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For Allison






“No other happiness in the world is so great or so enduring as that of two lovers who remain lovers after they are married, and who never forget the tenderness and affection, the respect and the forbearance, all of which each must at times show to the other.”

—Theodore Roosevelt








Preface

[image: ]

My mother and I waited together during the seven hours between my father’s 5 a.m. admission to the Mayo Clinic St. Mary’s Hospital in Rochester, Minnesota, and the post-op report from the surgeon. It was September 2017, and the previous day, my sixty-four-year-old father had been diagnosed with follicular lymphoma. He’d had a PET and CT scan, and we sat with the gastroenterologist to review the results.

“If it’s red, it’s cancer,” Dr. Glenn Alexander had said.

The image on the screen lit up like a Christmas tree.

In the waiting room, I reread The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt by Edmund Morris, and to pass the time, I tried to construct a timeline of TR’s first visit to the Dakota Badlands. My mother took note of my frantic yellow highlights and scribbled notes in the margins. On stationery from the Marriott that had become our home away from home, she wrote down the dates as I called them out: “Sept 3 1883 departs NYC, 5 days train ride layover Chicago, 21 hours to St. Paul. Sept 7 1883 Bismarck.”

I was born in Grand Forks, North Dakota, and I often like to joke that at birth in North Dakota you are given a choice of idols: Peggy Lee, Lawrence Welk, Roger Maris, or Theodore Roosevelt. (Contemporary North Dakotans may also choose Phil Jackson or Josh Duhamel. Those with a literary bent are occasionally allowed Louis L’Amour or Chuck Klosterman.) I went to Red River High School, home of the Rough Riders. More than once as a kid, my family traveled six hours west across the state to Medora, to take in the famed summer Medora Musical, and on to Theodore Roosevelt National Park, home to the Elkhorn Ranch, Roosevelt’s ranch, known as the “cradle of conservation.”1 No offense to Peggy, Lawrence, or Roger but I chose Theodore Roosevelt. Maybe it was because TR—the first president to be known, in his own time and ours, by his initials—made my home state feel to me like the center of the world. Maybe it was because TR’s father was the center of his world. Either way, my interest in Roosevelt—I won’t call it what it may be, an obsession—only grew as I grew.

Dr. Mark Truty emerged from surgery with grim news. The lymphoma had grown so large that it was blocking my father’s digestive pathway. He returned to the surgery, and I returned to the diverting task at hand. By then, I had reached February 1884. I noted that TR spent February 8–10 in New York City and then, curiously, even though his first wife was pregnant with their first child and due any day, returned to Albany and the New York State Assembly on February 11. Alice Hathaway Lee Roosevelt gave birth to their daughter, whom they named Alice, on February 12. I noted the date was President Abraham Lincoln’s birthday.

Roosevelt returned to New York City on February 13, and in the predawn hours of Valentine’s Day 1884, TR lost his mother and, later that day, his wife. TR’s mother was forty-eight, and his wife was twenty-two. The lore follows that in his grief Theodore Roosevelt lit out again for the Badlands of North Dakota to be a ranchman and cowboy, lived what he later called “the strenuous life,” charged up San Juan Heights, Cuba, and, after an anarchist assassinated President William McKinley, became the youngest president in American history. What a simple and powerful story, I thought, as my father was delivered to the recovery room, missing an eighteen-inch portion of his intestinal tract. But he’d survived.

A little over a year later, in January 2019, I found myself at Harvard University, an “entrepreneurship fellow” at the Shorenstein Center of the Harvard Kennedy School. Ostensibly, I was there to conduct new and thought-provoking research on the potential for news and nonfiction on streaming platforms. Secretly, I spent most of my time in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in the Houghton Library poring over the Theodore Roosevelt Collection.

I was determined, by this time, to tell the story of Theodore Roosevelt in the Badlands: how my native state shaped one of the most consequential presidents in American history and thus the nation and the world. I wanted to share the story of TR’s resilience, the story that comforted me when I thought I was about to lose my father. That still comforted me as I watched him struggle with chemotherapy and immunotherapy to keep what remained of the cancer in his body at bay. But time and again, as I turned every page of Theodore Roosevelt’s letters, I encountered something unexpected: Theodore Roosevelt was not the impossibly hardy, self-made man of myth and lore. Far from it. The most masculine president in the American memory was, in fact, the product of largely unsung and certainly extraordinary women.



The Houghton Library held a small treasure trove of letters between Theodore Roosevelt and Alice Hathaway Lee Roosevelt. Alice, his first wife, whom he married at twenty-two, is written off by most TR biographers as a privileged Victorian American gamine, an intellectual lightweight who had little to no formative consequence in her husband’s life. What I found in these letters was very different. Alice was a vivacious, curious, playful, and insightful woman. It was during TR’s maddening two-year pursuit of her that he embraced women’s suffrage and equality—including advocating for married women to keep their maiden names—a precocious cornerstone of his progressive outlook in the 1880s.

Their time together was brief but impactful. Married to Alice, TR “rose like a rocket” in the New York State Assembly. Her death hit him all at once with all one thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to. “Nothing whatever else but you,” Teddy, as he was known only to his wife, close friends, and family, had written to Alice on November 5, 1881, on the eve of his first-ever election. The letter took my breath away. “Oh, my sweetest true love pray for nothing but that I may be worthy of you; you are the light and sunshine of my life, and I could never cease thanking the Good God who gave you to me; I could not live without you, my sweet mouthed, fair haired darling, and I care for nothing whatever else but you.… The canvass is getting on superbly; there seems to be a good chance of my election, but I don’t care, anyway.”2

It wasn’t only his letters to and from Alice that stunned me. Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, TR’s mother, forever connected to Alice in their twinned passing on that awful Valentine’s Day, was nothing like the submissively dutiful Gilded Age stereotype so often depicted. Tart, sharp-tongued, and witty, Mittie’s coy turns of phrase and strong personality practically leap off the page. I thought: This indeed is the mother of Theodore Roosevelt and grandmother of Eleanor!

The revelations continued as I came to better understand the influence of TR’s sisters and his second wife, Edith Kermit Carow Roosevelt. Anna Roosevelt Cowles, known as Bamie, was her younger brother’s key political strategist and advisor. Bamie was to TR what Robert F. Kennedy was to President John F. Kennedy. TR’s eldest daughter took the analysis of her aunt a step further: “I always believed that if she had been a man, she, rather than my father, would have been President.”3 None other than Eleanor Roosevelt agreed with that assessment: “Well, I think it might easily have been so.”4

Corinne Roosevelt Robinson, known as Conie, was TR’s younger sister, confidante, and emotional outlet. She was also one of his biggest boosters, slipping stories to the press about her brother’s (quite authentic) heroics in Cuba and his White House antics and adventures with his children. Conie was her brother’s press secretary before there was such a thing. Her home in New York became a center of political activity, and the siblings shrewdly took advantage of the misogyny of the era. Conie silently sat in on political discussions and, afterward, secretly gave her brother advice.

“Haven’t we had fun being governor of New York?” TR would say to Conie.5

Hobbled as they were by the mores of their times, Bamie and Conie lived extraordinary lives through their brother Theodore. Had they lived in another era, their names would likely be as well known as his. Instead, they purposefully hid the roles they played in TR’s rise, evidently content to fuel the narrative that he alone was the “man in the arena.” Fortunately, their influence was felt by all those around them, including their niece Eleanor Roosevelt, the daughter of TR’s younger brother, Elliott, who would break the boundaries of her time and inspire women for generations to come.

And then, standing beside Theodore Roosevelt, from age three to his death at age sixty, was Edith Kermit Roosevelt. Edith was TR’s first love and second wife, fated to marry Theodore, but always living in the shadow of a woman who would be, in her husband’s memory, forever twenty-two. While two biographies of Edith—both substantial and insightful—have been written, her full significance in American history is still not understood. She was the first modern first lady. Without a template to follow, Edith defined that role at the outset of the twentieth century. Not only did she elevate the position of presidential wife to an American institution, a curator of her husband’s legacy and a curator of the White House itself, she exerted an enormous political, moral, and emotional influence on her husband. Another president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, said of Edith: “She managed TR very cleverly without his being conscious of it—no slight achievement, as anyone will concede.”6 The influence of Edith could, and should, fill volumes.



This book celebrates five of the extraordinary women who surrounded TR: Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, Anna Roosevelt Cowles, Corinne Roosevelt Robinson, Edith Kermit Carow Roosevelt, and Alice Hathaway Lee Roosevelt. They are Theodore Roosevelt’s remarkable mother, two sisters, and two wives—women to whom he owed an inestimable debt of gratitude, as do all of us who admire him. These women opened the door to the American Century and pushed Theodore through it, picking him up when he faltered, and relentlessly prodding him to live a life of greatness. You will also briefly meet some equally compelling women who left their mark, such as his grandmother Patsy Bulloch and aunt Anna Bulloch Gracie, social reformer Jane Addams, author Edith Wharton, and two underappreciated icons of the American West, the delightful Patty Selmes and her groundbreaking daughter, Isabella Greenway, who will go on to become the first congresswoman in Arizona’s history, founder of the famed Arizona Inn, and wife to not one but two Rough Riders. We also get a glimpse of TR’s loving relationships with a younger generation of Roosevelt women, including his niece Eleanor and daughter Alice, both of whom benefited from the guidance of TR’s sisters as much as he did.

I, too, owe a debt of gratitude to a pair of remarkable women. My Houghton Library research led me to read two phenomenal works: The Roosevelt Women by Betty Boyd Caroli and Theodore Roosevelt: A Strenuous Life by Dr. Kathleen Dalton. This book would not exist without the pioneering work of Betty and Kathy. Each of their volumes offers powerful and persuasive evidence that emboldened me to pursue my central argument that the women in Theodore Roosevelt’s life played a much larger role in shaping his life and legacy than has yet been appreciated. I stand on their shoulders and pay respectful homage.

I once asked Kathy, who was kind enough to have me to her home outside Boston, why more hadn’t been written about the women in Theodore Roosevelt’s life.

“Time,” she replied, without a moment’s hesitation. “People weren’t ready to understand TR as being anything but the product of his own will.”

We are, all of us, the product of those who believed in us. Sometimes it’s a brother or sister, our parents, a friend, a teacher, a mentor, or even a stranger. More often, it is a combination of some or all of these. Theodore Roosevelt’s life is frequently held up as an example of resilience and willful determination, sui generis and well-nigh supernatural. I do like and admire that picture of TR, but it is mistaken. He had help, and I like Theodore Roosevelt even better knowing that he needed help from his family and friends. Mittie, Bamie, Conie, Edith, and Alice were as much a part of Theodore Roosevelt’s success as his almighty autochthonous will. Maybe now the time has finally come in which we can more fully appreciate these women in the arena.
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“I am very thankful that I can leave the little ones with you having that implicit confidence that you will take almost a little too good care of them.”

—Theodore Roosevelt Sr. to his wife, Mittie Bulloch Roosevelt



From the beginning, the survival of Theodore Roosevelt was very much in doubt.

His life, he would later say—not inaccurately—would depend on his own will. This was a centerpiece of the Theodore Roosevelt mythos: the self-built man. It was true, but it also wasn’t.

He was born to Martha Bulloch Roosevelt (known to all as “Mittie”) and Theodore Roosevelt Sr. (popularly known as “Thee”) in the family brownstone at 28 East 20th Street, Manhattan, on October 27, 1858. It was soon obvious that the infant wasn’t well. Childhood asthma, both frequent and severe, continually threatened to suffocate him, so that he was unable to sleep flat in a bed and had to prop himself on a mountain of pillows. Chronic congenital diarrhea—the family and their physicians genteelly termed it “cholera morbus”—contributed to his ghostly complexion and undersized physique, which invited comparison to a stork, especially since he developed the habit of reading while standing, the foot of one leg resting against the calf of the other. His frail frame was often assailed by high fevers and racking coughs, and his mother, more often than not, was the one who protected and cared for him.

“Mittie is quite motherly, likes to have him lying quite near her,” Mittie’s mother wrote a week after the birth.1 She was not the only one devoted to the sickly boy. From the beginning Theodore Roosevelt was attended to by nurses, his mother, her mother, and Mittie’s sister, Anna. A formidable corps of women cooled every fever, sat through every cough, made him eat, made him walk, and gave him strength.

Early on, physicians—the wealthy New York Knickerbocker family could afford to engage any number of them—were doubtful that the multiply afflicted child would reach his fourth year. Yet he endured. He endured patiently at first; then, as the years and ailments compounded, fiercely. In a 1921 memoir, his younger sister, Corinne (called “Conie” and pronounced “Connie”), who would become a crucial protector of her much loved brother’s legacy, wrote of the irony of a man whose very “name later became the synonym of virile health and vigor,” having begun life as “a fragile, patient sufferer.” In the memoir, she summoned from the past an image of him “now struggling with the effort to breathe” but still “ready to weave for us long stories of animal life—stories closely resembling the jungle stories of Kipling—for Mowgli had his precursor in the brain of the little boy of seven or eight, whose knowledge of natural history even at that early age was strangely accurate, and whose imagination gave to the creatures of forest and field impersonations as vivid as those which Rudyard Kipling has made immortal for all time.”2 In Conie’s always rose-colored view, Teedie was a preternaturally intelligent child eager for adventure and already able to enrapture a crowd.



To contemporary observers, the centerpiece of the Roosevelt family was its patriarch, Theodore Roosevelt Sr., who attained an almost mythical status in the oft-told story of TR’s upbringing, while his mother was ushered to history’s sidelines in keeping with the times. It is probably no surprise that young Theodore idolized his father, which may have compounded this problem. But Thee Roosevelt’s influence on the boy was not admired by all. Dr. A. D. Rockwell, one of the many physicians who treated the sickly boy, observed to his medical partner that “the little fellow ought to make his mark in the world; but the difficulty is, he has a rich father.”3 Dr. Rockwell should have known better. Thee Roosevelt was not a father to spoil his children. Dote on them? Yes. Ensure that they knew what it meant to be a Roosevelt? Absolutely. But give them the silver spoon treatment? Not on his life. Or theirs.

Theodore Roosevelt Sr. was the son of Cornelius Van Schaack “C.V.S.” Roosevelt and Margaret Barnhill Roosevelt. C.V.S. was partner in Roosevelt & Son, by the mid-nineteenth century a venerable and exceedingly successful import company and investment banking house. The family had been established in America by Claes Martenszen van Rosenvelt (1623–1659), who arrived in New Amsterdam from Tholen in Zeeland, the westernmost province of the Netherlands, sometime between 1638 and 1649. As Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Roosevelt’s eldest child, gleefully snarked, the Roosevelt clan arrived “one step ahead of the bailiffs from an island in the Zuider Zee.”4 Her implication is that Claes was in flight from creditors. Not impossible, but the fact was that the Netherlands was in such political and economic upheaval at this time that the Rosenvelts were but one family of very many who emigrated from the old Netherlands in Europe to settle in America’s New Netherland colony.

The Roosevelt fortune was founded on the hardware business begun in 1797 by Theodore Roosevelt’s great-grandfather, James Jacobus Roosevelt (1759–1840), in lower Manhattan. This developed into Roosevelt & Son, which eventually left hardware to go into the wholesale importation of fine plate glass, much coveted by prosperous families building great homes. Thus funded, the firm branched out into investment banking. In its various iterations, Roosevelt & Son was the fountainhead of the very considerable, very old Roosevelt family money, and Theodore’s father was a prominent member of the firm as well as a philanthropist, whose social consciousness was firmly rooted in the Victorian doctrine of Muscular Christianity—a notion of Christian virtue that partook of a patriotic duty to one’s country, self-discipline, altruism, and a respect (bordering on worship) for strenuous athleticism and gentlemanly sportsmanship. As a movement, Muscular Christianity grew in popularity as men (especially the social elite) of the latter half of the nineteenth century searched for ways to prove a manliness compatible with turn-the-other-cheek piety. It gave rise to the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and depictions of Jesus Christ that were, well, beefier. Boys learn from their fathers, and Theodore Roosevelt Sr. embraced the social progressivism of like-minded men who believed in a strong, vigorous Christ and an ethos of mens sana in corpore sano, a healthy mind in a healthy body. It is not too much to say that, for the Roosevelts, a “strenuous life” was practically a religion, not merely a virtue, as has been argued by Dr. Kathleen Dalton, the most influential TR scholar in a generation.

Of course, young TR has another parent, who was in almost every respect his father’s match and just as important of an influence, but in a different manner. Where Theodore Roosevelt Sr. was a revered figure of some remove from his family, Mittie was usually in the trenches. The common view of Mittie is as a valetudinarian product of the antebellum drawing room and fainting couch. And yet, her life more frequently shows strength not weakness, especially through the Civil War. The true story of the rise of Teddy Roosevelt really begins with the woman who gave him birth, raised him, and bequeathed in him the same fiery, often indomitable, spirit.

Few husbands and wives were more opposite than Thee and Mittie Roosevelt. He was a monument to discipline and order. While his son called him unreservedly “the best man I ever knew,” he also confessed that “he was the only man of whom I was ever really afraid” and characterized him as the family’s “dispenser of serious punishment,” which was undoubtedly physical.5 Mittie, in contrast, was in the words of Roosevelt biographer Edmund Morris “small, vague, and feminine to the point of caricature.”6 And yet Mittie had already been, when Thee courted her, a woman with whom to be reckoned.

Family tradition has it that Thee met Mittie when he was nineteen. He had visited, in Philadelphia, Mittie’s older sister, Susan, who was married to Hillbourne West, a local physician. Susan enjoyed regaling her guests with stories of her Southern childhood, and young Thee was soon eager to see Bulloch Hall (and, presumably, Susan’s younger sister) for himself.

Mittie Bulloch was a sharp-witted romantic, later rumored to be the inspiration for Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind. The comparison is, of course, not entirely flattering. The Bulloch family traveled with six slaves, and there were at least thirty-one adults and thirty-three children held in the bondage of slavery at Bulloch Hall, the family’s 1839 Greek Revival mansion.7 James Dunwoody Bulloch saw the fire in his young half-sister. Writing on July 11, 1849, he called the fourteen-year-old “a black haired bright eyed lassie lively in her disposition with a ready tongue” who “does everything by impulse with an air of perfect self-confidence, but she is a warm hearted little darling.”8 These words almost perfectly predict how people almost uniformly saw her son, Theodore Roosevelt: lively, impulsive, and self-confident with a ready tongue.

Thee’s first meeting with Mittie was hardly auspicious—at least not from her point of view. The fifteen-year-old girl found Roosevelt rather too serious and even pedantic (he called every plant he saw by its Latin name). As for Thee, he was sufficiently impressed to send Mittie the token gift of a gold thimble after he returned to New York. It was not until three years later, in early 1853, that he conjured another invitation to the Wests’ when he heard that the elusive Mittie was visiting them in Philadelphia. Now eighteen, she was far more appreciative of Thee’s looks and manner. They spent much time together in Philadelphia, he invited her to New York, and the long-delayed courtship suddenly accelerated. Immediately after Mittie returned to Georgia in May, Thee wrote to her mother, asking for her hand. Steeped in her own regional prejudice, Patsy responded less than enthusiastically: “I have never interfered with the matrimonial designs of my children and never will when the object chosen is a worthy one. Therefore I refer the matter back to Mittie and yourself.”9

Mittie, flirtatious and coy, could not resist being playful with her stern suitor. “I suppose ere this you have seen that our engagement is approved of,” she wrote Thee two weeks later, on June 1. “The first day from Mittie was rather lonely, was it? I cannot tell you for fear of flattering you, how much I thought of you that day. I will say this much, you were ever nearest my heart.” Mittie asked that Thee keep their engagement a secret, and asked her older sister, Anna, to wear a diamond ring to confuse gossip-prone society.10 Anna, less than two years older than Mittie, was her closest confidante, as calm and even-keeled as Mittie was impetuous and strong-willed. The Bulloch sisters were inseparable until Mittie’s marriage.

“Does it not seem strange to think we should have met [again] and become engaged, after only knowing each other time enough to create a passing interest, and then [being] separated for almost three years,” Mittie remarked to Thee in another letter on June 9. “Some times when I think of it all I feel as ’tho it were ordered by some higher power.”11 The wedding took place at Bulloch Hall, just three days before Christmas of 1853. Patsy had been widowed four years earlier, and while Mittie appreciated that her mother could ill afford extravagance, she demanded it anyway. “The great fault of the present day is the excessive extravagance and fondness for show,” Patsy later wrote Mittie. “I wish, my precious child, I could do all for you that my heart dictates, but I hope that you will make so good a wife that Thee will never have cause to regret his having married a girl without a fortune. It is important for your own happiness darling, and the happiness of your husband, that you should be industrious, practical, and moderate in your desires—without these qualities you would not be contended if you possessed millions—with them, you [will be] happy with what you and Anna call paltry stipends.”12 But Mittie was far from frugal and Thee would be no more successful than Patsy in restraining her. When he tried, Mittie playfully bantered that Thee was her “loving tyrant.” His love language was infantilizing, calling Mittie “one of my little babies” and demanding, “Do not become a strong-minded woman.”13 She had, as ever, other ideas.

Before Thee arrived—on his bride’s orders “one day before the nuptials ‘and not a day sooner’ ”—she wrote him teasingly all about the attention local men were lavishing upon her: “My dear Thee I kiss a great many different people and always expect to,” Mittie defiantly explained. “I cannot allow you a monopoly there. Why just think of what the world would be without kisses. I could not think of depriving my friends of that pleasure.”14

He could well believe it. Diminutive at five feet, Mittie had shimmering sable hair, pellucid blue eyes, and a complexion her granddaughter described as “more moonlight white than cream-white.”15 Thee was outgunned, overmastered, and outnumbered—as none of his four brothers or their families deigned to make the trip to Georgia. Only his parents, Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt and Margaret Barnhill Roosevelt, were in attendance for the wedding in the dining room of Bulloch Hall on December 22.

Her coquettish teasing notwithstanding, Mittie was proud of and grateful for the match she had made, telling Thee that he was the “only person who could ever suit me” and that she “put every confidence” in him.16 Certainly, the Roosevelt family was distinguished and Thee was firmly ensconced in the venerable and prosperous family business, but Mittie was the product of a lineage rather bolder and certainly more colorful. Her people were pioneering missionary stock who made good first in South Carolina and then, from 1760 on, in Georgia. Settling on a two-thousand-acre Georgia land grant, the family produced Archibald Bulloch, who became Speaker of the Georgia Royal Assembly and, as the American Revolution approached in 1775, president of the Provincial Congress before being appointed delegate to the First Continental Congress. The Bullochs grew wealthy in the cotton trade, less as planters than as exporters.

Mittie moved with her husband to a grand townhome in New York, purchased by C.V.S. Roosevelt for the newlyweds and next door to Thee’s brother and his wife. Mittie went from being surrounded by Bullochs to being surrounded by Roosevelts. Her in-laws were welcoming, but living among so many intimate strangers may have been stifling. The Victorian age demanded women of Mittie’s ferocious personality be proper. No such limits would be put upon her son. He was a man, and his exuberance would be celebrated as much as Mittie’s independence was disdained.

Mittie and her older sister also desperately missed one another. “It is only when I think that you are happy and therefore I ought to be that I can feel in any degree reconciled to our inevitable separation,” a still single Anna wrote to Mittie in September 1854, nine months after her sister’s wedding. “The idea never entered my mind that either of us could ever leave the other, that we could be anything but Anna and Mittie, inseparable, always serving, reading, walking, riding and talking incessantly together. We never confided in each other because there was never anything to confide, each always knew all about the other… oh Mittie I believe it would kill me if anything should happen to you.”17

There was no particular reason for Anna to fear for her sister, other than perhaps due to the ever-present risk of childbirth—and Mittie was, in fact, five months pregnant with her first child. But there were darker undercurrents to Mittie’s relationship with her husband. Mittie wrote, on July 28, 1872, in a never-published letter to her sister, “Thee has appeared at the door and not in dulcet tones ordered me to bed.” Defiant of her husband’s “order,” Mittie continued to write to Anna, confessing, “I am afraid of Thee.”18 “Greatheart,” as his son sometimes referred to him in his diary, was as stern as Mittie was indulgent. And though TR gave his father virtually all the credit for his character, Thee displayed none of the vivaciousness and infectious personality for which his son and daughters became renowned. “Darling, I will try for yours and my own sake not to be provoked, but this is a hard thing,” Mittie wrote Thee a year and a half into their nearly quarter-century-long marriage, “I am very sensitive and impulsive. You know what my temperament is.”19

Despite their very different personalities, and occasional tense moments, Mittie and Thee were devoted to one another. “I feel that our interests are so entirely united that I speak of it without reserve and this unity of feeling must continue to bind us more and more closely together,” Thee wrote Mittie in May 1855. “On all subjects we must learn to feel or confide in each other.… You will be a companion to me, will you not dearest, in all my hopes and thoughts?” Mittie was more direct: “I love you inexpressibly dearly.… I want to talk to you. I want to see you. I cannot live without you.”20 Mittie, in letter after letter, unabashedly expresses her devotion, though she cannot rationally explain how these diametric opposites fell in love: “Without you, Thee, I feel as tho life would lose its charm… it seems to me as tho my very thought and feeling had some mysterious connection with you.”21

Mittie and Thee’s “unity of feeling” would be tested during the Civil War, which erupted eight years and three children into their marriage. Theodore Sr. was a Northerner and Unionist, whereas Mittie, born in Hartford, Connecticut, but raised in Georgia, was, in her son’s words, “a sweet, gracious, beautiful Southern woman, a delightful companion and beloved by everybody” but “entirely ‘unreconstructed’ to the day of her death.”22 Mittie’s widowed mother, Patsy, supported secession with zeal. According to some sources, Mittie went so far as to hang out the Confederate Stars and Bars battle flag after news of any major battle in which the Confederacy emerged victorious.23 The act was defiant, bordering on dangerous, but a lack of enthusiasm for the war was not at all unusual in New York State, especially in and around New York City, where the war was seen as damaging to business. Nine-term Democratic congressman and three-term mayor of New York Fernando Wood not only led the pro-Southern delegation to the 1860 Democratic National Convention and favored compromise in the run-up to the war, he went so far as to propose that New York City secede from the Union, declare itself an independent city-state, and engage in a highly profitable commerce with both the USA and the CSA.24 In July 1863, the city was the site of infamous draft riots, the quelling of which required several thousand Regular Army troops, including men who had just left the Gettysburg battlefield.25

Thee could easily have secured an officer’s billet in a New York regiment. But he did no such thing. As was the case with many American families, the war was also very personal. Thee knew only too well that one of Mittie’s brothers was serving in the Confederate navy and the other in the Confederate government. Irvine Stephens Bulloch had the distinction of firing what Theodore Roosevelt claimed were the last two shots of the celebrated Confederate commerce raider CSS Alabama, which preyed on Northern shipping. With the sinking of that vessel, he served aboard other Confederate ships. James Dunwoody Bulloch had an even more consequential career with the Confederacy, serving in Liverpool as the secession government’s chief foreign agent. Thee was faced with a profound dilemma. How could he take up arms against his own kin? It was not just his brothers-in-law. Mittie had friends and former neighbors fighting for the Confederacy. In the end, he opted for a course many of his prosperous friends chose. He hired a substitute soldier to serve in his place, a perfectly legal alternative in 1861, which would be additionally codified in the Enrollment Act of 1863.

In search of a way to be of service to his country without firing upon a single Confederate soldier, Thee and two like-minded associates drew up a legislative bill to authorize the appointment of unpaid allotment commissioners, whose mission it would be to tour Union military posts and encampments to persuade the soldiers to participate in a voluntary program by which they allotted a portion of their pay to support their families, many of which were under severe hardship due to the absence of the breadwinner. The effort also appealed to Thee’s puritanical bent, as the soldiers might otherwise spend their pay on unsavory distractions such as alcohol and gambling. “I would never have felt satisfied with myself after this war was over if I had done nothing and that I do feel now that I am only doing my duty,” Thee wrote to Mittie in the first year of the Civil War. “I know you will not regret having me do what is right and I don’t believe you will love me any less for it.”26

Mittie did not hide her feelings: “I have felt and continue to feel too gloomy about your frequent and prolonged absences.”27 But Thee, still stinging from his decision not to fight, felt the pull of duty and longing: “Give a great many kisses to the dear little children from me. It seems such a pity to be away from them so much still I cannot help feeling that it would be my duty unless this has had [sic] turned up to be away from them altogether by joining the army.”28

Throughout the Civil War, the Roosevelts lived in a house divided in a nation divided. Before the war, Mittie’s mother, Patsy, and her sister, Anna, left their homes in the South and were welcomed to live with the Roosevelts in New York City. Thee was outnumbered three to one in his own home by Southern sympathizers. Sunday dinner at the grand mansion of C.V.S. Roosevelt was a weekly tradition—but even this tradition appears to have buckled under the strain of war. “I went there [to C.V.S. Roosevelt’s home] yesterday for dinner,” Mittie wrote Thee on December 15, 1861. “But Thee something occurred there which made me determined not to dine there again unless my resolutions should be accountably changed.” Mittie did not recount the exchange which irreparably altered her relationship with her father-in-law, but she reported, “I felt my blood boil.… I made no reply whatever but I could not touch another mouthful of dinner.”29

“I wish we sympathized together on this question of so vital moment to our country,” Thee wrote to Mittie, adding, “I know you cannot understand my feelings and of course do not expect it.”30 “Good bye my dear heartless Thee,” Mittie, in a foreshadowing of her son’s famously sharp tongue, would sometimes sign her Civil War era letters. If Mittie called Thee “heartless” in one letter, the next was signed “Good bye my dear old warm Thee.” “That first morning when I get home I look forward to an indefinite amount of affections,” Thee wrote Mittie on December 10, 1861. “You must not disappoint me.”31

Thee traveled for weeks at a time each month during the war. Meanwhile, Mittie was home with now four children, all but one under the age of five. “Little Teedie has no nurse but is such a mischiefous little rogue that he requires as much watching as any of them,” Patsy wrote her daughter Susan Hillborne West, who lived in Philadelphia. “It is amusing when they are all around her in the nursey to see Mittie’s perplexed look.”32 Mittie had help but was decidedly an active and involved mother. Her letters to Thee detail the splendor and exhaustion of motherhood:

“Last night [Elliott] slept still until two oclock when he awoke in the brightest possible frame of mind. After getting up many times with him, letting him eat an indefinite quantity of crackers, being very much amused at his cunning ways. When he saw Teedie asleep he would whisper, ‘Teedie heep’ then suddenly catching sight of Anna he cried out in the loudest possible voice, ‘Allie.’ Finally becoming very sleepy and tired myself, I tried to coax him to sleep which I accomplished first after a crying spell. Then he came into my bed and fell asleep while I was stroking his curls, etc. Teedie was miserably jealous about his sleeping by me.”33

Thee acknowledged Mittie’s primary role in raising the children, especially during his prolonged absences during the Civil War, writing: “I am very thankful that I can leave the little ones with you having that implicit confidence that you will take almost a little too good care of them.”34 Mittie, for her part, was thankful to have her mother and sister, not to mention a retinue of paid caretakers, to aid in raising the children. Patsy was puritanical and far more practical than her daughter. Yet the near constant presence of three Bulloch women meant Teedie and his siblings grew up in the upper echelon of the nation’s most bustling Northern city surrounded by a cocoon of Southern warmth and love.

Grandchildren provided a much needed distraction for Patsy, who fretted about the fate of Irvine and James, whose letters hardly ever reached New York. Patsy desired to travel south, a trip that required a pass and would almost certainly mean she could not return north. “If I do not go to see my poor son before he dies, I should never forgive myself,” Patsy wrote. Mittie asked Thee to help but felt conflicted. If Thee succeeded in obtaining a pass, Mittie might never see her mother again. “Oh dear Thee, I have heart ache,” Mittie wrote her husband in Washington on February 12, 1862. “I do not feel as tho I could endure the grief of parting.” Mittie need not fear: the deeds James and Irvine were accused of doing were so dastardly that Thee could not obtain a pass. Despite their differences, Patsy wrote of her son-in-law: “Thee is a good young man. I really think if anyone ever tried to do their duty he does.”35

Ten months into the war, Thee traveled to Washington, D.C., to meet with President Abraham Lincoln. In a never-before-published letter dated December 31, 1861, he wrote to his son, then three years old:


Dear Tedie,

There is a picture of a horse made out of stone that looks a good deal like the statue opposite Grandpa’s. It stands just in front of the house of the President who governs our whole country and has just told me to go round and see all the soldiers from our state. Ask your mother to read for you the writing on the stone under the horse and then learn it by heart so that you can repeat it to me when I come back to New York.



The statue printed on the stationery features Andrew Jackson astride a horse and the words: “THE FEDERAL UNION IT MUST BE PRESERVED.”36 Did Thee succeed in needling Mittie from afar?

A profoundly moral man, Thee remained clearly torn about his role in the war effort. “It is a great luxury to feel I am at last doing something tangible for the country,” he wrote in a letter to Mittie. Luxury? He continued: “I cannot get Bammie’s and Tedee’s faces, as they bid me goodbye at the door, out of my mind.”37 Riding from camp to camp, serving his country even to the point of exhaustion, was, he apologetically feared, a “luxury” purchased at the expense of his family.

Mittie spoke her mind to her husband and father-in-law, and despite her own political views to the contrary and despite her mother’s watchful gaze, graciously hosted federal officials throughout the Civil War. “Thee gave a party to some Federal officers & their wives on Tuesday night,” Patsy wrote to her daughter in Philadelphia. “Of course I made myself scarce.”38 In another letter, dated November 29, 1862, Patsy again wrote Susan: “Mittie can’t help giving those little suppers to Thee’s friends. He wishes it, and you know he does not feel as we do, and it is his own house. It jars upon my feelings but of course I keep my room.”39 On January 1, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, and in November of that same year he delivered the Gettysburg Address. He would face a bitter reelection in 1864, a year of uncertainty for both sides. “The coming New Year confuses me,” Patsy wrote on December 30, 1863. “Mittie & Thee give a large party New Years evening. All day they will receive visitors. Just imagine how tiresome it will be.”40 Mittie, who would later live by the credo “live for the living, not the dead,” had an attitude of resiliency that she would pass to her children.41



Mittie was certainly aware that she was mother to a precocious and unusual child.

On April 28, 1868, ten-year-old Teedie (sometimes written as “Tedie”) wrote his first known (surviving) letter. It was to his mother, who was visiting family in Savannah, accompanied by Thee and Conie. (It is a testament to the strength of their marriage that the couple made the post–Civil War trip together.) Not just extraordinarily precocious in its maturity, the letter was also clearly the work of an extraordinarily creative mind and generous sensibility. Teedie complimented his mother on the length of her letter to him—“What long letters you do write. I don’t see how you can write them.”—and his turn of phrase was lively with physical detail: “My mouth opened wide with astonishment when I heard how many flowers were sent in to you.” Marvelous! But even better is the devilishly personal twist in the follow-up sentence: “I could revel in the buggie ones.” He went on to tell her how he “jumped with delight” at her account of hearing a mockingbird, and he asked of her: “get some of its feathers if you can.” He turned next to sending his love to the family in Georgia and then reported that “Aunt Annie, Edith, and Ellie (Teedie’s younger brother, Elliott) send theirs to you.”42 As far as we can know, this is the first time Teedie ever mentioned, in writing, the name of his playmate (and future wife) Edith Carow, who—nestled between his aunt and brother—already seemed practically one of the family.

That first letter from child to mother did not betray the amount and frequency of illness that still dogged Teedie. In fact, illness stalked all the Roosevelt children. “Biographers who marveled at TR’s ability to overcome asthma and a frail childhood, should have paid due respect to the ailing health of [Bamie],” observes Roosevelt historian Michael Cullinane. “Her story of perseverance impresses as much as her brother’s.”43 Her story of courage and resilience is indeed admirable, and she didn’t learn it from her brother. She taught it to him. The firstborn, Bamie suffered from a congenital spinal defect that put her into a painful harness for much of her young life. “I am quite uneasy about her back,” Patsy Bulloch wrote on April 29, 1856, when her granddaughter was just over a year old. “There is something wrong there. She cannot stand more than a second on her feet and then her countenance expresses pain, and she seems to crumble down.”44 Bamie endured patiently, even stoically—an example to her loving younger brother. It is likely that her condition contributed to a certain self-reliance and almost certainly delayed any thought of marriage—so long, in fact, that everyone, including she herself, considered her a confirmed spinster.

Brother Elliott, handsome and robust of physique, looked the picture of health but likely suffered from undiagnosed epilepsy, which contributed to the alcoholism that would cast his adult life in profound shadow. Conie, like Teedie, was asthmatic and afflicted by frequent headaches.

Thus every member of Mittie and Thee’s family suffered from one affliction or another, but it was Teedie’s health that, with ample good reason, caused the greatest anxiety. He was sick so long and so often that his development appeared somewhat stunted; he was smaller than his younger brother. In the summer of 1868, the senior Roosevelt took the family to a summer rental in Barrytown-on-Hudson, in Dutchess County, New York. He hoped that the salubrious seasonal air and the availability of outdoor activities would bring some color to his pallid son. But his anxiety also extended to his wife, Mittie, who seemed startlingly changed from the woman he’d had “implicit confidence” could manage the household in his absence just a few years before.

Her mother, Patsy, had been seriously ill much of 1864, the last full year of the Civil War. “So long a time has passed and we have suffered so much that I am too bewildered to write anything connectedly out of the chaos of thoughts that chase each other in and out of my mind,” Anna Bulloch wrote a cousin in Savannah in January 1865. “Our beloved Mother was ill nine months long and after such suffering that we call last summer her passing summer.” Displaying a demeanor reminiscent of her stoic grandson, Patsy endured through sheer willpower and little complaint. Anna continued, “All these long months of sickness she never uttered one impatient word what she suffered and only groaned when no human being could have endured what she suffered. One thing that overcomes me entirely is the remembrance of the longing to see poor Irvine that never left her night nor day. One night when she was extremely ill, she called me to her bedside and said, “Anna, if I should get too ill to remind you, remember that if you should hear that Irvine was dead and the South over—come never tell me, I could not hear it!”45

Patsy Bulloch died on October 30, 1864, three days after her eldest grandson Theodore’s sixth birthday. She was buried at Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, decidedly Northern soil, where Mittie’s brothers would not be able to pay their respects. The two were deemed so egregious in their activity on behalf of the Confederacy that they were among the very few singled out for exclusion from the general amnesty the U.S. government would grant to those who fought or governed for the South. It was even alleged that James Dunwoody Bulloch directed secret funds to finance the Lincoln assassination. The brothers therefore remained in permanent exile in England. James quite literally took the Confederacy’s “lost cause” to his grave, inscribing “An American by Birth, An Englishman by Choice” on his headstone.46

Mittie, who missed her brothers desperately, just could not seem to shake the aftereffects of the Civil War. Her formidable resolve, which had kept her family afloat, finally began to falter. Increasingly nervous and unsettled, she began to fit the endearment Elliott had created for her: “Sweet little china Dresden mother.”47 She had lost her mother, contact with two brothers, and at a time when no birth control existed had given birth to four children in six years. She adored her husband, but he could be stern and unforgiving. And while the marital and family bonds continued to be strong, the passion in their marriage was doubtless strained. For the sake of their marriage, it appears Thee and Mittie set aside politics after the Civil War. But by that time, Mittie had become something of a caricature of the feckless mid-Victorian Southern belle. She was tired, worn down by life, and eager for a change. The Roosevelt children would later recall an exhausted version of their mother for good reason.

In an era when medical science was often at a loss, travel, especially distant travel that required an ocean voyage, was seized upon as a sovereign curative for all manner of vague disease and even vaguer malaise. All Mittie really wanted was to satisfy her longing to visit England, home-in-exile of her brothers. She instigated a voyage to Liverpool, where the pair founded and operated a lucrative trade as cotton importers and brokers. In obliging her, Thee vastly expanded the trip into a Grand Tour of Europe.

He wanted the expedition not merely to divert or even to cure but to educate, and he accordingly plotted out an eight-nation itinerary requiring a year’s sojourn. In the mid-nineteenth century, such Grand Tours were common among the wealthy families. Even so, Thee pushed it to something of an extreme in scope and duration. Perhaps surprisingly, the prospect of the long journey did not please the adventurous and endlessly curious Teedie any more than it did his siblings. All preferred to stay in the Hudson Valley for a halcyon summer of fun unburdened by responsibility. But the senior Roosevelt was adamant.

The lack of enthusiasm may have been compounded by the intimates they’d need to leave behind. When Conie numbered herself with Teedie and Ellie, she could well have added Edith “Edie” Carow, who was Conie’s earliest and closest friend. As biographer-historian Betty Boyd Caroli noted, they had been born less than two months apart and “met when they were barely toddlers.”48 The senior Roosevelt and Charles Carow, Edie’s father, had been boyhood friends, and Conie later wrote of how the Carow house backed up against the 14th Street mansion of Mr. and Mrs. Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt. These things were “a natural factor in the relationship of the younger generation, and Edie Carow and little Corinne Roosevelt were pledged friends from the time of their birth.”49

Conie was hardly possessive of her friend and eagerly shared her with Teedie, who she recognized had already developed strong feelings for the girl, with whom he would have a sometimes fraught relationship as they progressed together into adulthood. On May 12, 1869, the day the family embarked on the Grand Tour, the ten-year-old boy wrote in his diary that it “was verry hard parting from our friend” and it made him cry “a great deal.” The “friend,” surely, was Edie, whom Roosevelt biographer Edmund Morris calls young Teedie’s “most intimate acquaintance outside the family circle.”50

Conie, Ellie, and Teedie were less than thrilled about the whole Grand Tour enterprise. Years later, Conie recalled:


On our arrival in Liverpool we were greeted by the Bulloch uncles, and from that time on the whole European trip was one of interest and delight to the “grown people.” My older sister, though not quite fifteen, was so unusually mature and intelligent that she shared their enjoyment, but the journey was of rather mitigated pleasure to the three “little ones,” who much preferred the nursery at 28 East 20th Street, or their free summer activities in wood and field, to the picture-galleries and museums, or even to the wonderful Swiss mountains where they had to be so carefully guarded.51



The Grand Tour bonded the already close Roosevelt siblings even more tightly together. Away from home, they had only one another and slowly the primary day-to-day influence on TR shifted from his mother to his sisters. Bamie joined the adult ranks while Conie and Ellie contented themselves in talk and play with whatever children they could find. The dynamics of the Roosevelt siblings helped to develop TR’s outsized personality: Bamie was so mature that rather than be the leader of the “little ones,” she ceded that role to her younger brother and instead acted like one of the adults; Conie and Ellie were delighted to revel in their big brother’s marvelous stories and join in on his adventures, happily acquiescing to his leadership.

Teedie always looked for “some expert along the line of his own interests,” especially natural history. Conie noted, however, that “the writing and receiving of home letters [stood] out more strongly than almost any other memory of this time, and amongst those most treasured by Teedie and myself were the little missives written by our most intimate friend, Edith Kermit Carow.” To Conie, Edie wrote on November 19 that she was “much pleased at receiving your kind letter telling me all about Teedie’s birthday.” Conie noted that Teedie “expressed always a homesick feeling when ‘Edie’s’ letters came. They seemed to fill him with a strong longing for his native land!”52 As her exclamation point suggests, Conie was keenly cognizant of her brother’s feelings toward Edie though it must be acknowledged that Conie wrote of this youthful attachment retrospectively.

Tucked away in the Theodore Roosevelt Collection at Harvard’s Houghton Library is a tiny Belgian lace Christmas keepsake hand-painted with a pair of doves above a cross within a crown of thorns, which is encircled by a wreath. The doves flutter on either side of an anchor, a Christian icon of the hope of heaven. Below this is the inscription “Espérance au Ciel, Courage sur la terre”—“Hope in heaven, courage on earth.” On the back of the keepsake is written “A peace offering,” and it is signed “T.R.” The little gift had been enclosed in two pieces of paper on both of which “Don’t open till Christmas” is penciled in Teedie’s young hand; one also includes the notation “From Teedie.” Why he called the little gift a “peace offering” we do not know. But he did record in his diary on Monday, November 22, 1869, “In the evening Mama showed me the portrait of Eidieth Carow and her face stirred up in me homesickness and longings for the past which will come again never, alack never.” Teedie’s homesickness was sufficiently powerful for him to record on November 30 that he “cried for homesickness and a wish to get out of the land where friends (or as I think of them enemies) who can not speak my language are forced on me.” What prompted him to fear he would “never, alack never” return to Edie? Melancholy? An overexposure to the sentiment in the Victorian novels he read? Or had they parted after some spat? All that is certain is that Edith Carow Roosevelt treasured the keepsake lifelong.53

Teedie may have been growing rather moody as adolescence approached, but Conie possessed a disarming absence of self-importance, an abundance of honesty, and an engaging ability to smile at her own foibles. She recalled how Mittie earnestly tried to instill an appreciation of Michelangelo in her eight-year-old self. She was planted before what she refers to as “The Torso of the Vatican,” but what must have been the fragmentary Belvedere Torso, a first- or second-century Roman work in which Michelangelo did, in fact, find instruction and inspiration:


[W]ith the hope of arousing artistic instinct, my lovely mother said: “Now, darling, this is one of the greatest works of art in the world, and I am going to leave you here alone for five minutes, because I want you to sit very quietly and look at it, and perhaps when I come back in the five minutes you will be able to realize how beautiful it is.” And then I saw my mother’s slender figure vanish into another room. Having been always accustomed to obey my parents, I virtuously and steadily kept my eyes upon the legless, armless Torso, wondering how any one could think it a beautiful work of art; and when my mother, true to her words, returning in five minutes with an expectant look on her face, said, “Now, darling, what do you think of the great ‘Torso’?” I replied sadly, “Well, mamma, it seems to me a little ‘chumpy’!”54



From her recollection of this exchange, Conie turned admiringly to a letter her brother had written to Aunt Anna. “Will you send the enclosed to Edith Carow,” he wrote. “In it I described our ascent of Vesuvius, and so I will describe Pompeii to you.” Ever the effective publicist, Conie related that her brother entered “into an accurate description of everything connected with Pompeii, gloating with scientific delight over the seventeen skeletons found in the Street of the Tombs.” Conie read his letter closely, uncovering another detail that speaks volumes about the good-humored sensibility that dwelt a little deeper within her studious brother. He fell “for one moment into a lighter vein, [telling] of two little Italian boys whom my father engaged to come and sing for us the same evening at Sorrento, and whose faces were so dirty that my father and his friend Mr. Stevens washed them with ‘Kissengin Water,’ ” medicinal mineral water from Bavaria’s Bad Kissingen. “That extravagance seems to have been specially entertaining to the mind of the young letter-writer.”55



Far from proving salubrious to Thee’s or Mittie’s health, the long Grand Tour brought on a veritable ration of misery. There was, to begin with, the combination seasickness and homesickness of the voyage out, though Teedie managed to enjoy conversations with a gentleman from the West Indies whose knowledge of natural history rivaled his own.

Mittie made arrangements to reunite in England with her two self-exiled brothers. The Roosevelts traveled aboard the Scotia, which could not dock in Liverpool at low tide, and so “James and Irvine, anxious to see their sister and her children, used a harbor tug” to reach them. Mittie was reunited with her brother James for the first time in almost eight years, although Irvine had traveled to the United States under a pseudonym two years after the war. Mittie, Anna, and Irvine had a secret meeting in Central Park after Irvine placed a personal ad in the newspaper: “If Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt and Miss Anna Bulloch will walk in Central Park up the Mall, at 3 o’clock on Thursday afternoon of this week and notice a young man standing under the third tree on the left with a red handkerchief tied around his throat, it will be of interest to them.” Once the harbor tug reached the Scotia, presumably this meeting was as joyous as the previous was clandestine.56 The Roosevelts met Irvine’s fiancée, describing her as the “freshest, dewiest pink rose bud, lovely eyes, dark, her picture is exactly like her… blushing and affectionate.”57

Teedie, the avid reader, loved Scotland, including a visit to Abbotsford, Sir Walter Scott’s mansion, but found the damp climate aggravating to his asthma. In London, his parents called in a doctor to examine their son. No sooner did the physician announce that his lungs were clear than Teedie was besieged by a prolonged asthma attack, which prompted his parents to rush him to Hastings for a three-day dose of sea air.

In July, the family sailed down the Thames and then made a Channel crossing to Antwerp. After touring the Netherlands, the Roosevelts went to Germany and took a voyage up the Rhine, on which Teedie was again laid under asthmatic siege. When the family crossed into Switzerland, family hikes replaced museums. One day in August, “Theodore went twenty-two miles, Bamie eighteen miles, Ellie twelve, Conie three [and] Mittie, supposedly invalid, walked nine miles.” Bamie’s feat is worth special note, as her congenital spinal condition had neither improved nor magically disappeared. She simply got on with it. Lifelong, Conie and TR would admire Bamie’s “splendid dauntless attitude toward the physical pain she suffered.”58 As later generations remarked: “She went through great agony, and her courage was perfectly amazing. Most people would have given up long, long before. I’ve never seen any woman… suffer such pain.”59 Bamie provided a stirring example of stamina, resilience, and courage for her younger siblings.

Theodore came down with a toothache, bellyache, and asthma but remained fascinated by all that he saw. Despite his ill health, he climbed an eight-thousand-foot mountain at Chamonix. While he couldn’t shake his headache or diarrhea or asthma, he pressed on, thoroughly mesmerized by his surroundings. At night, he sat up in bed, the better to breathe. He drank strong, hot, black coffee to ease his asthmatic spasms. But each milestone on the journey brought a new ailment or a revisit from an all-too-familiar one. Crossing into Austria brought on cholera morbus and asthma.60

Mittie spent countless hours tending to her son. She took Teedie to Russian baths and massaged his aching chest and neck. “Mama’s love and attention were magic. His physical need for her, the intense attachment he felt, are expressed with striking candor and frequency,” historian David McCullough observes. “Whereas Papa made him drink black coffee or smoke a cigar or swallow ipecac (with “dreadful effects”), Mama soothed, petted, ‘rubbed me with her delicate fingers.’ ”61 Mittie cared little for whether her son was “manly” enough, but Thee certainly did. Thee did what he could to help relieve his son’s attacks but never suggested he yield to them. The cigar did bring some relief from the wheezing, and the boy was able to climb the Adelsberg, a mountain in Germany, only to fall quite ill in Vienna. After spending a day in bed, he indicated that he felt somewhat better and found himself accompanying his father on a tour of the Treasury, where they saw Charlemagne’s crown, and then to the Natural History Museum.

At every stop and at every site, Thee alternately challenged and reassured his son. But as the summer weather gave way to autumn, the asthma attacks increased in severity and frequency. In Salzburg, the boy recorded in his diary a nightmare in which “the devil was carrying me away.” (Might he have read a translation of Goethe’s “Erl-King”?62) He apparently awoke with “collerer morbos”—cholera morbus, chronic diarrhea. In Munich, he was “verry sick.” In Dresden, someone (he does not identify who but it was almost certainly Mittie) massaged his chest until “the blood came out.” In that same city, he recorded a restless night and how, in the wee hours, he lay awake. “All was dark excep the fire. I lay by it and listened to the wind and thought of the times at home in the country when I lay by the fire with some hickory nuts.… Again I was lying by the roaring fire (with the cold October wind shrieking outside) in the cheerful lighted room and I turned around half expecting to see it all again and stern reality forced itself upon me and I thought of the time that would come never, never, never.”63

Thus, asthma and cholera morbus mingled with intense homesickness, but that wasn’t all that was on the boy’s mind. Shortly after his twelfth birthday (which was October 27) he and his parents were in Brussels and “went to a shoe makers,” where he “saw a girl… the most beautiful but ferocious girl I have ever seen in my life.” Three weeks after this, now in Paris, his mother “showed me the portrait of Eidieth Carow and her face stired up in me homesickness and longings for the past which will come again never, alack never.”64 Mittie knew a portrait of Edie might be more restorative than any tonic. In this instance, she perhaps understood Teedie better than Thee did. His parents’ striking differences would ultimately serve TR well. Thee challenged his son, and in later years TR would benefit from his ability to project manliness. From Mittie, he learned empathy and the essential ability to connect with people.

Sick and depressed, the twelve-year-old wrote as if he were at the end rather than the beginning of his life. As an adult, we shall see, he had something of a literary passion for the works of Edgar Allan Poe. While we don’t know whether he had yet dipped into Poe’s poetry and prose, it is tempting to detect an echo or perhaps a premonition of the Raven’s “Nevermore” in this amalgam of homesickness, sexual awakening, and poignantly abject longing. The image of Edith—Edie—is not the ferocious beauty he glimpsed in Brussels, but it stirs up profound emotion nevertheless.

The odyssey continued. In Rome, Teedie encountered Pope Pius IX in a procession through an avenue on the Pincian Hill. Conie recalled that her brother whispered to the group of American children with whom he and she were playing that “he didn’t believe in popes—that no real American would”—but then, she wrote:


as is often the case, the miracle happened, for the crowd parted, and to our excited, childish eyes something very much like a scene in a story-book took place. The Pope, who was in his sedan-chair carried by bearers in beautiful costumes, his benign face framed in white hair and the close cap which he wore, caught sight of the group of eager little children craning their necks to see him pass; and he smiled and put out one fragile, delicate hand toward us, and, lo! the late scoffer… fell upon his knees and kissed the delicate hand, which for a brief moment was laid upon his fair curling hair.



Up to this point, Conie’s anecdote seems headed for some good-natured ribbing. But if the tableau she described says much about young Teedie—not to mention the pope’s charisma—her interpretation of the action says even more about her love and admiration for her brother:


Whenever I think of Rome this memory comes back to me, and in a way it was so true to the character of my brother. The Pope to him had always meant what later he would have called “unwarranted superstition,” but that Pope, Pio Nono, the kindly, benign old man, the moment he appeared in the flesh brought about in my brother’s heart the reaction which always came when the pure, the good, or the true crossed his path.65



Teedie’s health soon took a turn for the better. He was quite well during the rest of his stay in Rome and in his progress through Florence, Bologna, and Turin. But Paris, to which the family returned on March 10, 1870, was cold and damp, bringing on a renewed siege of asthma. Warmer weather improved his condition, and if there is any credence to the psychosomatic dimension of asthma, so did the prospect of returning, via England, to New York, where they landed early in June. The sum of the grand journey: ten months, thousands of miles, “sixty-six different hotels in eight countries.”66 The strenuous life, indeed!

The family settled in the Hudson Valley summer home to which Teedie had so longed to return. Come September, when the Roosevelts returned to East 20th Street, Thee took his son to Dr. A. D. Rockwell for a thorough physical examination. The physician was pleased by the “bright, precocious boy” but pronounced him “by no means robust.” He believed that his chest was underdeveloped and did not provide sufficient room for his lungs to operate efficiently. His difficult asthmatic breathing, the doctor said, was putting a strain on his heart.67 This diagnosis prompted Thee to have a frank talk with his son.

Conie later wrote that her mother often told her how the senior Roosevelt sat his son down. “Theodore,” he said, “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. You must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one’s body, but I know you will do it.” Based on her mother’s account, Conie described a gesture characteristic of her brother, who “looked up, throwing back his head… then with a flash of those white teeth which later in life became so well known that when he was police commissioner the story ran that any recreant cop would faint if he suddenly came face to face with a set of false teeth in a shop window—he vowed, ‘I’ll make my body.’ ”68 It is perhaps notable that there is no record that Thee gave such advice to Bamie; she would have to find her inner strength on her own.

Conie wrote that this “was his first important promise to himself… and for many years one of my most vivid recollections is seeing him between horizontal bars, widening his chest by regular, monotonous motion—drudgery indeed—but a drudgery which eventuated in his being not only the apostle but the exponent of the strenuous life.”69 In Conie’s telling of the story years after her brother’s death, this is the moment, at nearly age twelve, that began Teedie’s long march to health. There is no mention that it had been Mittie, Patsy, Anna, and a number of nurses and caregivers who ensured that Teedie would survive beyond his fourth birthday. Ironically, in perpetuating the myth of her brother as a self-made man, Conie all but erases her mother’s involvement. As for so many mothers before and after her, Mittie’s steady consistency would relegate her essential role to an afterthought. Ever-present in her son’s life, she is quite easy to overlook, while Thee’s untimely death would seal his fate in his son’s story as a hero.

Conie was aligned with her brother in recognizing not just that pain and suffering were inevitable, they were useful and necessary. There is no evidence that she or her brother read Friedrich Nietzsche, but both would have recognized truth in his aphorism from Twilight of the Idols (1889): “What does not kill me makes me stronger.”70 She wrote in her memoir of her brother of the “lovely times when we were not obliged to think of sculpture or painting—weeks in the great Swiss mountains when, in spite of frequent attacks of [Teedie’s] old enemy [asthma], my father writes that ‘Teedie’ walked many miles and showed the pluck and perseverance which were so strikingly part of his character.… And so the year of exile had its joyous memories, but in spite of them never were there happier children than those who arrived home in America in the spring of 1870.”71 The America to which Teedie returned was all the more inviting for the presence of Edie Carow there. Edith would become his most trusted advisor, the caretaker of his image and legacy, the woman most often by his side and always in the arena. It was she, by circumstance and twist of fate, who would have the most profound impact on Theodore Roosevelt’s life. But, like any fated lovers, the path they trod would not be easy.
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“I love thee, and my heart will bear

The seal which thou hast set forever.”

—Edith Carow, age fourteen



Edith Kermit Carow came into the world with life’s odds, from all appearances, stacked in her favor. But appearances are, as the adage goes, deceiving, and Edie would soon find herself clinging to the Roosevelt family for her salvation.

She was the daughter of Charles Carow, who was a partner in his wealthy family’s well-established shipping firm, Kermit & Carow. Born on October 4, 1825, Charles was the seventh of eight children, the progeny of Isaac Quentin Carow and Eliza Mowatt. Charles grew up on Cortlandt Street, at the bottom tip of Manhattan, where, at the bustling seaport intersection of South Street and Maiden Lane, the warehouse of the family business stood. From their offices located over the warehouse proper, Isaac and his son-in-law Robert Kermit, who married Charles’s eldest sister, could survey their company’s clippers and oversee the steady stream of goods that gangs of longshoremen transferred from ship to warehouse. The vessels of Kermit & Carow sailed from New York to the West Indies and Liverpool, transporting the produce of the islands—molasses and sugar, mostly—to trade for the manufactured merchandise of Europe and the East. Shipping was one of the key American industries of the nineteenth century, and fortunes were made as well as lost in it. The business was as tempting and treacherous as the sea and the wind and as volatile as largely unregulated local, national, and global trade could make it.

Charles, the only male child who survived into adulthood, was a bookish young man. For that matter, so was his father, but while the senior Carow was a natural entrepreneur, his son had little interest in business. Eliza Mowatt Carow died when Charles was just twelve, and his father followed her to the grave thirteen years later. Thus, at twenty-five, Charles found himself thrust prematurely into a business of which he had gathered some knowledge but for which he had neither aptitude nor passion.

Judging from his having remained a bachelor until thirty-two, far beyond the customary marrying age for men of the day, Charles Carow also had little interest in fathering a family. But when he encountered Gertrude Tyler, a young Connecticut woman nine years his junior, whom he met when she was visiting the city and lodging at the upscale New York Hotel, he was at last smitten. A photograph taken when Gertrude was probably middle-aged reveals a woman with a long, hawkish nose and a mouth rather too full, by no means conventionally beautiful yet nevertheless a commanding and refined presence.

The courtship unfolded at a leisurely pace, and perhaps the geographical distance between them served him well as he pressed his suit. Handsome and rich, Charles Carow had the obvious attributes of a good catch. What Gertrude was literally not in a position to observe at first hand on a daily basis, however, was the behavior of a man who had a prodigious and growing weakness for drink, an appetite likely stimulated by the pressures of the trade that had been thrust upon him.

Yet she must have had an inkling. Edith Carow Roosevelt biographer Sylvia Morris cites a letter in which Gertrude responded to the news that Charles had broken two bones of one arm when he fell from his rapidly moving carriage. Absentminded clumsiness? Bad luck? Gertrude rejected such explanations and instead assumed his problem was not the velocity of the vehicle but the volume of spirits he had likely consumed. She joked about this with a ferocity one would not expect from a sweetheart, telling him in a letter that he would benefit more from consulting a doctor of divinity than a doctor of medicine.

Eight months after this exchange, though it savors little enough of affection, Charles wrote to Gertrude’s father, Colonel Daniel Tyler IV, a West Point graduate with a distinguished family pedigree—he was once introduced to the Marquis de Lafayette through a letter written by his cousin, Aaron Burr. Charles’s note, both formal and graceful, consisted of but three sentences: “I have to ask of you the greatest favor that one man can ask of another. I have won Gertrude’s heart. Will you give me her hand.”1

A handsome and wealthy man, though already in early middle age, he did not have to ask Colonel Tyler twice.



Gertrude Tyler had married into one of New York’s wealthiest families. Charles was not only a partner in a successful shipping company, but (according to the Isaac Carow will housed in New York City Surrogate Court) had inherited a one-seventh share of his father’s $258,277 estate (close to $10 million in present dollars), which included $36,670 in cash and silver plate, fine furnishings, art, jewelry, vintage wines, and a portfolio of Manhattan real estate.2 There were also certain shares in the Hudson River Railroad, the Ohio Canal, and other investments. He must surely have appeared financially unassailable.

Six months after his birth on February 26, 1860, the first child of Charles and Gertrude Carow died. Within less than a year of this misfortune, Gertrude was again with child and, as the time of her confinement neared, she returned to her parents’ home in Norwich, so that she and her baby could be closely looked after. That is how Edith Kermit Carow came to be born in Connecticut on August 6, 1861.

Gertrude had made a prudent decision in seeking the asylum of the Tyler mansion. Norwich was a much less hectic place than New York City, and the infant Edith had grandparents to dote upon her. But history penetrated even this most elegant of cocoons. The fall of Fort Sumter preceded Edith’s birth by five months, and the nation was in the full throes of civil war. Sixty-three-year-old Colonel Tyler, Gertrude’s father, was appointed brigadier general of U.S. volunteers in March 1862 and promptly set off to join the Union’s Army of the Mississippi in what was called the Western Theater of the conflict. In March 1864, long before the war was over, Edith’s maternal grandmother Emily Lee Tyler died, and the quiet, stately mansion house was shuttered and broken up into apartment dwellings.

Gertrude, Charles, and Edith had left well before this, moving with the tide of New York City wealth. This time, it was to a townhouse on Livingston Place, just off 14th Street, close to Union Square, where Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt, grandfather of six-year-old Theodore Roosevelt Jr., had his mansion. Charles and Cornelius became close friends.



In 1928, Edith recruited her second eldest son Kermit in the compilation of historical material to commemorate her maternal ancestors. Her status as widow of the late President Roosevelt gained her the attention of Charles Scribner’s Sons, which published the compilation as American Backlogs: The Story of Gertrude Tyler and Her Family, 1660–1860.3 It is a valuable, if somewhat tedious, piece of what we might call micro history, but the book’s most revealing detail is the terminal date given in its subtitle. The book ends the year before Edith’s birth.

Why?

It is not as if nothing worth recording had happened during Edith’s lifetime. Clearly, the significance of this end date is the author’s desire to suppress, if not erase, the Carow-Tyler years subsequent to 1860, at least as far as history was concerned. From her intimate vantage point, they were years of precipitous and painful decline, a break with her brutal past.

Charles Carow never asked to be a shipping magnate, but the reins of Kermit & Carow fell into his hands anyway. At first, he did manage to make money, but soon he was losing much more, year after year. Perhaps his luck was bad. Perhaps his business acumen was deficient. Or perhaps he simply lacked the heart and the resilience to bounce back from the lows that almost inevitably followed the highs. Whatever the cause, as his young family grew, he apparently took to drink with more concentrated passion than he ever devoted to the shipping enterprise. As Charles descended, he leaned on Robert Kermit, his brother-in-law and deceased father’s business partner, for financial assistance and, for a time, a place to live. In a story passed down orally but never written down by the Roosevelt family, the descendants of Kermit Roosevelt claim that a grateful and somewhat chagrined Charles Carow asked Robert Kermit how he could possibly repay him, financial restitution not being a viable option. Robert, who had no children and treated Charles more like a son than brother-in-law, asked that Charles and Gertrude consider naming their first-born son Kermit. They did, and when the baby Kermit Carow died not long after birth, Gertrude and Charles decided to name their second born, a girl, Edith Kermit Carow. So important was it to the Carows and Edith that the name “Kermit” be passed down that Edith took the unusual step of maintaining her middle name even after marriage and bestowing it upon her second born, often thought to be her favorite child.4

“Mother… never told us stories about her childhood at all,” Edith’s stepdaughter, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, wrote in 1954 to Hermann Hagedorn, TR’s friend and early biographer.5 Neither did Edith Carow Roosevelt tell such stories to anyone else, nor commit them to the pages of history, not, anyway, at any considerable length. It is unclear when the sense of shame in her family began to take hold of her. She certainly loved her father, with whom she bonded far more intimately than she did with her mother, who, perhaps in consequence of an increasingly unhappy marriage, was emotionally distant and devoted little time to her. It also may help explain the hard soul that lurked underneath Edith’s well-bred façade, which would make her a challenging spouse (and sister-in-law) as the years went on.

After the birth of Edith’s sister, Emily, on April 18, 1865, Gertrude turned over both girls to Mary “Mame” (pronounced “Maim”) Ledwith, a down-to-earth nurse who had emigrated from famine-afflicted Ireland in the 1840s.6 Mame Ledwith was at the very least decent, though Theodore Roosevelt described her, presumably reflecting his wife’s recollection, as an “amiable and solicitous tyrant.”7 Perhaps we can conclude from the 2-to-1 ratio of Roosevelt’s formulation that her approach to the children was one of friendly attention spiked with absolute authority. It must have been at least preferable to the remote presence Gertrude projected in what Edith called “the cool rooms with high ceilings, matted floors & furnishings covered with shining gay flowered chintz that was in New York.”8 If the family could not be cheerful, at least the upholstery could be. According to stories Edith later told her grandchildren, Mame Ledwith encouraged the Carow daughters to clean their plates by invoking hard times in Ireland, where, she said, the poor required “the ticket for soup and the letter for brandy.”9 Perhaps it was nothing more than the kind of thing parents and nannies have said to picky eaters since time immemorial. Or perhaps it reflected Mame’s intuition about the imminent decline in the Carows’ fortunes.

How early did Edith note her father’s flaws and, perhaps, his suffering? Did she see and understand the effects of his alcoholism? We don’t know. Charles Carow’s childhood sketchbook, which Edith treasured lifelong, reveals a sensitive soul, imaginative mind, and a skilled hand. Gallant horses, gentle pastures, and majestic ships fill the pages.10 He encouraged in Edith a passion for reading and for learning. Like the senior Roosevelt, too, Carow nurtured the athleticism of both his daughters (Edith would become a fine horsewoman) and imparted to them his avocational interest in nature and the natural sciences. Nevertheless, between the increasing severity of his alcoholism and a disposition far more inclined toward intellectual and aesthetic pursuits than business, the family’s finances, prodigious as they were when Gertrude gave Charles her heart and Colonel Tyler gave him her hand, now dwindled apace.

The increasingly straitened circumstances of the Carows hardly meant Dickensian poverty. The children were still well-mannered and well-clothed. Clearly, within the elite circles in which the family still moved there must have been much talk about the slow-moving failure of Charles Carow. Doubtless, too, tongues wagged with schadenfreude. Yet appearances were kept up, facilitated by a superficially polite society that valued appearances over almost everything else. The era would soon be called the Gilded Age for that very reason, and its desire to dwell on the surface became the subject of novels by the likes of Henry James, Edith Wharton, and William Dean Howells.

In part because Edith made a positive effort to purge these years from her recollection and may have even disposed of other, more substantial forms of documentation, we don’t know what the Carows’ friends and associates truly felt about them during the long decline—except in one case. The Roosevelts were consistently welcoming. The two families would soon be inexorably linked.



Emily Tyler Carow was born just four days after Abraham Lincoln was shot at Ford’s Theatre. One week after her birth, most of the country’s long period of mourning was culminating in the meandering railroad journey of the martyr’s coffined body from Washington to Springfield, Illinois, by a route that took it through Maryland, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, to arrive in Springfield on May 4.

On April 24, the funeral train reached Jersey City. Lincoln’s casket was removed from the special car and taken by ferry across the Hudson River to Manhattan, where it was put on public view in City Hall. The next day, on April 25, at two in the afternoon, the coffin was placed on a fourteen-foot-long funeral car drawn by a team of sixteen horses draped in long blankets. The grandly solemn procession went up Broadway to 14th Street, to Fifth Avenue, continuing as far as 34th Street, where it turned left, proceeding to Ninth Avenue and the Hudson River Railroad Depot, from which the president’s mortal remains would continue to Albany.

In every city and hamlet through which the train passed, crowds congealed along the tracks. In places where the casket was transported through the streets, people jammed every conceivable vantage point, and in Manhattan, the well-publicized procession route was packed. Residents rented spaces at windows overlooking the route for as much as $100. Edith Carow had a privileged invitation to the mansion of Teedie’s grandfather, Cornelius Roosevelt, which commanded a magnificent corner view of Broadway. A famous photograph from 1865 shows the Lincoln funeral cortege proceeding north on Broadway, passing below the mansion. At the upper left of the photograph, two young boys lean out from an open second-story window, the shutters flung wide. Years later, Edith identified one of these figures as her husband at age six. She knew this to be the case because she was there—not looking out the window, but present nonetheless, having been locked in a nearby closet by her rough playmate Teedie and his younger brother, Elliott.11



Conie and Edie had been playmates since infancy. In a rare public sharing of a childhood memory, Edith recalled in a 1933 speech to the Woman’s Roosevelt Memorial Association an instance from her fourth year “when my mother came to the nursery to say that the Roosevelt children were coming to spend the day.” Edith told the ladies that she remembered “hiding my old and broken toys” until Mame Ledworth—not Gertrude Carow—sagely intervened. “The shabbiest of all might give the visitors the most pleasure,” she said.12 It was from this time that Edith dated her relationship with Teedie, whom she invited to play house with her, explicitly excluding his younger brother, Ellie, who was then five and a half. Teedie’s mother, Mittie, was soon aware that Edie and her son were forming a special intimacy. Her embrace of Edie as a playmate for her son says something about Mittie. Although she was raised in a Georgia mansion (and thus dismissed by many Knickerbockers as a stereotypical Southern belle), it seems never to have occurred to her to hold the increasingly imperiled Carows at arm’s length. She encouraged a bond with Edie that came to encompass Bamie, Conie, and Ellie in addition to Teedie, so that the family came to think of Edie as a “bonus sister.” Mittie went so far as to invite Edie to attend a home school version of kindergarten with Ellie and Conie in the Roosevelt home at 28 East 20th Street. Gertrude accepted eagerly. Once again, Mittie had little concern for appearances. She was doubtless pleased that Teedie, at the time an unprepossessing boy, very nearsighted, awkward, and afflicted with a combination of childhood asthma and cholera morbus, had a devoted playmate and companion. In short, Mittie was happy her precocious child had made a friend, one who would bring out in each other both their talents and flaws.

Edie must have been impressed with Mittie, a great beauty whose bearing was what one might expect from the product of a Roswell, Georgia, antebellum mansion. Bamie recalled in a 1929 letter to her son, William S. Cowles Jr., that her mother sometimes wore “an enormous crinoline and a perfectly exquisite white muslin dress over a pink silk lining with all the little ruffles at the bottom edged with real lace.” There was a cloak that matched the dress, and her “bonnet tied under her chin with great pink ribbons.” The hat brim was adorned with “a great big pink rose” and “perfectly realistic little green dragon flies.” Mittie also carried “a parasol with a real ivory handle and the lining of pink covered with muslin and trimmed”—again—“with real lace.”13 If Mittie sought to model for her children this high-Victorian image of pampered femininity, the indoctrination did not take. Both Bamie and Conie were destined to take more active roles in their lives and the life of their brother Theodore.



Mittie had delegated the home school tutorial duties to her maiden sister, Anna, in return for room and board in the 20th Street home. The Civil War had ruined their Aunt Anna financially. But even after 1866, when she married James K. Gracie, at the time a rising New York real estate investor (and later a wealthy investment banker), she continued to teach the children beyond the kindergarten level, Edie included. “Aunt Gracie… was more of a mother to them than their own mother,” a Roosevelt descendant later observed.14 The comment was perhaps less a dig at Mittie than a compliment of their shared role in raising the children. “A large part of [Theodore’s] intensity was traceable to the Bulloch blood,” historian Carleton Putnam observed. “Young Theodore had his mother’s and his aunt’s enthusiasm of response to varied stimuli, their vividness of feeling, and he was beginning to show signs of their torrential expressiveness.”15 It’s difficult to know how much was nature and how much nurture. But the Bulloch sisters were certainly raising Theodore in the image of their own strong-willed expression.

Under Aunt Anna’s tutelage, Edie and Teedie learned to read together. Historian Dr. Kathleen Dalton notes that in Edith, Theodore “found… a kindred booklover.”16 He recalled he “greatly liked the girls’ stories” which he and Edith read together, though he later noted that he made this confession of his taste in books “at the cost of being deemed effeminate.”17

Unsurprisingly, the Roosevelt children’s literary taste, and Teedie’s in particular, tended toward adventure: The Boy Hunters, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, King Arthur, and Hans Christian Andersen. One series of books taught by Aunt Anna had a particularly profound impact: the McGuffey Reader series. The McGuffey Readers were a serialized set of moral tales punctuated by clever turns of phrase and memorable characters: “nervous nellies” and “mettlesome midges” learned to “speak softly and carry a big stick.” Teedie also admitted to liking the more feminine stories of Louisa May Alcott, “ ‘Pussy Willow’ and ‘A Summer in Leslie Goldthwaite’s Life,’ just as I worshipped ‘Little Men’ and ‘Little Women’ and ‘An Old-Fashioned Girl.’ ”18 Alcott’s depiction of the March family in Little Women may have plucked a chord for Teedie, not just in its loving intimacy, but in the evocation of strong women like Aunt Anna, Grandma Bulloch, and later Bamie, and a noble but absent father. Mrs. March (“Marmee”) and her two eldest daughters, Meg and the aspiring writer Jo, are all essential to the support of the family as Mr. March serves as a chaplain in the Union Army. The parallel with Teedie’s own peripatetic father, dutifully promoting the allotment program to New York Regiment troops in their far-flung encampments, is evident. Duty calls the noble father away, the strong women in the shadows holding family and country together.

Edie must have been aware that the Roosevelts were on the prosperous rise even as her family was in decline. If she felt any envy or resentment, none was apparent. Edie’s bond with Teedie, Bamie, and Conie grew stronger and stronger, even as her connections to those beyond these intimates became increasingly tenuous as her family’s financial circumstances contracted her social circle. Doubtless, the growing stress in her own home and the emotional detachment of her mother fueled a natural inclination toward shyness. She recalled many years later an occasion on which Aunt Anna—whom Edie now called Mrs. Gracie—had her small collection of pupils recite aloud and in unison Longfellow’s “Children’s Hour.” Edith felt “all eyes turned upon me, and all voices raised at the line ‘Edith with golden hair,’ until I was sunk in confusion and tears.”19

Her shyness seems, over the years, to have morphed into at least the outward appearance of remoteness. Certainly, these were the attributes modeled by her mother, and perhaps Edith unconsciously adopted them as a defense against the pains of social anxiety. She confessed in a 1912 letter to her son Kermit that “the other girls used to reproach me with ‘indifference,’ ” and while she would go on to earn well-deserved credit for inventing the role of the modern first lady, she was also notoriously described as “ ‘almost Oriental’ in her detachment.” Years later, a mature Alice Roosevelt Longworth would ascribe what she called her stepmother’s “withdrawn, rather parched quality” to the unhappiness of her early years.20



She might have been the family’s bonus sister, but she had not been invited by the Roosevelts to join in the Grand Tour of 1869–1870 nor the even grander Grand Tour that followed in 1870–1872, though Conie kept her regularly apprised of their adventures.

The Roosevelt family returned to New York on November 5, 1873, and moved into their new home on 6 West 57th Street. The family business continued to churn out profits, and the Roosevelts allowed the tide of New York wealth to carry them further uptown, where there was still room to build great houses. Both Elliott and Theodore would have reason to regard the 57th Street mansion as cursed, but for the present it was the family dream home the senior Roosevelt intended it to be.

Despite their many adventures together, Teedie’s parents still deemed him too delicate to be sent away to boarding school, so he, together with Ellie and Conie, continued in home school, now under the tutelage of a variety of hired instructors rather than Aunt Anna. Edie and Conie eagerly renewed their friendship, to which was added another member of their social circle, Frances “Fanny” Theodora Smith, who became one of Teedie’s favorites. Conie brought home with her from Europe the inspiration for P.O.R.E., a New York–based literary club, or writers’ circle, which soon evolved into an arena of remarkably deep introspection and expression for Edie. Through P.O.R.E., Edie and Conie shared their love of poetry, as did Teedie and other friends, including Fanny Smith and Grace Potter. Originally, they declared that P.O.R.E. was an acronym for “Paradise of Ravenous Eaters,” but, after some three years, they changed it to the more dignified “Party of Renowned Eligibles.”21

For Charles Carow, there was no moving uptown. His gradual yet ineluctable financial, physical, and emotional descent was suddenly accelerated following the Panic of 1873, a global economic event exacerbated in the United States by wildly exuberant investment, especially in railroad construction, which started during the Civil War and continued unabated into the early 1870s as financiers and speculators became recklessly over-leveraged. Always pursued by debt, Carow borrowed all he could and was thus among the very overleveraged.

Charles Carow’s health deteriorated as the effects of the financial panic festered, and his elder daughter, who turned twelve in 1873, seems to have felt real alarm for her family’s prospects. Biographer Sylvia Morris uncovered three sketches the teenaged Edith drew on the same sheet of notepaper. One depicted


a cadaverous figure in a doorway, with Cupid hovering behind panes of glass. Below is written: “Poverty coming in at the door and love flying out at the window.” Another sketch is of a lady reaching to tweak a jester’s cap. The caption beneath reads: “When lovely woman stoops to folly.” A third has someone blowing on a wick, and the inscription: “Out, out, brief candle.”22



Her mood had turned gloomy. And not just gloomy, angry.

As Edie and Teedie matured and play morphed into something more closely approximating courtship, the once childish arguments of the pair became harder to laugh away. With the passing years, they both emerged as dominant personalities. Teedie always sought to lead, while friends of Edie remarked that she had been “born mature.” Sylvia Morris characterizes her as downright “moody.”23 Certainly, Edie’s presentation to the world was always darker than Teedie’s.

No mere book club, P.O.R.E. was a bona-fide writer’s workshop, in which members read aloud from their original poetry, fiction, and essays, which Edie subsequently copied into notebooks that eventually ran to several volumes. Looking back as an adult, Fanny Smith dismissed the fiction as “adolescent,” but she described Edie’s poetry as something much more substantial. Instead of girlishly romantic themes, there were far deeper notes of loss, sadness, regret, and, yes, glimmers of hope as well. In one verse, she described the joyous birth of a child, only to deftly modulate the key from major to minor:


Soon those helpless tiny fingers

By life’s thorns will wounded be

Holding close the cruel roses

Plucked from life’s deceptive tree.24



The tree of life that would prove so cruelly “deceptive” for young Theodore Roosevelt had already revealed its fickle nature to the teenaged Edith when she wrote these lines.

In 1877, sixteen-year-old Edith contributed to P.O.R.E. a poem titled “The Four-Leaved Clover”:


’Tis one of Providence’s wise dispensations

That each day bringing joy and pain anew

Shall drop a curtain twixt the last day’s ruins

Where lie our old pains and old pleasures too.25



Another of the poems she presented to her P.O.R.E. associates during this time was “My Dream Castles.” She wrote that her “noble castles / In the air” are many but are closed to visitors except for “the few / Holding to my inmost feelings / Love’s own clue.” Through these few castles, visitors “may wander… at will” except that


Only one, one tiny room

Locked they find,

One thin curtain that they ne’er

Gaze behind.

There my lost ambitions sleep,

To their tear-wept slumber deep

Long consigned.

This my lonely sanctum is;

There I go

When my heart all worn by grief

Sinketh low

Where my baseless hopes do lie

There to find my peace, go I,

Sad and slow.26



Formerly accustomed to summering in the “country seats” of the wealthy families who no longer counted the Carows as their peers, Edith was still invited to Tranquility, the Roosevelt home at Oyster Bay. But now she also spent time on the New Jersey shore, where, as she lamented, country seats were “not many” and what resorts existed were far from fashionable, let alone exclusive. Still, she loved to swim and so made the most of her summers.27 In July 1874, Teedie left the country seat set to visit her at Sea Bright, New Jersey, but—tellingly—wrote little about her in the notebook he kept.28 Nevertheless, the visit resulted in his extending another invitation to Tranquility, which Edie accepted.

Edie would keep a scrapbook with her sister, Emily, from March 10, 1875, to March 17, 1878. In its pages, the sisters pasted ornate Valentines alongside their favorite poems. One page features two prominent images: one a mirthful girl, dancing with her doll, the other a similarly aged girl in tears with a tattered doll facedown on the floor. Under the images, young Edie has written in script: “Joy” and “Sorrow.” There is a white-lace Valentine of roses holding behind it a secret compartment. When carefully opened, the delicate exterior folds back to reveal a hidden message:


I Love Thee.

I love thee, and my heart will bear

The seal which thou hast set forever;

Truth weaves the silken chain I wear

That death, and death alone will sever.29



No doubt a wordsmith as skilled as Edith appreciated the double entendre. “Thee” was one of the many pet names Edith had for Theodore. Playfully, in later life, he often signed his letters to Edith from “Thee.” But even Edith’s precocious maturity could not close a gap of three years. Such a difference in age is nothing in later life but everything in youth.

The relationship between the sixteen-year-old Roosevelt and fourteen-year-old Edith, which many in the Roosevelt family believed would mature into courtship proper, engagement, and marriage, now waxed and waned. Theodore loved to row out of the Tranquility dock and across Oyster Bay. Even more, these days, he loved to do this in company with local girls—the likes of Fanny Smith, Annie Murray, and Nellie Smith.

Yet on the stern of the little craft in which he rowed them was the name he had so carefully painted: Edith.30
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“Sometimes when I fully realize my loss I feel as if I should go wild.”

—Theodore Roosevelt



Theodore Roosevelt had never been an emotionally steady young man. And as he prepared to leave the tranquility of Oyster Bay for his freshman year at Harvard, he was about to experience the first great jolt of his life.

The Oyster Bay branch of the Roosevelt family had been established by Johannes (John) Roosevelt, the 3× great-grandfather of Theodore Roosevelt, who moved out of New York City in the early eighteenth century. Conie called this bay on the North Shore of Long Island the family’s “colony.” From 1874 on, Oyster Bay was the Roosevelt summer retreat. Theodore Sr. “rented a country place which, much to the amusement of our friends, we named ‘Tranquility.’ ” As Conie observed, nothing less tranquil could be imagined. “Endless young cousins and friends of both sexes and of every kind of varied interest always filled the simple rooms and shared the delightful and unconventional life which we led in that enchanted spot.”1 She recalled in particular a summer day at Plum Point on Oyster Bay, when she, Teedie, Ellie, cousin James (Jimmy) West Roosevelt, Fanny, and Edie “made up the happy six.” Conie could still see, “as if it were yesterday,” Teedie, “who loved to row in the hottest sun, over the roughest water, in the smallest boat,” rowing with his “chosen” companion, Edie.2

If Edith Carow was the bonus sister of the Roosevelt family, Bamie qualified as its bonus mother. As Conie recalled, “My older sister, Anna [Bamie], though only four years older than my brother Theodore, was always mysteriously classed with the ‘grown people,’ ” while her siblings were confined to the nursery. Teedie concurred: “When I put ‘We 3’ I mean Ellie, Conie, and I. When I put ‘big people’ I mean Papa, Mama, and Bamie.”3 As they aged, she supervised, insofar as anyone could, the younger children in their Oyster Bay adventures. It was a pattern of behavior she would continue throughout her life. “There is always someone in every family who keeps it together. In ours,” later generations explained, “it was [Bamie].”4 Bamie’s natural tendency toward pragmatism was the inverse of Mittie’s whimsy. As she grew older, Bamie naturally gravitated toward the domestic reins. Mittie, though still vivacious and capable, gladly relinquished them.

It was Bamie, substituting for Mittie, who had preceded Theodore to Cambridge, where she rented his rooms at 16 Winthrop, and “looked after every detail of furnishing her brother’s apartment, which she insisted had to be on the second floor because of his asthma.”5

On September 27, 1876, Edith celebrated Conie’s fifteenth birthday as a guest at Tranquility, the very day on which Theodore left for Cambridge. No one—perhaps not even Edith—knew better than Conie just what elements of constitution and character animated Theodore, both as he left the enchanted circle to venture off to Harvard and as he went on to navigate the rising, falling, and again ascending path beyond. College, then and now, is a time of change. For the first time, he would be away from the women who had raised and supported him, yet continually drawn back into their orbit, especially when an unforeseen tragedy shook TR to his very core.

At Harvard, Theodore joined 245 others in a highly privileged first-year class. Carleton Putnam noted in his 1958 biography of TR that “only one in five thousand [men] of the national population received a bachelor’s degree” at the time, and there were no women in the student body. His daily life at college soon became routine: morning chapel, two to three classes a day, and several hours of study and exercise.6

One word dominates descriptions of Theodore’s early life at Harvard: eccentric. He smelled like formaldehyde, kept snakes as pets, and, at least in his first year, was more interested in arsenic than alcohol. So cutting were former classmates’ descriptions of Roosevelt that his first major biographer hid them from public view; “freak” and “half crazy” were among the scathing reviews. Later historians, such as David McCullough, told the truth: “His voice was thin and piping, almost comical.… At Harvard, some classmates soon learned to goad him into an argument for the sheer fun of hearing him.”7

Roosevelt did make one friend his first year: Henry Davis Minot, “a kindred spirit who loved science and cared more about moral purity than popularity.”8 Minot, who bonded with Roosevelt over their shared love of ornithology, struggled with his identity in an alpha male culture and was prone to depression. “I am in trouble, and want to confide my case to you,” Minot wrote to his doctor in a heart-wrenching, single-spaced five-page letter during his college years, explaining that his entire life has been “a struggle against depression.” He continues: “I suffered from a dislike to the rougher boyish sports and to general society from a certain timidity, and from want of manliness. But now I am becoming manly.” Minot concludes: “Ought I to have a change? Had I better exert my will to keep my burden to myself, or ought I to seek sympathy?”9 His doctor never opened the letter. He had already set sail on a six-month trip to Europe.

It is striking that Roosevelt, who would become synonymous with the concept of manliness, was best friends in college with a person who openly struggled with “becoming manly.” Though he would spend most of his life epitomizing testosterone-fueled feats, the real Roosevelt was sensitive and kind, thanks to the sympathizing influence of his mother and sisters. Rather than shed that influence and embrace college culture at the first opportunity, Roosevelt chooses the harder path: to be himself. He and Minot were two naturalists amidst the hurly-burly, fast-paced lifestyle of the privileged offspring of the Gilded Age elite. But while Minot was anguished, Roosevelt was content. “He was in a world of his own,” wrote McCullough. “Absorbed, bookish, happy.”10

Still, like many off to college, both then and now, the transition required adjustment and he longed for the familiar. His letters home show how TR related to each of the women in his life. To Bamie, ever the second mother, he boasts of high marks, seeking advice and yearning for approval. Conie is TR’s intimate confidante, the one to whom he shares his secrets. Mittie is infantilized, as Thee taught his son to do. Curiously, the letters he wrote home in the days after his arrival make no mention of Edith, and while he did briefly visit New York for Thanksgiving, he barely saw her until he was home for the Christmas break. He danced with her at the first party of the season and remarked to his brother, Elliott, that she “looked as pretty as a picture and was very sweet.” At another party, his Aunt Anna Gracie fed supper to the young guests she hosted at her new house on East 34th Street and then invited them upstairs to look at her painting, titled The Ancient Mariner. By this time, Edie seems to have begun calling Teedie “Thee,” and the two paired off as a couple to have what Aunt Anna called a “cosy chat” in the dimly lit morning room.11



In their first year at Harvard, Theodore and his new best friend were more prone to chasing birds than women. But that didn’t mean Theodore had sworn off admiring them from afar. Following the Christmas 1876 break, he returned to Cambridge early in January 1877 and wrote to Bamie that classmates who had visited him in New York thought his friends (for lack of a more definitive term) Annie Murray and Edith “the prettiest girls they had met” in the city. He told his sister that “Some of the girls [he encountered in Cambridge] are very sweet and bright,” adding that “a few are very pretty,” then went on in a mock poetic vein: “ ‘Still oh Anneth I remain Faithful to Thee!’ (the proper name in the above beautiful rhapsody is a compound of Annie and Edith).”12 Later, he wrote to Conie of partaking in a sleighing party of “forty girls and fellows,” noting that one of the girls “looked quite like Edith—only not nearly as pretty as her Ladyship.” But he did not stop there. He appended to this assessment of Edith’s looks the proviso that her beauty exceeded that of the girl on the sleigh ride only “when she dresses well and do’n’t frizzle her hair.”13

For her part, Edie seems to have entertained no illusion that Theodore was singularly devoted to her, yet she composed a love poem, a variation on the little verse she had earlier slipped into a valentine. Almost certainly it never found “publication” beyond a youthful scrapbook she and Emily shared. “Hear a Lover’s prayer” repeats that archaic pronoun “thee,” the diminutive she used for “Theodore”:


I LOVE THEE STILL.

I love thee still—I love thee still,

As truly as when first we met,

Ere grief o’er life had breathed its chill

Or sorrow’s tear my cheek had wet.

I love thee still—I love thee still,

Thy changeless constancy and truth;

Thy name yet wakens pleasures thrill,

Star of my bright and joyous youth.14



If Edith hid her love for Thee or Teedie or Theodore, she did not give up on him. He did not come home for Easter, but soon after that holiday, he invited his family to visit him in Cambridge, adding that they should “make [Cousin] Maud [, Elliott] and Edith come.”15

Although he had not invited her directly but, rather, through his family (he would often use family members to help win his way in life), Edith eagerly accepted and arrived in Cambridge on May 25 along with the senior Theodore Roosevelt, Conie, Bamie, Elliott, and Maud. It was a three-day visit, during which Teedie and Edie spent a great deal of time talking. Edith wasted no time in sending Theodore a note on her return to New York. While the speed with which she wrote it—it is dated May 29—suggests frank warmth, the letter, though affectionate, is peculiarly formal, especially for something written to one with whom she had shared so much of childhood. Perhaps that formality, combined with her reference to the “pleasant lunch” she “shall long remember” in the rooms of another young man, was meant to provoke jealousy:


My dear Theodore,

I feel like writing immediately now that I am back in New York, to thank you for the pleasant time I had in Boston, for indeed I enjoyed to the utmost every minuite of my stay.

May I ask you to say to all your friends that I appreciate Harvard freshmen as much as Mr. Jackson does New York girls, and tell Mr. [Lamson] especially that I shall long remember that pleasant lunch in his rooms.

So with a clear recollection of what were to me at least, three perfectly happy days,

Believe me,

Most sincerely yours,

Edith K. Carow16



It was not until some three weeks later that Theodore wrote to Conie, “I don’t think I ever saw Edith looking prettier,” adding that his friends “admired her little Ladyship intensely, and she behaved as sweetly as she looked.”17

Her Ladyship. It was a term he had used before in writing of her. It was not a title of unalloyed affection. Perhaps Theodore meant it to convey Edith’s habitual reserve, which some saw as hauteur. Her youth in what had become a troubled family hardened her—though perhaps she was never very emotive. But she was reliable, and she loved Theodore, even if she was not a fount of overt and abundant affection. This is made clearer by his curious use of the verb “behaved.” It is as if Theodore were going out of his way to imply that being sweet required Edith to deliberately act in a way that may not have come naturally to her. Nevertheless, he did make it a point to ask Conie, when she next wrote to Edie, to “tell her I enjoyed her visit very much indeed.”18 Again, Theodore used his sister as a messenger rather than communicating directly, and, despite his emphatic underscores, he did not mention Edith in his diary for the whole summer. In what would become a lifelong trait, he instead found ample distraction in the outdoors: boating, hunting, and swimming. His most significant accomplishment of the summer was the publication of his first book, Summer Birds of the Adirondacks in Franklin County, N.Y., coauthored with Henry Davis Minot as the pair traipsed after ninety-seven species of birds. Their work caught the attention of Clinton Hart Merriam, head of the U.S. Biological Survey, who called the book, “By far the best of the recent lists,” further commenting that it “bears prima facie evidence of… exact and thoroughly reliable information.”19 Minot instinctively understood Roosevelt, and he encouraged the scientific pursuits that others, including TR’s father, did not entirely embrace. With Minot, Theodore could be himself.



In August 1877, Edith spent two weeks at Oyster Bay as Conie’s guest and seems to have had a delightful time. Neither she nor anyone else at Tranquility took much note of the senior Roosevelt’s faltering health. There was some talk of his having “strained” himself through overwork as collector of customs for the Port of New York. The office of collector was immensely lucrative and notoriously corrupt. The collector was incentivized by a compensation scheme that paid him a percentage of every dollar of duty tax he brought in. Inflation of these proceeds was common. Looking to embarrass and humble the exuberantly crooked New York senator Roscoe Conkling by forcing upon him a scrupulously honest official, President Rutherford B. Hayes appointed the senior Roosevelt. Whatever effect this had on Conkling, it produced great stress in the new collector. Intestinal cramps that began late in the summer became excruciating in December. An alarmed Theodore wrote home on December 18 to ask if the doctor thought “it is anything serious.” Two days later, his father collapsed from what the physician diagnosed as acute peritonitis.20

Theodore came home from Harvard on December 21 and was stunned by the transformation of his father, who, although only forty-six, suddenly looked like an enfeebled old man. The arrival of Christmas, however, visibly elevated him, at least somewhat, and his son felt sufficiently encouraged by this “improvement” to spend time with his friends, including Annie Murray (whom he called “singularly sweet”), Fanny Smith (“pure religious”—whatever that meant), and Edith, to whom he attached no adjective. He referred to this feminine group as his “trio of freundinnen”—female friends, the emphasis on their gender implying that he saw all three girls in something of an amorous light, at least potentially.

The Christmastime improvement in Thee’s condition proved but a brief reprieve. The acute peritonitis, it turned out, was not brought on by a stressful political battle but was a symptom of advanced stomach cancer. The worshipful son worried, but in him were already planted the seeds of the man who wrote a decade later, “Black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.”21 Returned to Cambridge, he threw himself into his studies. The socially awkward first-year student had grown more comfortable in his sophomore year. He crammed ferociously for his semiannual examinations while also dining, partying, boxing, and wrestling with his friends. He “Boxed with little Briggs and beat him” on January 23, had a dancing class on the evening of the 26th, partied on the 29th with friends and “the two Miss Lanes. Very nice girls are the two Miss Lanes,” and on the 30th was “rather beaten in a boxing match [by] Bob Bacon” but made up for it on February 1 when he “Threw back Tebbetts in a wrestling match.” Then it was back to study and test-taking.22

An urgent telegram from New York arrived on Saturday, February 9. Theodore took the first train available, an overnighter, which got him to the family door in Manhattan on Sunday morning. He was too late. The death of Theodore Roosevelt Sr. had been ghastly. “He was so mad with pain,” sixteen-year-old Elliott recorded in his diary, “that beyond groans and horrible writhes and twists he could do nothing. Oh my God my Father what agonies you suffered.”23 The suffering was palliated with ether and chloroform, which meant that the customarily dynamic and virile Roosevelt spent most of his final six weeks of life asleep. But brother Theodore had missed it all, Greatheart having died just before midnight, hours before his train pulled into Grand Central Terminal from Cambridge.

Why had Theodore not come home sooner? Did he fear acknowledging the impending awful finality? Or could it have been that Elliott had failed to convey urgency until their father’s final day? If so, was this a case of poor judgment or in some degree intentional, a way for the younger brother to assert his primacy? Certainly, Theodore Roosevelt never forgave Elliott for having missed the opportunity to bid his father farewell.
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