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PROLOGUE






The Defining Moment


TO WOODROW WILSON, it seemed the cheering would never end. The president had sailed to Europe three weeks after the Armistice that had halted the savage killing of the First World War. Now his task was to complete a peace treaty that would bring forth a League of Nations that he believed would prevent a great war from ever happening again.


As the steamship USS George Washington reached the French seacoast of Brittany just before dawn on December 13, 1918, Wilson could see lights on the horizon as a flotilla of American warships sailed out to greet him. Nine battleships came abreast of the warship and the five destroyers that had accompanied the George Washington across the Atlantic. Each fired a twenty-one-gun salute to the president of the United States as Wilson’s ship sailed toward the harbor at Brest.


There was more to come. Two French cruisers and nine French destroyers came up from the south, firing their own salutes. By the time Wilson entered the harbor, shore batteries from the ten forts on both sides of the cliffs began firing salutes. The military bands on the top of the cliffs blazed forth with renditions of “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “La Marseillaise.”


Once the president and his wife were onshore, the mayor of Brest offered Wilson a parchment scroll, festooned with red, white, and blue ribbons, which contained the greetings of the city council. The Americans then climbed into open automobiles that took them up the cliff and on to the railroad station where French President Raymond Poincaré was waiting to escort them to Paris.


Along the route American soldiers were standing at attention. As the train approached the French capital people swarmed the tracks waiting to welcome the American president. The next day, the largest number of Parisians ever to welcome a foreign leader packed the streets and boulevards. Under a clear autumn sky, from the church of the Madeleine to the Bois de Boulogne, they thronged the sidewalks and rooftops. Thirty-six thousand French soldiers formed lines to hold back the crowds.


Flowers floated down on Mrs. Wilson when the entourage passed under a banner stretched across the Champs-Élysées that proclaimed “Honor to Wilson the Just.” For the first time in living memory, a carriage passed under the Arc de Triomphe. “No one ever had such cheers,” the American journalist William Bolitho wrote, “I, who heard them in the streets of Paris, can never forget them in my life. I saw [Marshall] Foch pass, [Premier] Clemenceau pass, [British Prime Minister] Lloyd George, generals, returning troops, banners, but Wilson heard from this carriage something different, inhuman—or superhuman. Oh, the immovably shining, smiling man!”1


For the rest of the month of December, similar scenes were repeated in England, including a trip north to Carlisle near the Scottish border where Wilson’s mother was born and his grandfather had been a preacher before immigrating to America. Then back to Paris and on December 31 by the Italian royal train to Rome, where he was met with near hysterical demonstrations. Airplanes roared overhead as he rode with the king and queen through streets covered with golden sand from the Mediterranean, an ancient tradition of honoring heroes come to Rome. Leaving the capital to journey north to Turin and Milan, he blew kisses to the crowd.2


Wilson thought he was on the verge of realizing his dream of bringing perpetual peace to a worn-out continent, a Europe whose statesmen believed that maintaining a balance of power among nations was the only way to contain conflict.


Only two months earlier, Wilson had suffered a serious setback. In November 1918, his Democratic Party lost both the House and the Senate to the Republicans. Now the opposition asked what right did he have to go to Europe as a representative of the American people. His greatest antagonist, former president Theodore Roosevelt, had declared: “Our allies and our enemies and Mr. Wilson himself should all understand that Mr. Wilson has no authority whatever to speak for the American people at this time. His leadership has been emphatically repudiated by them . . . and all his utterances every which way have ceased to have any shadow of right to be accepted as expressive of the will of the American people.”3


It was Roosevelt who had split the Republican Party by running against President William Howard Taft in the presidential election of 1912, and by so doing may well have handed Wilson the presidency. Now Roosevelt, having repaired his relations with the Republicans, was, at sixty, their likely candidate for president in 1920. During the campaign, Wilson had written that Roosevelt appealed to people’s imagination; by contrast, “I do not. He is a real, vivid person . . . I am a vague, conjectural personality, more made up of opinions and academic prepossessions than of human traits and red corpuscles.”4


Of the other two men who had run in the 1912 campaign against Wilson, William Howard Taft was now happily teaching at the Yale Law School, relieved that he had not been re-elected president; by running a second time for an office he had never truly enjoyed, he had achieved his goal of preventing Roosevelt, once his closest friend, from regaining the White House.


As for the Socialist candidate, Eugene V. Debs, he was still fervently committed to an ideology Wilson both feared and despised. Debs had opposed Wilson’s war. Now he was awaiting the verdict of the United States Supreme Court on his appeal to overturn a conviction for violating the Espionage and Sedition Acts.


AS THE ROYAL TRAIN bore him through the Italian Alps toward France, Wilson and his wife sat alone in the royal coach. He was in high spirits, for those who had opposed him were far away and he was being hailed as the savior of Europe. About nine in the evening, January 6, 1919, the train stopped at Modena for a short time. Wilson remained in his seat while newspaper correspondents strolled along the platform to stretch their legs. They could easily see him through the window as a messenger brought him a telegram.


When he first glanced at the piece of paper, Wilson was clearly surprised at what he was reading. One of the correspondents saw what he thought was a look of pity—then, finally, a smile of triumph. A few moments later, the newspaperman learned that the telegram had informed the president that Theodore Roosevelt was dead.5


TR’S FUNERAL took place in early January. He had been very sick since the day the Armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, in and out of hospitals, and finally home to Sagamore Hill for Christmas Eve. It was difficult for him to walk, racked as he was with what the doctors believed was inflammatory rheumatism, and doubtless complicated by parasites he may have picked up on his trip to explore the River of Doubt in the Brazilian jungles five years earlier. Dying in his sleep at four in the morning on January 6, of an embolism, Roosevelt was to be buried at Youngs’ Cemetery at Oyster Bay, Long Island, a site not far from Sagamore Hill. The service’s only ceremony was the Episcopal Church’s Burial of the Dead.


It was snowing that morning. The airplanes that had been flying for the past two days in tribute to the former president and his son, Quentin, a pilot who had died over France during the World War, could no longer keep up their vigil. Roosevelt’s wife, Edith, stayed in the house, as was then customary, and read through the funeral service, while some five hundred villagers and dignitaries attended the service at Christ Church.


William Howard Taft, when he heard of Roosevelt’s death, telegraphed Mrs. Roosevelt, saying that the world had lost “the most commanding personality in our public life since Lincoln.”6 By now, Taft and Roosevelt had been reconciled. Later, he wrote to TR’s sister Corinne to say how glad he was “that Theodore and I came together after that long painful interval. Had he died in a hostile state of mind toward me, I would have mourned the fact all my life. I loved him always and cherish his memory.”7


Arriving at Oyster Bay, Taft found that the arrangements for receiving him at the funeral services had been botched. He was at first put in a pew with the family servants. When Roosevelt’s son Archie saw what had happened, he came up and said, “You’re a dear personal friend and you must come up farther.” He seated Taft just behind Vice President Thomas Marshall, who was there representing Woodrow Wilson, and just in front of the Senate committee headed by TR’s closest political ally and Wilson’s great enemy, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts.8


As the coffin was borne out of the church, the snow had stopped falling, although the sky was still gray and heavy. Taft and the other mourners made their way to the cemetery, which was about a mile and a half from the church, and then climbed the hill to where the open grave was waiting. The simple burial service came to an end. Others moved away from the graveside. Taft, however, remained longer than anyone, weeping.9


EUGENE V. DEBS, the Socialist candidate for the presidency in 1912, was waiting in early 1919 to be spirited off to prison. Debs, who saw the tradition of American liberty as the cornerstone of American socialism, seemed to welcome the prospect of going to jail for his beliefs.


America at that time was in the grip of a Red Scare that Wilson’s Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer, had inflicted on those whom the government suspected of Bolshevik sympathies and/or being too critical of the war effort. Wilson ordered Palmer “not to let this country see Red,”10 and in the opening months of 1918, more than two thousand radical unionists were arrested, and two hundred convictions had been secured under the new espionage law.11


In defending himself in his address to the jury in September 1918, Debs invoked the memory of George Washington, Tom Paine, and John Adams, “the rebels of their day,” and recalled the memory of America’s abolitionists. In contesting the specific charges against him, Debs not only defended his right to free speech under the Constitution but also bitterly cited Wilson’s 1912 campaign speeches supporting that right.


All was in vain. The jury found him guilty as charged.


Two days later at the sentencing, Debs rose and made a statement to the court. His words have remained as the clearest declaration of his humanist principles. After recognizing his “kinship with all living beings,” he famously said, “while there is a lower class, I am in it, while there is a criminal element, I am of it, and where there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”12


The judge sentenced Debs to ten years’ imprisonment.


THE YEAR 1912 constitutes a defining moment in American history. Of the four men who sought the presidency that year—Wilson, Roosevelt, Taft, and Debs—not one of them had definitively decided to run after the congressional elections of 1910.


Wilson, who had just been elected governor of New Jersey, had long hoped that someday the White House would be his, but all his experience had been as a college professor, and later a president of Princeton. He had been a noted theorist of congressional government, never a practitioner.


Debs had run for president on the Socialist ticket twice before. His firm commitment to social and economic justice targeted him once again as the favorite of Socialist voters, but he himself was weary of campaigning, often too sick to do anything but speak. His thrilling oratory, however, made him invaluable in the struggle against the excesses of industrial capitalism.


Taft, the reluctant incumbent, might well have abandoned the field of battle in 1912 and taught happily at Yale Law School while hoping for an appointment to the Supreme Court. Roosevelt, though lusting after the power of the presidency, still expected to support Taft. TR, after all, had shown himself to be a consummate politician during his two terms in office and appreciated the potency of the party organization. If Taft could have approached his former mentor directly, confessed his anxieties about dealing with a Congress so dominated by right-wing Republicans that he was finding it impossible to fulfill the reformist policies of TR, he might then have urged Roosevelt to run for a third term. This would have prevented Roosevelt from challenging him for the presidency that Taft had so often loathed.13


Had the charismatic Roosevelt received the Republican nomination, he almost surely would have won. He, far more than Taft, was in tune with the progressive spirit of the time. The Republican Party, in his hands, would likely have become a party of domestic reform and internationalist realism in foreign affairs. With his heroic virtues and condemnation of materialism, Roosevelt represents the road not taken by American conservatism.


THE VOTE POLLED in 1912 by Debs, who garnered the largest share of the popular total ever won by a Socialist candidate, revealed the depth of the reformist forces sweeping the land. Never again would the Socialists show such strength. The Democrats during Wilson’s first term quickly picked up many of the social remedies Debs—and a radicalized Roosevelt—had championed.


Like Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson embraced change, both men recognizing that their own careers could not flourish if they were to hold back the tide of reform.14 Neither leader believed that repose was essential to the happiness of mankind. The issues at stake were vital if America was to transform itself into a society that would deal effectively with the problems of the new century without sacrificing the democratic values that the Founders had envisaged. With the recent influx of new immigrants, many of them were condemned to work in squalid sweatshops and live in the deteriorating conditions of the urban poor. Journalists, social workers, ministers, and middle-class Americans were outraged at the widespread corruption of political bossism in the nation’s cities.


The threats to the environment by the expansion of industry and population seemed to require a national commitment to conserving the nation’s natural resources to avoid further destruction of wildlife and grasslands. The issue of woman suffrage, the safeguarding of the right of black Americans to vote, and the need to end child labor and to regulate factory hours and conditions went to the very heart of the promise of American democracy.


Above all, there was the question of how to curb the excesses of big business, symbolized by the great trusts, which had accompanied the rise of industrial capitalism. For Roosevelt, calling for a “New Nationalism,” the role of government was to regulate big business, which was surely here to stay. For Wilson’s “New Freedom,” the government’s task was to restore competition in a world dominated by technology and mass markets that crushed small business. For Debs, America needed federal control of basic industries and a broad-based trade unionism. As for Taft, the White House simply needed to apply laws that were designed to restrain the excesses of industrial capitalism. Indeed, all four men struggled to balance nineteenth-century democratic values with emerging twentieth-century institutions and technologies. For Roosevelt and Wilson, this required the bold use of executive power; between them they created the modern presidency.


In its essence, 1912 introduced a conflict between progressive idealism, later incarnated by Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal—and subsequently by Truman, Kennedy, Johnson, Carter, and Clinton—and conservative values, which reached their fullness with the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush. The broken friendship between Taft and Roosevelt inflicted wounds on the Republican Party that have never been healed. For the rest of the century and even into the next, the Republican Party was riven by the struggle between reform and reaction, and between unilateralism in foreign relations and cosmopolitan internationalism.


Above all, the contest among Roosevelt, Wilson, Taft, and Debs—over reform at home and later over American involvement abroad—recalls the great days of Jefferson and Hamilton,15 as the 1912 presidential campaign tackled the central question of America’s exceptional destiny.
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America’s Destiny












ONE






“Back from Elba”


AN ASTOUNDING AND dreadfully poignant letter from his successor, William Howard Taft, awaited Theodore Roosevelt a few days before he was to board an ocean liner for his return to America. It was June 10, 1910, and for more than a year Roosevelt had deliberately absented himself from the political scene at home to hunt wild beasts in Africa with his nineteen-year-old son, Kermit. After the safari, TR was joined by his wife, Edith, and their daughter Ethel. The family then toured Europe where thousands hailed the former president of the United States, whose drive, ebullience, and sweeping intellect made him the most sought-after statesman in the world.


Roosevelt read with growing sadness the letter Taft had written in his own hand on May 26, a casting up of the accounts of the Taft administration, and, behind his words, a barely concealed plea for sympathy and forgiveness. “It is now a year and three months since I assumed office and I have had a hard time,” Taft wrote:


I do not know that I have had harder luck than other presidents but I do know that thus far I have succeeded far less than have others. I have been conscientiously trying to carry out your policies, but my method for doing so has not worked smoothly. . . . My year and two [sic] months have been heavier for me to bear because of Mrs. Taft’s condition. A nervous collapse, with apparent symptoms of paralysis . . . made it necessary for me to be as careful as possible to prevent another attack. Mrs. Taft is not an easy patient and an attempt to control her only increased the nervous strain.1


In London, a troubled Roosevelt dictated a hasty reply. He admitted that he was “much concerned about some of the things I see and am told; but what I have felt it best to do was to say absolutely nothing—and indeed to keep my mind as open as I kept my mouth shut.”2


The day after he composed that letter Roosevelt disappeared from London to go walking through the valley of Itchen to hear English songbirds with the British foreign minister, Sir Edward Grey; during this outing a far more alarming description of the ex-president’s views emerges. As Grey recalled, “He spoke of Taft and of their work together with very live affection; he had wished Taft to succeed him, had supported him, made way for him. How could he now break with Taft and attack him? Roosevelt spoke of this prospect in a way that left no doubt of sincerity and poignancy of feeling. On the other hand, how could he sit still and see all his own work being undone and the policies in which he believed being ruined? Roosevelt had come to no decision then, but there was evidence of strong internal combustion of spirit. Such spirits as his, however, are not consumed in this process; the result is energy, decision, and action.”3


DEPARTING A YEAR EARLIER with Kermit for an eleven-month safari to British East Africa (now the Republic of Kenya), along with a team of Smithsonian naturalists and taxidermists, Roosevelt wrote to the journalist William Allen White that he had planned the trip “so that I can get where no one can accuse me of running, nor do Taft the injustice of accusing him of permitting me to run, the job.” Already, in the time that had elapsed between the election in November and the inauguration in March, Taft knew that, as he wrote to Roosevelt at the end of February 1909, “People have attempted to represent that you and I were in some way at odds during the last three months, whereas you and I know that there has not been the slightest difference between us.” He signed his note, “With love and affection, my dear Theodore.”4


Roosevelt answered his letter promptly: “Your letter is so nice—nice isn’t anything like a strong enough word, but at the moment to use words as strong as I feel would look sloppy.”5 Although Taft was right in declaring that the two friends were not at odds, he could not know of TR’s doubts, which Roosevelt had confided to the journalist Mark Sullivan the day before his departure from the White House on March 3, 1909. Roosevelt and Sullivan had walked to the door and were looking out to the lowering sky over Lafayette Park. “How do you really think Taft will make out?” Sullivan asked. “He’s all right,” the president replied. “He means well and he’ll do his best. But he’s weak.”6


Even though it meant that he was away from his wife, whom he both adored and depended on for her sage political judgments, Roosevelt reacted with characteristically boyish excitement as he embraced the African adventure. And, indeed, it went off remarkably well. Neither TR nor Kermit, who had taken time off from Harvard, suffered from any debilitating illness, and his father was justifiably proud of Kermit’s courage. Writing to his oldest boy, Ted, he described Kermit as “a perfectly cool and daring fellow. Indeed he is a little too reckless and keeps my heart in my throat: he is not a good shot, not even as good as I am, and Heaven knows I am poor enough; but he is a bold rider, always cool and fearless, and eager to work all day long. He ran down and killed a Giraffe alone . . . and the day before yesterday he stopped a charging Leopard within six yards of him, after it had mauled one of our porters.” Roosevelt may have been, as he put it to his sister, “dreadfully homesick for Edie,” but he also admitted that he was “absolutely contented,” and as he rode along in a special seat built for him over the cowcatcher of the engine, he hardly knew “a thing which is going on in the other world.”7


He had brought along his “pigskin library” of eighty books, which meant that he read at least two a week, and many of them several times.8 Roosevelt later wrote in his own book, African Game Trails, that he found in Africa much the same thrill he had first experienced when he was much younger and sought solace in the Badlands of the Dakotas from the pain he was feeling after the sudden death of his first wife, Alice Lee. In Africa, he found


the joy of wandering through lonely lands; the joy of hunting the mighty and terrible lords of the wilderness. . . . But there are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its mystery, its melancholy, and its charm. . . . swamps where the slime oozes and bubbles and festers in the steaming heat; lakes like seas; skies that burn above deserts . . . mighty rivers rushing out of the heart of the continent through the sadness of endless marshes; forests of gorgeous beauty, where death broods in the dark and silent depths.9


The “other world” rudely intruded on his African idyll on January 17, 1910, when a native runner brought a cable from the Press Agency with the news that Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot, an ardent conservationist, had been dismissed by President Taft. Roosevelt who was hunting the rare white rhino in the Congo, about two degrees north of the equator, was shocked by what had befallen Pinchot, one of his closest collaborators; but, as he wrote later that day to Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, “Of course I said nothing. I most earnestly hope it is not true.”10


The African postman—“who runs stark naked with the mail”—later picked up another letter, this one from Roosevelt to Pinchot. “Dear Gifford,” TR wrote. “We have just heard by special runner that you have been removed. I cannot believe it. I do not know any man in public life who has rendered quite the service you have rendered.”11 Roosevelt would not receive for another month Gifford’s charges that Taft had all but abandoned TR’s environmental policies. In an anguished letter Gifford began by declaring, “We have fallen back down the hill you led us up.”12


Although Pinchot bore the rather lowly title of chief forester, serving under Secretary of the Interior James R. Garfield, he had become vital to Roosevelt’s campaign to save the wilderness from rapacious loggers. Moreover, Pinchot had achieved a true friendship with Roosevelt. Like TR, Pinchot was rich and well connected, as well as having a strong social conscience.


Pinchot believed in “scientific management” of the North American forest, and, along with Roosevelt, saw himself as anointed to save and wisely use America’s resources. In 1891 Congress had passed a law permitting the president to put certain federally owned properties into “forest reserves.” Other presidents had already transferred some fifty million acres of timberland into the reserve system. Roosevelt expanded the practice. To help accomplish this, he chose Gifford Pinchot as a man who combined, as Roosevelt saw it, “entire disinterestedness and sanity” with “great energy and knowledge.” Guided by Pinchot, TR placed another 150 million acres as forest reserves.13


Taft retained Pinchot after dropping Interior Secretary James R. Garfield and replacing him with Richard Ballinger, a one-time reform mayor of Seattle who now apparently favored exploitation of natural resources. Thus, a struggle between Pinchot and Ballinger was all but inevitable, and Taft concluded that he had to fire Pinchot.


According to Cabot Lodge, who also wrote Roosevelt about the matter, Pinchot had brought the ouster on himself by allowing his disagreements with Ballinger to escalate into virtual insubordination. Lodge, hearing that Pinchot was planning to go abroad to meet TR, warned the ex-president not to be “put in the apparent attitude of upholding Pinchot against the administration.” As Lodge put it, “There is a constantly growing thought of you and your return to the Presidency.” Above all, “I want you to be entirely aloof from these things, at least until we can meet and discuss the situation.”


Upon receiving Lodge’s letter when he met a steamer on the Upper White Nile, Roosevelt wrote the senator to assure him that he would “say nothing about politics until I have been home long enough to know the situation.” TR would be willing to meet Pinchot if he came abroad, but, he wrote Lodge, they “must renominate” Taft for the presidency in 1912.14


Arriving on March 14, 1910, in Khartoum in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, TR went directly to the railroad station to join Edith Roosevelt and their eighteen-year-old daughter, Ethel. Together with Kermit, the family made their way by train and steamer down the Nile to Cairo, and thence to Alexandria, where they boarded the steamer Prinz Heinrich for Naples. In Rome as in Naples, Roosevelt was greeted with great enthusiasm at state dinners and meetings with mayors and monarchs. Far from being dazzled by royalty, Roosevelt was both amused and distressed by them, writing of their “appallingly dreary life” and speculating that meeting him was “a relief to the tedium, the dull, narrow routine of their lives.”


These observations were only reinforced by his travels to other capitals on the continent. Kaiser Wilhelm II flattered him by inviting him to review German troops for five hours. Later, the kaiser sent him a photograph of the two of them on horseback talking earnestly. On this, the kaiser wrote: “The Colonel of the Rough Riders instructing the German Emperor in field tactics.” On another, he scribbled: “When we shake hands we shake the world.”15


WHILE ROOSEVELT was making his stately journey from Egypt to Italy, a tall, lean gentleman with thinning hair and a dark, drooping mustache had boarded the liner President Grant for Europe. This was Gifford Pinchot, heading for Porto Maurizio on the Italian Riviera to see his old friend and protector, Theodore Roosevelt.16


The Roosevelts, wearied by the round of dinners and receptions they were attending, were hoping to relax at a villa rented by Edith’s spinster sister, Emily Carow, in the ancient town of Porto Maurizio on the Ligurian Sea. They arrived on April 10 to encounter once again ecstatic cries of “Viva Roosevelt” from what seemed the entire population of the town of six thousand. After a ceremony during which the mayor made Roosevelt an honorary citizen, they repaired to the villa for the night. That same evening, Gifford Pinchot checked into the Riviera Palace Hotel, and the next morning Roosevelt emerged from his villa at nine o’clock to greet Pinchot with a joyful shout of “Hello, Gifford.”


They talked for two hours, which Pinchot recorded in his diary as “one of the best & most satisfactory talks with T.R. I ever had.”17 Not only did Pinchot defend his position in criticizing Taft’s new secretary of the interior, but he also brought with him letters from some of TR’s closest collaborators, such as Republican Senators Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana and Jonathan P. Dolliver of Iowa, and journalist William Allen White. They provided a rich bill of particulars against the administration and, most especially, criticized the president for cooperating too closely with the reactionary and imperious Nelson W. Aldrich of Rhode Island, so powerful that he was called the “manager of the United States,” and the acknowledged boss of the Senate.


The Republican arch-conservatives had always been wary of TR’s commitment to political and economic reform: they detested Roosevelt’s effort to regulate the great business and financial trusts, his disposition to reduce tariffs, and his environmental policy of protecting and conserving the wilderness.


By signing the Payne-Aldrich tariff bill, Taft seemed to have broken the promises made in the Republican platform of 1908, when the party had pledged tariff revision, which was understood to mean a reduction in the high levels established a decade earlier. Aldrich had worked closely with the equally conservative, whiskey-drinking, poker-playing speaker of the house, “Uncle” Joe Cannon, ostensibly to support the lower tariff that Taft wanted. Although Aldrich, along with Cannon and Sereno Payne, chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, did produce a bill that reduced the rates on a number of items, most of the changes went upward. In humorist Finley Peter Dunne’s newspaper column, his imaginary Irish saloon keeper-philosopher Mr. Dooley observed: “Th’ Republican party has been thrue to its promises. Look at th’ free list if ye don’t believe it. Practically ivrything nicessary to existence comes in free. Here it is. Curling stones, teeth, sea moss, newspapers, nux vomica, Palu, canary bird seed.”18 Although Taft was deeply wounded by Aldrich’s betrayal, he refused to interfere with the legislative process, as TR had often done, and became therefore even more dependent on Aldrich and Cannon. As Senator Dolliver put it, Taft is a “ponderous and amiable man completely surrounded by men who know exactly what they want.”


The meeting between Pinchot and Roosevelt was a turning point in Roosevelt’s attitude toward Taft. In the letter TR composed to Lodge immediately after his encounter with Pinchot, responding to the senator’s urging that Roosevelt save the party from defeat in the upcoming congressional elections by supporting the Taft administration, Roosevelt replied with some outrage that since the administration had “completely twisted round the policies I advocated and acted upon,” supporting Taft was out of the question.19


The reform legislation that had been passed during his presidency justified in Roosevelt’s eyes his growing disenchantment with his successor. Had he not begun some forty suits against trusts? Not that he wanted to break them up so much as regulate them; he was not against big business, he was against wickedness. Only too often he had seen that the very rich, those “malefactors of great wealth,” were often the very wicked. As he had written to the investment banker Jacob Schiff in 1907, “I wish to do everything in my power to aid every honest businessman, and the dishonest businessman I wish to punish simply as I would punish the dishonest man of any type.”20


He had ordered the successful antitrust suit against J. P. Morgan’s Northern Securities, a giant holding company that controlled the big western railroads. By threatening to intervene in the anthracite coal strike of 1902, he had forced the mine operators to accept arbitration. He had put an end to freight rebates by railroads, and with the Hepburn Act strengthened the Interstate Commerce Commission, which authorized the government to set railroad rates. In 1906, the Pure Food and Drug Act was passed to remedy the scandals of the meatpacking industry. And there were the Employers’ Liability and Safety Appliance Laws to limit the hours of employees, and more.


Even when he did not achieve everything he wanted, he had set the agenda for his successor. In his annual message to Congress in 1907, he had called for the imposition of income and inheritance taxes, currency reform, limitation of injunctions in labor disputes, the eight-hour day, and control of campaign contributions.


Taft had certainly carried out part of this agenda: the eight-hour day for government employees and support for a constitutional amendment in favor of an income tax. He brought more antitrust suits in one term than in TR’s two terms, one of which broke up Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company. Nonetheless, his failure to achieve meaningful tariff reform, and now his removal of Gifford Pinchot, signaling an abandonment of TR’s conservation policies, fixed TR’s criticisms against him.


Even though he had no intention of becoming a candidate for the presidency in two years, even while he still believed that Taft had to be renominated, Roosevelt was now beginning to feel more sympathy for the insurgents, those Republican senators who were fed up with the Aldrich-Cannon axis. In defending his choice of Taft as his anointed successor, he wrote Lodge that “the qualities shown by a thoroughly able and trust-worthy lieutenant are totally different, or at least may be totally different, from those needed by the leader, the commander. Very possibly if Taft had tried to work in my spirit and along my lines, he would have failed; that he has consciously tried to work for the objects I had in view, so far as he could approve them, I have no doubt.”


He went on to castigate the “Cannon-Aldrich type of leadership,” which represented, in his view, “not more than ten per cent. of the party’s voting strength.” But “if the great mass—the ninety per cent. of the party,—the men who stand for it as their father stood for it in the days of Lincoln, get convinced that the ten per cent. are not leading them right, a revolt is sure to ensue.” In a postscript, he protested that he was not planning to be the standard bearer of the party in the next presidential election: “I don’t think under the Taft-Aldrich-Cannon regime there has been a real appreciation of the needs of the country [but] I very earnestly hope that Taft will retrieve himself, and if, from whatever causes, the present condition of the party is hopeless, I most emphatically desire that I shall not be put in the position of having to run for the Presidency, staggering under a load which I cannot carry, and which has been put on my shoulders through no fault of my own.”21


Theodore Roosevelt was not being disingenuous. He was fearful that the people would blame him for foisting William Howard Taft on them; but he was not the betrayer, rather he was, as he saw it, the betrayed. At the same time he retained a real measure of affection for Taft—his secretary of war, the man to whom he had twice offered a place on the Supreme Court. Taft, the loyal and able lieutenant, was quite simply not the commander that Roosevelt had been.


ON THE NIGHT before Roosevelt wrote his anguished letter to Lodge, the night that Pinchot had arrived in Porto Maurizio, President Taft sat in the Blue Room of the White House with a former Yale classmate, his sister-in-law, and his military aide Archie Butt. They were listening to Enrico Caruso on the Victrola, and Taft, aware that Pinchot was seeing TR in Italy, pondered his helplessness before what Pinchot would say. “I suppose Pinchot will fill his ears with prejudicial tales,” he mused, “but that I cannot help and I cannot checkmate.” He was asked by his old classmate if he thought Roosevelt would run for the presidency at the next election. “I don’t think he will want to,” Taft responded, “but the country may demand it of him; and if he does, he will most certainly be elected.”22


On another occasion at the White House, reflecting on Roosevelt’s extraordinary reception in Europe, Taft spoke out with characteristic honesty and generosity: “I don’t suppose there ever was such a reception as that being given Theodore in Europe now. It does not surprise me that rulers, potentates, and public men should pay him honor, but what does surprise me is that small villages which one would hardly think had ever heard of the United States should seem to know all about him. . . . It is the force of his personality that has passed beyond his own country and the capitals of the world and seeped into the small crevices of the universe.” Asked what would be Roosevelt’s chief claim to greatness, Taft’s answer was prompt and acute: “His rousing of public conscience. . . . his power over the imagination and his inspiration to the public conscience is his predominant claim to greatness.”23


IN EUROPE, meanwhile, Roosevelt and his family went on with their grand tour. In Paris on April 23, the former president gave an address at the Sorbonne on “The Duties of the Citizen,” in which he talked of the need for sound character, homely virtues, virility, and the desirability of maintaining a high birthrate; the effect of his speech on his audience was, as he put it, “a little difficult for me to understand”; his listeners may have found a beguiling innocence in his advice. Later, he met with Parisians at a salon held by Mrs. Roosevelt’s cousin Edith Wharton, at her place on the rue de Varenne. Few of the French could speak English, and TR spoke French “with a rather bewildering pronunciation,” according to Mrs. Wharton.24


In Norway, on May 5, to receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his mediation of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, the first to go to an American, TR gave a speech that was especially noteworthy because of his suggestion that a world organization be created to prevent war. In words that foreshadowed Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations, Roosevelt called for the creation by the great powers of “a League of Peace, not only to keep the peace among themselves, but to prevent, by force, if necessary, its being broken by others.”25 TR’s League, unlike Wilson’s, would have a strong military component to enforce its dictates.


Arriving finally in London before he embarked on the homecoming voyage across the Atlantic, Roosevelt was asked by Taft to represent the United States at the state funeral for King Edward VII, who had died when Roosevelt was in Norway. The late king was related to all the monarchs of Europe, and his funeral was to be the last gathering of continental royalty before the holocaust of the First World War. London was brimming with royals, and most of those who had never met him were eager to do so: at one point while TR was catching up with his mail, a silk-hosed footman announced to him that a king had come to call and was waiting downstairs. “Confound these kings,” TR said, “will they never leave me alone?”26 He was eager to return to America.


ALREADY VAST NUMBERS of New Yorkers were gathering in the early morning of June 18, 1910, at the Battery, and thousands more were lining up along Broadway and Fifth Avenue. Some had stood for hours in the heat and now in the rain. But nothing could quell their spirits. Theodore Roosevelt was back from Africa and that was enough.


As the Kaiserin Augusta Victoria dropped anchor and readied itself for the boarding of a health officer at the quarantine station, the clouds lifted and the sun started to break through. Later, out of the fog a launch appeared, circling the liner until the health officer gave permission for those visitors to board if they could scale the ladder. Except for the secretary of the navy’s wife, they could, and did: the secretary himself, George Meyer; Secretary of Agriculture James Wilson, who was nearly eighty and almost fell off the ladder; Senator Henry Cabot Lodge; Ohio Congressman Nicholas Longworth, married to Alice, TR’s daughter by his first wife; and Captain Archibald Willingham Butt, Roosevelt’s former and Taft’s current military aide, who was bearing two letters in his boot leg—one for Mr. Roosevelt from Mr. Taft, and the other for TR’s wife from Mrs. Taft.


The boarding party found the ex-president in his sitting room, and after greeting everyone, Roosevelt quickly skimmed Taft’s letter of welcome and urged Archie Butt to tell his successor that he was “deeply touched that he has chosen to send it through you.” He then took Cabot Lodge aside for a confidential talk, doubtless to confirm that he had done what Lodge had asked him to do in those months he had been in Africa, and in Europe dining with kings and queens—say nothing publicly about politics.


Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Mrs. Roosevelt, Kermit, and Alice Longworth. Like her husband, Edith Roosevelt greeted Captain Butt with great warmth: “Archie,” she said, “come let us see if we can see the children on any of the boats.” They went to the railing and did spy their oldest boy, Ted, far below with his bride-to-be, along with his two younger brothers, Archie and Quentin, and TR’s two sisters, Corinne Robinson and Anna “Bamie” Cowles.


“Think,” said Mrs. Roosevelt, “for the first time in nearly two years I have them all within reach.” She went back to the cabin and called to her husband: “Come here, Theodore, and see your children. They are of far greater importance than politics or anything else.”


As the boys clambered up, the sounds of the welcome to the ex-president, which some newspapermen dubbed “the back-from-Elba bandwagon,” reverberated throughout the New York harbor. A naval parade of six battleships, a torpedo boat, destroyers, and a flotilla of yachts of all sizes accompanied the ship. According to Archie Butt, for the next hour “there was a perfect pandemonium of sound. Every craft which could float was out, and each was yelling its steam whistle hoarse. The fleet went as high as Twenty-fourth Street and then turned back to the Battery.” Acknowledging the naval display, the fog whistles, the foghorns, Roosevelt, once assistant secretary of the navy, “crowed with delight.” After transferring to a smaller vessel as his party neared the landing, TR mounted the bridge, and when the crowds onshore saw him, the cries were loud enough, wrote Archie Butt, “to waken the stones.”27


Onshore, after a formal greeting from Mayor William Gaynor, it took half an hour to form the line of fourteen carriages to go up Broadway, with the mayor, the ex-president, and Cornelius Vanderbilt, who headed the welcoming committee, in the lead. Almost every band in the city was allowed to stand on the line of march to play. Accompanying the returning hero was a regiment of Rough Riders—soldiers that Colonel Theodore Roosevelt had led in the Spanish-American War—mounted on sorrel horses; two boys, Bud and Temple Abernathy, aged six and ten, respectively, had traveled on horseback from Oklahoma to New York to see the great man. For five miles, through a densely packed crowd, Roosevelt received, as Archie Butt reported, “one continuous ovation.”


No one was more thrilled than Captain Butt, who had become very much a member of the boisterous Roosevelt family during TR’s years in the White House. He was immensely loyal to Roosevelt, but he was trying to be equally loyal to the new president and now was beginning to fear that Roosevelt and Taft, once the best of friends, would drift apart. In his letter to his sister-in-law—his “dear Clara”—that Butt wrote the day after the extraordinary reception, he spoke of the Roosevelt he now encountered a little more than a year after TR, at fifty, had quit the White House. “To me,” he wrote, “he had ceased to be an American, but had become a world citizen. His horizon seemed to be greater, his mental scope more encompassing.” He admitted he could offer no hard evidence of the change. “But it is there. He is bigger, broader, capable of greater good or greater evil, I don’t know which, than when he left; and he is in splendid health and has a long time to live.”28


WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT had never wanted to be president. Had Roosevelt not given a rash promise on election night not to seek a third term after he won the 1904 presidency by an overwhelming majority, Taft might never have sat in the White House; instead, he would doubtless have accepted TR’s offer of a seat on the Supreme Court. The law, not politics, was his passion. This had been true ever since he was a very young man growing up in Cincinnati as the son of a judge who was also a member of President Grant’s cabinet and a minister to Vienna and Saint Petersburg. When he was an undergraduate at Yale, Will Taft fully expected to go to law school and later became a judge in the Cincinnati Superior Court.


He was a model youth, which might have made him obnoxious were it not for his unfailing good humor; even as he struggled with being fat, he was a good athlete, rugged, and in exceptionally fine health. (When he was a baby, his mother wrote, “He is very large of his age and grows fat every day. . . . He has such a large waist, that he cannot wear any of the dresses that are made with belts. He spreads his hands to anyone who will take him and his face is wreathed in smiles at the slightest provocation.”29)


As a child, so as a man. Taft struggled throughout his life against obesity but with little success. An oft-repeated story in this respect came out of Taft’s tenure as governor-general of the Philippines in 1900. Taft had gone on a fact-finding trip to the islands that were to become America’s first colony, and on his return he cabled Secretary of War Elihu Root, “Stood trip well. Rode horseback twenty-five miles.” To which Root replied, “How is the horse?”30 A special bathtub, seven feet long and nearly four feet wide, was installed in the White House after Taft had become stuck in an ordinary bathtub. With food as his principal solace, Taft weighed 355 pounds on the eve of the 1912 presidential election.


Both Roosevelt and Taft entered college in 1876, but unlike TR, a hurried young man filled with ideas, who did not conform to the studied style of Harvard indifference, Will Taft fully embraced the Yale ethos of fellowship and achievement. He was a scholar, hardworking and well behaved. Like his father, he was elected to the elitist secret society Skull and Bones, which generally sought out young men who were prominent achievers, and at commencement Taft was salutatorian, graduating second in his class. In 1899, he would be offered the presidency of Yale, but he turned it down because he was a Unitarian rather than a member of the orthodox Congregational church of New England. If the next president of Yale was not to be an ordained minister, he could not in any case be what Taft was, a man who, as he wrote, did not believe “in the Divinity of Christ.”31


Taft could easily have attended such prestigious law schools as Columbia, Harvard, or Yale itself, where his father had received his law degree. That Taft chose to enter the Cincinnati Law School testifies to his devotion to Ohio (and perhaps to Ohio politics), where the Tafts were becoming one of the most admired families in the state. He was admitted to the Ohio bar even before his 1880 graduation. Appointed assistant prosecutor of Hamilton County, he rose rapidly through the Ohio political machine to become a judge on the Ohio Supreme Court.


Taft’s career in politics would owe much to Mark Alonzo Hanna’s control of Ohio politics. Hanna, a former grocery clerk in Cleveland, had become a great merchant whose fleets transported tonnages of coal and iron ore along the Great Lakes. He was often portrayed in the press as a bully, smoking a big cigar, drinking whiskey, and stamping on the skeletons of working-class women and children. A big man, he was once described as looking like a “well-fed merchant prince from an old Dutch masterpiece.”32 Above all, he was the new man in party politics, the businessman who constructed a well-run machine that forced out the political adventurers who had come to Ohio after the Civil War and who were often personally corrupt and willing to prey on the rich as well as the poor.


Once Hanna became wealthy, he turned over his business to his brother and concentrated all his efforts on creating the “business state.” As he once remarked bluntly to a group of dinner companions, “All questions of government in a democracy [are] questions of money.”33 Eventually he became chairman of the Republican National Committee, and the most powerful boss in Republican politics. His signal triumph was putting Ohio’s governor William McKinley into the presidency in 1896, and a year later he himself served as a senator from Ohio until his death in 1904.


Will Taft was not particularly close to Hanna, but after Hanna became the dominant force in Ohio politics after 1888, Taft was responsive to the new order and loyally backed McKinley. A telling factor that connected the Taft family to Hanna was the willingness of Taft’s brother Charles to join a “syndicate,” organized by Hanna to pay off McKinley’s debts when the governor found himself in serious trouble after endorsing large sums of notes owned by a ruined business associate. (Several future cabinet members and ambassadors were also in the “syndicate.”)


Under Hanna’s direction, political professionalism was allied to financial capitalism, whose mantra was high tariff protectionism for industry coupled with “sound money,” tying the dollar to gold. Under these conditions, foreign monies soon flowed into the United States, making the country independent of European capital markets and one of the great creditor nations of the world.


IN 1889 when Benjamin Harrison was elected president, thirty-two-year-old William Howard Taft, thanks to the Ohio political attachment as well as his own righteous conservatism, was appointed solicitor general, effectively the U.S. government’s lawyer.


The White House under Harrison was a dull place. The president himself was generally described as a cold man, little liked even by his fellow Republicans. Washington society was therefore dominated by the John Hay—Henry Adams set, which included not only Cabot Lodge and the British ambassador, Cecil Spring-Rice, but also the newly arrived Civil Service Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt, who once described Harrison as “a cold-blooded, narrow-minded, prejudiced, obstinate, timid old psalmsinging” politician.34


Unlike Roosevelt, Taft was not brought into the clever and worldly Hay-Adams circle. Nonetheless, Roosevelt and Taft, almost the same age, got to know each other well. They lived near each other and frequently walked to work and lunched together.


Passing by the White House on the way to their offices, they surely viewed the seat of executive power quite differently. Restless and ambitious, Roosevelt must have yearned to occupy the president’s residence, whereas Taft preferred to dream of a place on the Supreme Court. After a two-year stint in Washington, Taft happily accepted an appointment back in Ohio as United States circuit judge for the Sixth Judicial Circuit, a position that could put him in line for promotion to the Supreme Court.


This was not what his young wife wanted. The daughter of a prominent Cincinnati attorney, Helen Herron—always called Nellie—married Will Taft on June 19, 1886. She was highly intelligent, sharp tongued, and ambitious for her husband and for herself. She often criticized Will, which he claimed he usually welcomed, seeing her words as a necessary spur to achievement and no threat to his love for her, or hers for him. “I know that I am very cross to you,” she wrote a few years after their marriage, “but I love you just the same.”35


Nellie Taft always resented Roosevelt, certain that his offer to appoint her husband to the Supreme Court in 1906 was in order to keep him from the presidency, which she, rather than her husband, craved. At that time, a family friend asked young Charlie Taft if his father was going to become a Supreme Court justice. “Nope,” said the boy. “Why not?” “Ma wants him to be president,” Charlie answered. Will Taft, shortly after the offer was made, told Roosevelt: “Nellie is bitterly opposed to me accepting the position and. . . . she telephoned me this morning to say that if I did, I would make the great mistake of my life.”36


That same year, when Taft was secretary of war, he and his wife were dinner guests at the White House. After the meal, the president brought them up to the second-floor library, threw his head back in an easy chair and closed his eyes. “I am the seventh son of a seventh daughter and I have clairvoyant powers,” he intoned. “I see a man weighing three hundred and fifty pounds. There is something hanging over his head. I cannot make out what it is. . . . At one time it looks like the presidency, then again it looks like the chief justiceship.”


“Make it the presidency,” said Mrs. Taft.


“Make it the chief justiceship,” said Mr. Taft.37


WHEN TAFT, with Roosevelt’s full backing, won the presidency in 1908, Nellie Taft saw her hopes fulfilled: the Tafts were in the White House, and Theodore Roosevelt would soon be in Africa.


On the eve of the inauguration on March 4, 1909, the Tafts were to dine with the Roosevelts and then spend the night in the White House. It was a mistake. Although the friendship between the two men was undimmed, the shadows of their future break were already evident. Taft’s cabinet was not what Roosevelt had expected. Taft had indicated he would keep on anyone who wished to remain in the new administration, but once elected, he decided that he needed his own men who would not owe their highest loyalty to Roosevelt. Nonetheless, TR was determined to reserve his judgment and focused his attention on planning his safari.


Neither wife was happy at the prospect of the small dinner. Edith Carow Roosevelt, who had known Theodore since childhood, had about her an air of detached amusement at the boyish enthusiasms of her husband. After the birth of her fourth son she remarked, “Now I have five boys.” She has been described as an archetypal patrician, who loved art and poetry, “gracious but disciplined, a great lady but one who always regarded herself in the light of a loving support to a greater man.”38 Archie Butt declared that in all her seven years at the White House she never made a mistake.39


The burning logs in the fireplace gave a welcoming tone to the evening, but the relationship between the two women had never been close, and the idea of leaving the White House where her children had played so happily made Mrs. Roosevelt pensive. Even the presence of TR’s daughter Alice Longworth, who was accompanied by her husband, Nick, did not enliven the gathering, though Alice was considered a mischievous woman with a clever tongue. (According to one anecdote, a friend once begged Roosevelt to “look after Alice more.” “Listen,” TR responded, “I can be president of the United States—or I can attend to Alice.”) Alice was known in Washington society and by the Roosevelts themselves for her imitations of Mrs. Taft.


Others present included Senator Elihu Root of New York, a sardonic man whom Roosevelt had first hoped would succeed him as president but whose reputation as a corporation lawyer made him unacceptable to western progressive voters, and his austere wife, Clara, who could on occasion be moved to tears; Roosevelt’s eldest sister, Bamie, and her husband, Admiral William Cowles; Mabel Boardman, who was devoted to Will Taft and who had accompanied the Taft party to the Philippines in 1905; and Archie Butt, who at Taft’s request would remain as his military aide. Except for Captain Butt, Nellie Taft had little use for anyone at that table.40


At the end of the evening, Mrs. Roosevelt gently took Mrs. Taft’s hand and expressed the hope that her first night in the White House would be one of sweet sleep.41 That night the snow that had been sparse in the early evening became severe, accompanied by seventy-mile-an-hour winds. In the morning at breakfast, the president-elect said to the president, “Even the elements do protest.” And Roosevelt said, “I knew there would be a blizzard when I went out.”42


Despite the snow the inauguration went on as scheduled, and as Theodore Roosevelt and his family headed for their home at Sagamore Hill in Oyster Bay, Long Island, the Tafts watched the inaugural parade, which went on from three to six o’clock. Then there was a reception held for Taft’s Yale classmates, followed by a dinner at the Metropolitan Club given by the class of 1878. Then came the inaugural ball at the Pension Building. It was one o’clock in the morning before the president and his party drove home.


The Tafts were a weary couple by that time, but they had endured without complaint the seemingly endless festivities. For Nellie Taft, the high moment of the day had been the return from the swearing-in shortly after noon, when she paused in the doorway of the White House. “I stood for a moment,” she remembered, “over the great brass seal, bearing the national coat of arms, which is sunk in the floor in the middle of the entrance hall. ‘The Seal of the President of the United States,’ I read around the border, and now—that meant my husband.”43


For Taft, the need to get away from the onerous duties of the presidency often meant riding horseback with Archie Butt, who was happy to stay on at the White House as Taft’s invaluable companion. Again and again Taft would summon Butt to accompany him on his expeditions, sometimes on horseback but increasingly giving way to a motor car. In good weather, Taft took Butt along as a golfing partner. Uneasily Taft tried to get used to his high office and to believe that it was indeed he who held it. Toward the end of his first week in the White House, he was asked how he liked being president. “I hardly know yet,” he replied. “When I hear someone say Mr. President, I look around expecting to see Roosevelt.” But soon “his dear Theodore” would be sailing for his safari in Africa, and Taft keenly felt his absence, the one person outside of Nellie whom he leaned on for advice and guidance.44

OEBPS/images/9781439188262.jpg
1912

JAMES CHACE

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks

New York London Toronto Sydney













