, Goelets, and Vanderbilts.


Mittie went with her son to the gymnasium while Teddy wrestled with a weight machine and hoisted free weights from the floor. He sweated and grunted and began the brick by brick process of trying to construct what God had left out of his build. It was drudgery punching away at punching bags and working his body back and forth on horizontal bars—this at a time when exercise was seen as something almost eccentric, if not totally useless. It was clearly not for the upper caste of New York society.


But what other choice did a sickly boy have? Roosevelt began to work out on his own piazza after the equipment was set up. His sisters watched their skinny brother huffing and puffing, trying to get his body to swing between the parallel bars and mostly not succeeding. He was the invalid child who was forever being taken for carriage rides or to the shore or enduring cigars or coffee or spending days in bed with doctors huddled around him. Now he was out of doors and swinging back and forth.


Teddy was intent on self-realization as he struggled to bring muscle to arms that had none. He was underweight and undersized, and one could imagine doctors thinking at times that he would never reach adulthood. People much healthier died habitually in the 1870s, and here was this severe asthmatic with spindly legs struggling to do what another boy his age could do with ease.


In Maine, a confrontation took place when Teddy was bullied by two boys. He tried to defend himself and was beaten. It shocked him that when he fought back they could “handle me so as to not hurt me too much and yet . . . prevent my doing any damage whatever in return.”12 In other words, he was so weak his attackers didn’t even take his resistance seriously. Worse, they might have felt sorry for the sickly boy.


So he continued with his weights and his punching bags and his parallel bars, all the while creating a secret world of action through his reading: David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa, and Robinson Crusoe, and the adventures of Captain Mayne Reid whose heroes went West in search of adventure. Reid was an Irishman who had exchanged the soft life of a tutor for that of a trapper and trader out on the frontier. His books, The Scalp Hunters, The Hunter’s Feast, and The Boy Hunters, were adventure stories set beyond the Mississippi in the unexplored regions of the West.


The Scalp Hunters begins, “Unroll the world’s map and look upon the great northern continent of America. Away to the wild West—away towards the setting sun—away beyond many a far meridian. . . . You are looking upon a land . . . still bearing the marks of the Almighty mold, as upon the morning of creation. A region, whose every object wears the impress of God’s magic. His ambient spirit lives in the silent grandeur of its mountains, and speaks in the roar of its mighty rivers. A region redolent of romance—rich in the reality of adventure.”13


Teddy Roosevelt longed for Reid’s world, where a boy could remake himself and become a strong adventurer. The West was transformative in Reid’s stories, and the asthmatic boy, who had been killing himself with weights and punching bags, would sit dreaming in a big chair or on a wicker sofa on the porch and travel in his mind to places his body could not go.


“What with the wild gallops by day, and the wilder tales by the night watch fires, I became intoxicated with the romance of my new life. . . . My strength increased both physically and intellectually. I experienced a buoyancy of spirits and vigor of body I had never known before. I felt a pleasure in action. My blood seemed to rush warmer and swifter through my veins. . . .”14 So says one of Reid’s characters, and the sickly boy in New York was swept up with visions of the Wild West, the place where all things are possible. And then in 1872, as he galloped through the West in his mind, Teddy Roosevelt received a gun and a pair of spectacles. The twelve-gauge rifle from his father was a double-barreled, French-made shotgun with a big kick. With his new spectacles, the boy who could not see beyond thirty feet found the world opening up. “I had no idea how beautiful the world was. . . . I could not see, and yet was wholly ignorant that I was not seeing.”15 He would never be without his glasses from then on, through war and peace and to death. And now he had a gun that brought down every bird he pointed the double-barreled buckshot toward, and the world of the hunter came to the boy.


Roosevelt was now thirteen and was steadily building himself up with one eye toward the West. The old warrior, Indian Red Cloud, was in a parade in the middle of Manhattan. He passed the boy and then passed into history. Teddy Roosevelt would eventually find himself in the sacred lands that the old Indian had lost.
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THE DAY THE LIGHT WENT OUT


1884


Theodore Roosevelt clutched the two telegrams, shifting uncomfortably in the train—leaning forward, tapping his foot, trying to hurry on the frustratingly slow steam engine. Roosevelt was a man with a beautiful wife, a new baby, a brilliant political career, and the patronage and wealth of an aristocratic family behind him. Now, all this seemed in danger. The young assemblyman from Albany was making his way 145 miles south to Manhattan, where his wife and his mother both lay dying.


On a clear day the train ride from Albany to Manhattan took five hours, but a heavy fog had been hovering over New York for days, seeming to portend what lay ahead for him. Teddy Roosevelt tapped his foot impatiently and stared at the first telegram. You have a baby girl. Congratulations. The second telegram told a much different story. Come at once. Mother and Alice gravely ill. The light went out for Roosevelt that day as he ran for the train. The man who valued action above all else could now do nothing but wait to be delivered to destiny.


Roosevelt stared out the window. The fog reminded him of when he was a boy and he would sleep sitting straight up because his asthma squeezed his small chest. On such nights, his father would take him out in his carriage. They would ride like the wind through the streets of New York.


“Open your mouth Teddy! Open your mouth!” his father instructed. “Let the air in!”


And, as in a primitive oxygen ventilator, he would open his mouth and feel the cool air go down his throat and inflate his lungs. The image of a man frantically driving a black, rain-slicked carriage through the night streets of New York, and a boy hanging off the side with his mouth open to the heavens—it was all his father could do, after walking up and down the hallway with him all night. The rich man’s son could get no air, and his father could only admonish the boy to open his mouth while he sped the horses savagely along.


“Faster! Faster! For my son must breathe!”


Now the train was pulling into Grand Central Station. The young dandy ran for his home in a fog so thick he could only grope his way toward 57th Street, where the lordly Roosevelt mansion commanded the street. Finally, he ran up the stairs to where his young wife, Alice, lay in bed. She was dying of Bright’s disease, an affliction of the kidneys causing fever, vomiting, terrible back pain, and bloody urine. They had just married three and a half years before, but now the love of his life was dying in his arms.


They had recited poetry and written love letters to each other. Alice Hathaway Lee was the young beauty of a prominent Boston family who had fallen in love with the man with thick glasses and teeth that snapped words in half. Alice was just seventeen when Theodore first saw her on October 18, 1878. “As long as I live I shall never forget how sweetly she looked and how prettily she greeted me.”1 Roosevelt was smitten. He had found his true love and often walked the six miles from Harvard to Chestnut Hill to see her. His grades fell as he courted her with rides in the woods and long days spent reciting poetry. He asked her to marry him his junior year, and after an arduous courtship he won her. Now . . . now, incredibly, she was leaving him.


Roosevelt hit his knees and held his wife. Bright’s disease, combined with complications from childbirth, was robbing the world of Alice Lee, and in the late nineteenth century there was little anyone could do. The fog outside the windows was so heavy it was as if the world was cloaked in a thick blanket.


“What can I do for you my love?”


“Teddy . . .” She was very weak by now. “Teddy.”


The long labor had robbed her of any fight, and Roosevelt saw clearly she was moribund. At that precise moment, he heard a voice from outside the room—it belonged to his brother Elliott.


“Teddy. Come at once if you want to see mother one last time.”


It was Elliott who had declared, on realizing his mother and sister-in-law were dying on the same day, “There is a curse on this house.”2 It was the same house in which he had helplessly watched his father writhe in agony from stomach cancer years before. The same sense of helplessness possessed the two brothers now. Men of action could do nothing against the primitive state of medical science.


Roosevelt reluctantly left his barely conscious wife and rushed downstairs to see his mother. Mittie Roosevelt was dying of typhoid fever. There were no antibiotics, and one in ten people died from complications stemming from the symptoms of 104-degree fever and chronic diarrhea. At age forty-eight, Mittie was still a Southern beauty with a cream-white complexion and dark glossy hair. She barely recognized Teddy as he kneeled down and held her hand. Even now, he could scarcely believe that just seven hours earlier he had been leading a reform movement in the halls of Albany, a young crusader with a brilliant political future and a wife and new baby.


Kneeling there, in his suit pants with dirty cuffs and hair tousled from the humidity and six hours on the train, Roosevelt felt at a complete loss. Could this be his mother, whom he so depended on? And could that really be his wife, who lit up his world in a way he never thought possible? Could she really be leaving him in this dark, fog-soaked world to forge ahead by himself? Why, he had a daughter! But where was she? How would he raise her? No answers came—Theodore Roosevelt simply couldn’t think anymore as he ran back and forth between two dying women in the hell of that long night.


At three o’clock in the morning, his mother, Martha Stewart “Mittie” Roosevelt, died. The fog didn’t lift. Roosevelt then devoted himself to holding his semi-comatose wife and willing her back to health. Will. Will. Will. This was his mantra. He had beaten back death with will. He had pushed through life as a sickly child with will and she must do the same. But Alice Lee wasn’t her husband and barely clung to life through the morning. The fog lifted briefly; then the rain came, followed by the sun—then clear cool air poured down from the northeast. Roosevelt cradled Alice Lee and refused to give up hope. It was for naught.


At two o’clock in the afternoon on February 14, 1884, Alice Hathaway Lee, the mother of his first child, died. Teddy Roosevelt had lost the second light of his life and could see only darkness. He stumbled through the funeral. Some said he was like a child now, and they worried about his sanity. He seemed dazed and unable to think. He gave his newborn daughter to his sister, and when the last funeral had passed, Roosevelt headed back to Albany to throw himself into his work as the reforming politician. “I have never believed it did any good to flinch or yield for any blow,” he later wrote. “Nor does it lighten the pain to cease from working. . . . Indeed I think I should go mad if I were not employed.”3


Roosevelt had always been an insomniac, and now he slept even less. He had taken on the corrupt bosses of Tammany Hall, but this blow made that look like nothing. He didn’t sleep. People heard him pacing back and forth. No one was allowed to mention his wife or mother. People worried he might just collapse or have a nervous breakdown.


Roosevelt didn’t collapse, but his political career did. He literally worked around the clock as an assemblyman and as chairman of the city investigating committee. He split his time between New York and Albany, rewriting a fifteen-thousand-word Investigative Report on corruption during hearings in Albany. “He feels the awful loneliness more and more,” his sister Corinne wrote to his brother Elliott, “and I fear he sleeps little, for he walks a great deal in the night.”4 Roosevelt introduced nine bills related to his findings and submitted two more reports of a million words of testimony. He was a man running from himself as he headed to the Republican National Convention in Chicago.


As if to actualize his feeling of isolation from the world, he joined the Mugwump faction of his own party against the nominee James G. Blaine. Roosevelt’s candidate, George F. Edmunds, lost to Blaine, and Roosevelt was seen as a traitor. When all was lost and the Stop Blaine movement collapsed, the Mugwumps then swung around to support Grover Cleveland, the Democratic Nominee, and demanded Roosevelt join them. Roosevelt equivocated and considered abandoning the Republican Party. He further alienated Republicans by telling a reporter from the Evening Post that rather than vote for Blaine he would give “hearty support to any decent Democrat.”


After the reform movement was handed a resounding defeat, Roosevelt found no more interest in politics, or anything else for that matter. He was going one place and one place only. He was going to the South Dakota Territory—that unsettled swath of country where Indians roamed and men with six-shooters settled scores. In a letter to the editor of the Utica Herald, he confessed his weariness with politics, if not life, and his ambivalence about his future:


          I wish to write you a few words just to thank you for your kindness towards me. . . . Although not a very old man, I have yet lived a great deal in my life, and I have known sorrow too bitter and joy too keen to allow me to become either cast down or elated for more than a brief period. . . . I have very little expectation of being able to keep on in politics. . . . I feel both tired and restless; for the next few months I shall probably be in Dakota . . .5


In the year 1884, four months after Theodore Roosevelt’s wife and mother died, there was still a Wild West; and though it would end soon, there was yet room for one more man who had lost everything. Roosevelt boarded a train in the middle of the night. The engine chugged out of the station as he stared out at the fading lights of the East. He didn’t hurry the train along this time. He was leaving and heading into the unknown darkness. His last words to a World reporter were that he was heading West and “what I shall do after that I cannot tell you.”6


The twenty-four-hundred-mile journey took him first to Chicago, where he switched to the St. Paul Express, which then plunged into the great flat plains of the American Midwest. When he crossed the Red River at Fargo and slipped past the Western Boundary of the United States, Teddy Roosevelt knew he had reached the vast Dakota Territory.


Roosevelt stared out into the flat darkness and saw the moon glimmering on the Missouri River as the train clattered over the trestle. He sat back in the train car, heading for the one place he could be alone. Life had divested itself of him and now he would divest himself of life. He stared into the darkness hiding the geological formations of cliffs, ravines, and buttes, volcanic fire still smoldering up from the rocks. Hell was outside the window as he slept and traveled farther into the last bit of land not claimed by men. He dreamed of the first time he had taken the journey. It was much like this, and just a year before.
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THE FIRST TIME WEST


1883


Commander Gorringe had decided at the last minute not to go, and this left Teddy Roosevelt to hunt buffalo alone. Gorringe was an entrepreneur who oversaw a grand hunting lodge in the Badlands, playing to New York’s upper crust. So far he had only one client; and that twenty-six year old had boarded the train out of New York alone. When he switched to the St. Paul Express for the twenty-four-hundred-mile journey, Roosevelt wired his mother, Mittie, that he felt “like a fighting cock again”1 as he left the United States for the Dakota Territory for the first time. The darkness masked the geological malformations of the Badlands passing by his window, with its glowing lignite fires and ancient waters that had carved stone, blasted gullies, and formed rivers.


Then Roosevelt was blinking in the darkness of two a.m. after the warmth of the Pullman car—a dapper young man who stepped off the train directly into the wet sagebrush of Little Missouri in the Dakota Territory. The train rolled away, leaving white smoke and the train whistle’s lament. Roosevelt breathed heavily, his asthmatic wheeze not unlike the huffing steam locomotive fading into the night. His new boots were stiff, his hat tight, his collar itchy. The new clothes he had bought in New York felt all wrong, but they were the latest in Western outdoor apparel. There was no sound save for the yips of coyotes out in the darkness beyond the town.


The town wasn’t much. Little Missouri had come of age rapidly when the railroad arrived and would die just as quickly. Such was the boom and bust of railroad towns in the West. Roosevelt stared at a dilapidated sign reading “PYRAMID PARK HOTEL,” behind which slouched a recently painted white structure leaning toward the street. Roosevelt hoisted his Sharps rifle and duffel bag and began to walk in the cool darkness. A coyote howled in the distance again; then he heard the thin musical note of running water. Roosevelt saw moonlight glimmering on the Little Missouri River, whose waters whispered softly in the night. The train had since faded into the darkness, heading for the heart of the Badlands. Teddy Roosevelt was in the middle of nowhere with a recommendation to see a man who might be able to help him.


If someone had asked him why he had gone West when he was about to marry, he would have replied he had come to shoot buffalo and see if the myth of the Wild West still existed. What was the Wild West this well-to-do man hoped to find? Was it the Wild West of dime novels and legend? Were the Indians still out there? Geronimo? Sitting Bull? Custer was dead, but his legend lived on. The railroad ran to the coast now, yet the legends still lived in a young man brought up to embrace the “vigorous life,” which seemed to demand going to the last great frontier.


For now, it was still the Wild West, open to anyone who had the guts and some money to lay claim to the land. But time was running out fast. By 1889, North Dakota and South Dakota would be admitted as the thirty-ninth and fortieth U.S. states. Montana and Washington would soon follow. More significantly, in 1890, the U.S. Census said they would no longer track Westward Expansion by moving the line and declaring how much territory had been “claimed” from the wilderness. The fact was there was no more claiming to be done; the West had filled and the frontier was essentially closed.


But Roosevelt had squeaked in. The period of the Wild West dated from the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, and was officially over in 1890, a period of less than ninety years. Interrupted by the Civil War, the real settling of the West took place between the years 1865 and 1890. In 1881, two years before Roosevelt first descended into the sagebrush, Billy the Kid had been gunned down and the gunfight at the OK Corral had taken place. Then in 1882 yet another notorious outlaw met his demise when Jesse James was murdered by Bob Ford. Things were settling down, although the Apache renegade Geronimo was still out there and would not surrender until 1886. Indians and settlers were still fighting it out, with massacres and murders on both sides. And in 1883, a man could still go into the Dakota Territory and find buffalo if he had a guide.


Roosevelt continued through the sandy sage to the porch where the words “Pyramid Park Hotel” were hammered to the door. He knocked politely and adjusted his glasses, looking around the deserted town—if the assortment of buildings could even be called that. A saloon next to the hotel called Big-Mouthed Bob’s Bug-Juice Dispensary was quiet and dark, and on the other side of the railroad was a store and some shacks; a graveyard glowed white and high in the moonlight on the aptly named Graveyard Butte.


Roosevelt began to turn away when the door was swung back by a whiskery old man. Frank Vine stared at the bespectacled “dude” who looked like he had just come from New York City.


“What in the hell do yer want?” he growled.


“My name is Theodore Roosevelt. Commander Gorringe recommended I speak to you about shooting buffalo.”


The man he was facing stared at him and spat. Vine scratched his cheek and squinted at the man in the thick glasses and new clothes. Gorringe had bought property and owned an abandoned army cantonment along the banks of the river. Always open to an opportunity, Vine figured this was a man who had money, and that was enough to give this “dude” some consideration.


“He did, did he? . . . Then come on,” he grumbled. “You can sleep in the bullpen tonight.”


“Well, that’s just fine,” Roosevelt replied.


Roosevelt followed the swinging suspenders hanging from both sides of the man’s legs. They mounted wooden stairs, boots clunking in the night. Gruffly, he guided the young man upstairs where men were bunked in a large room of cots with blankets. It was a “bullpen” of snoring cowboys and drunks and traveling souls. Here was the myth of the West—a roomful of cowboys bunked down for the night. One can only imagine that Roosevelt was beginning to see reality and myth becoming one. He was, after all, the pampered son of a rich New York aristocrat, and here was adventure coming alive.


The man rubbed his leathery, whiskered cheek and spat in the corner. Body odor, must, alcohol, and tobacco offended and stimulated Roosevelt’s senses.


“Two bits and that cot there is yours.”


Roosevelt swung down his duffel bag and took out his wallet.


“Bully!”


Vine stared and took the money. “Strange accent,” he muttered. The man’s labored breathing was heavy and he sure was skinny—looked like the wind might blow him over any minute. Still, two bits was two bits, and Vine descended the stairs with his footsteps receding. Roosevelt listened for a moment to the men snoring. The coyotes howled wildly outside the open window. A door creaked. Nothing. Just the long silence of the still moment. Roosevelt fell onto the cot, which, after the train, felt like heaven. He looked up at the rafters and breathed in the cool, foreign air scented with the dust of the Badlands. He took off his glasses and excitedly thought of buffalo and the vast darkness outside—he thought of the Unconquered West. Myth and reality blended once more in his mind until there was no telling where one left off and the other began.
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