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The Everything Theodore Roosevelt Book


Dear Reader,


I met Theodore Roosevelt several years ago in a college classroom. Well, I didn’t meet him in the true sense of the word. TR was the subject of the class, not a member. But, after the semester ended, I vowed to learn more about his life because he was such a fascinating character. Doing the research for this book gave me the chance to do that and pass some of what I learned on to you.


The course was “The Politics of Theodore Roosevelt.” As the title implies, the emphasis was on his political philosophies and methodologies. There was not much about his personal life included. That is a drawback when you are trying to learn about the total person. So I learned more about his private life to create a more complete profile of the man and his personality, rather than a string of dates and facts, which is the bane of most readers.


Now, several years after the course ended, I have completed that project. I share it with you. Hopefully, you will be as happy as I am to “meet” TR and gain an insight into his life and legacy.


[image: ]




Welcome to the EVERYTHING Series!


These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.


You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-quotes, and e-ssentials.


We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.


We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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The Top 10 Facts about TR’s Life


1. TR had dogs that climbed trees to hunt cougars and lynxes on his ranch in the Dakotas. He was fond of revealing stories about such animals to his children.


2. It was not unusual for TR to carry guns for protection when he was on the campaign trail. Unfortunately, he was not packing one the night he was shot in Milwaukee in 1912.


3. TR did not believe that children should play sports if it meant jeopardizing academics. He was a firm believer in “study first, play later.”


4. As far as TR was concerned, the only good novels had happy endings. And if the heroes had to die, they had to do so nobly and worthily—just as people should spend their lives.


5. On his expeditions, TR carried a vial of morphine with which to end his life if necessary. He almost used it on his River of Doubt trip.


6. Even though TR was an advocate of a strong navy, he was always bored when out at sea.


7. TR was a sickly person when he was young. But the worst malady he suffered was homesickness, especially after he married Edith and traveled away from his home and family for long periods of time.


8. TR was not fond of campaigning and talking to people who expected speeches from him at every stop. He especially did not like people telling him things about nature that he already knew, just to impress him.


9. There was no better place on earth for TR than Sagamore Hill at Oyster Bay, New York. It was especially appealing when his family was there, since he valued family above all else.


10. TR had very little use for news reporters while he was in the White House and advised his children to simply ignore them in the hopes that they would go away.




Foreword


HISTORIANS ARE ASKED PERIODICALLY to rank U.S. presidents. In recent decades, such surveys have tended to place Theodore Roosevelt as the fourth greatest president—behind Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and George Washington. While the #1 ranking for Lincoln (who, with incomparable poise and skill, literally preserved the United States as a country during its time of maximum peril) would be difficult to contest, Theodore Roosevelt, who served as the twenty-sixth president from 1901 to 1909, may very well be deserving of the #2 ranking. True, Franklin Roosevelt (TR’s fifth cousin) successfully confronted two crises, the Great Depression and the Second World War, that were far graver than any danger faced by America during TR’s era. But FDR’s foreign policy from 1933 to 1939 indirectly facilitated the growth in power of Nazi Germany, whereas TR demonstrated an extraordinary capacity to anticipate international crises and to act to forestall them. Theodore Roosevelt was by far the foremost environmentalist president in U.S. history. He was the first great domestic reformer among twentieth-century presidents. And TR’s foreign policy was extremely well-conceived and well-executed and was based on farsighted principles—broadly defined U.S. interests, formidable deterrent power, and Anglo-American solidarity and preeminence—that would guide U.S. presidents from World War II to the present day.


Beyond his accomplishments as the nation’s chief executive, Theodore Roosevelt is an enormously interesting historical figure. He was both an avid outdoorsman and a prominent American intellectual. He read voluminously, and his output as an author of high-quality books and essays on a very broad range of subjects was extremely impressive (plus he wrote well over 100,000 letters during his sixty-year lifetime). He was a devoted husband and a loving father actively engaged in the upbringing of his children. Before and after his presidency, his career included periods as a state legislator, as a Western rancher, as a historian, as a U.S. Civil Service commissioner and then a New York City police commissioner, as assistant secretary of the navy, as a military officer fighting in Cuba during the Spanish-American War, as governor of New York, as vice president of the United States, as a big-game hunter in Africa and a few years later an explorer of uncharted territory in South America, as the founder and leader of a new national political party, and as a newspaper editorialist. To all of these activities and responsibilities TR brought his powerful, effervescent, irresistible personality. As the subtitle of this book suggests, he was, deservedly, “an American icon.” He has been immortalized on Mount Rushmore—and through the enduringly beloved teddy bear.


In The Everything® Theodore Roosevelt Book, author Arthur G. Sharp provides an excellent starting point for individuals desiring to become acquainted with the life and achievements of Theodore Roosevelt, as well as a useful reference source for Roosevelt aficionados seeking to plug holes in their knowledge. (Those looking for ongoing exposure to the latest and best writing on TR are additionally encouraged to become members of the Theodore Roosevelt Association [P.O. Box 719, Oyster Bay, NY 11771; www.theodoreroosevelt.org]) By producing this volume, Arthur Sharp and Adams Media have made a truly valuable contribution to the field of Theodore Roosevelt studies.


—WILLIAM N. TILCHIN






Introduction


WHEN THEODORE ROOSEVELT—OR TR, as he is referred to in this book—died in 1919, he was a medical marvel. He was deaf in one ear, blind in one eye, had a swollen ankle and a bullet in his chest … in short, he was not a healthy man. To him, these afflictions were part of the process of living, and a person who could not overcome obstacles would never succeed. That is the central theme of this guide.


This book is a compendium of facts about TR’s life drawn from a variety of sources, including his speeches, articles, and books. You can interpret the facts according to your knowledge and experience. It is impossible not to draw a picture of TR based on the myths and truths of his life. Historians have been doing that for years, yet TR remains as much a mystery to readers and researchers today as he did when he was alive.


The brainteasers located at the end of each chapter add a bit of amusement to the study of TR and the world around him. They are also educational. They demonstrate and define the people and situations with which TR dealt in his lifetime and enhance the central message of the book: He is a historical figure worth studying because of his eclecticism and enthusiasm for life.


No one book can tell the full story of a man like Theodore Roosevelt. He was a complex man, and complex personalities require a lot more analysis and explanation than personalities of the average person. And, since it is difficult to measure historical figures without studying their public and private sides, this book examines both. In its final form, it is simply a snapshot of TR, which can be cropped, adjusted, or otherwise fine-tuned.


The trick is to figure out what made him tick. He was the ultimate enigma wrapped in a puzzle. This book unravels a bit of the mystery surrounding him and provides insights into his life that will give you a deeper understanding of the substantial contributions he made to world history.


Admittedly, this book raises as many questions about why TR did what he did and how he did it as it provides answers to his behavior. If you want answers to those questions, you are encouraged to seek them on your own. The chapters include some sources you can refer to for more information, and each source is a pointer to more. Following those sources will help you fill in the inevitable “blanks” that dot the pages of overviews such as this one.


Like most historical figures, TR did not exist in a bubble. He lived among and worked with other people who helped shape the world around them. Many of the people you will meet in these pages had profound effects on TR, just as he did on them. Sometimes those effects were positive; sometimes they were not.


TR suffered through the same vicissitudes of life in every facet that most people do. He enjoyed victories; he endured defeats. Victories and defeats aside, he could not abide people who sat life out. TR was a motivated man who believed in deeds, not thought. Thus, some critics have looked at him as a hard person to live with. Despite such suggestions, he was neither a demon nor a deity. Theodore Roosevelt was a mortal. Perhaps he accomplished more in life than a lot of other people do, but he was still a mortal—albeit an enigmatic one at times.


Yes, as TR proved, individuals can succeed regardless of societal status, physical challenges, political adversaries, and other factors that shape their lives. The challenges that TR overcame to earn his success are an inspiration to people everywhere. He was a role model, and his legacy reflects that.


Everyone can learn something from Theodore Roosevelt’s life; these pages are a great place to start the process.







CHAPTER 1


Inaction to Action: TR’s Pattern for Life


“… a man must be respected for what he made of himself.”


History begins anew every time a baby is born. There is no way to predict how each newborn is going to change history or whom the change will affect. Only history can tell that. Certainly, Theodore Roosevelt’s birth on October 27, 1858, led to some radical changes in world history. They began in his early years as he established the patterns in his life that shaped him into one of the world’s most dynamic and enigmatic leaders, and created a legacy that endures almost a century after his death.


A Man of Action


Theodore Roosevelt was a self-made man. The shaping process began, as it does with any self-made person, when he was a child. TR recognized early in life that if he was going to be successful, he would have to earn whatever he achieved—if he lived long enough to achieve it. Even though he had been born into a privileged family, nobody was going to give him anything. That was not the Roosevelt family way.
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A woman who lived next door to the Roosevelts told TR’s friend and biographer Jacob Riis that she saw the young boy hanging from a second-story window one day. She alerted his mother, and then prepared to catch TR as he fell. She told Riis, “If the Lord had not taken care of Theodore, he would have been killed long ago.”





For the Roosevelts, the road to success required action and perseverance. Inaction was not an option. TR learned that lesson in large part due to his parents’ and siblings’ influence.


The future U.S. president’s childhood was not ordinary by any stretch of the imagination. He suffered from health problems that no family’s name or wealth could prevent. Yet, neither he nor his family members ever used those problems as an excuse for failure or weakness. Instead, he—and his father in particular—used them as a challenge and a steppingstone to what he called a “strenuous life,” a phrase TR used often as he developed physically, mentally, and emotionally.


“Bamie”


Young “Teedie,” a nickname he acquired early, was the second child born to Theodore Roosevelt Sr. (“Thee”) and Martha Bulloch Roosevelt (“Mittie”). By the time he arrived on October 27, 1858, in the family’s New York City brownstone at 28 East 20th Street, his older sister, Anna, was almost four years old. Anna, born on January 18, 1855, was destined to play a significant role in TR’s life.


Anna and TR had two major things in common. Like him, she had to overcome serious health problems. And they were both full of seemingly boundless energy despite their ailments.


Anna, known as “Bamie,” a play on the Italian word bambina (little girl), or “Bye,” suffered from a spinal ailment. As a result, she wore confining corrective steel braces in her childhood.


The braces did not slow her down. Her disdain for them explains how she acquired her nickname. Anna came and went so fast at times that people were not sure they actually saw her. They got used to saying, “Hi, Bamie. Bye, Bamie.”


Elliott


The next young Roosevelt, Elliott, “Ellie” or “Nell” for short, was born sixteen months after Teedie, on February 28, 1860. That was ideal for them both from a playmate standpoint. Elliott and TR were close as children. But their lives eventually went in different directions, as Theodore developed into the best-known and most successful of the four siblings and Elliott became the pariah. No one could have predicted that in 1860, though.


Elliott and TR were highly competitive as children. Elliott served as TR’s best man at his first wedding. Sadly, Elliott started drinking alcohol when he was young. Eventually, he was ostracized from the family. He survived a suicide attempt at age 34, but died a few days later. That was a sad day for the Roosevelt family.


“Conie”


The fourth child, Corinne, joined the family on September 27, 1861. She, too, played an important role in TR’s life—especially after his first wife died. “Conie,” as she was known, formed a friendship with the Roosevelts’ next-door neighbor, Edith Kermit Carow. Edith, who was born on August 6, 1861, only a few weeks before Corinne, also befriended TR. Eventually, their friendship turned into marriage.


The close family relationships among the Roosevelt children, and their love and respect for their parents, were significant factors in TR’s development. The same close family relationships blossomed among TR’s children after he became a father.


A Civil War at Home


There was a bit of strife between his parents over the Civil War. For the most part, though, family life in TR’s early years was harmonious—especially after the war ended.


Theodore Sr. was a lifelong New Yorker and a Union supporter. Like her future husband, Martha was a native of the North, at least technically. She was born in Hartford, Connecticut, on July 8, 1835, but she and her mother moved to Savannah, Georgia, when Mittie was only a few months old.
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Mittie’s mother was visiting a stepson in Hartford and taking a respite from the stifling heat of their Savannah home when Mittie was born. They stayed in Hartford for a few months before returning to Georgia. Ironically, Bamie was buried in Farmington, Connecticut, just a few miles away from Hartford.





Mittie’s family members, the Bullochs, were at heart “dyed-in-the-wool” Southerners. As a result, Thee’s and Martha’s political allegiances became an issue when the Civil War began in April 1861.


Theodore Sr. worked for the Union, although he never served on active duty in the military. Rather, he paid a replacement to serve in his stead, which was legal at the time. That was one of the few aspects of Thee’s life that he regretted.
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TR learned early history and political science lessons from James Bulloch, who moved to England after the Civil War and became an ardent Tory (conservative). Bulloch could not abide the liberal statesman William E. Gladstone. TR sometimes defended Gladstone, much to Bulloch’s dismay. TR was trying to understand both sides of an argument, which became the norm for him.





In all fairness, Theodore Sr. may have avoided active military service in an effort to keep peace in the family. Instead, he served as an allotment commissioner for New York, tried to persuade soldiers to send part of their wages to their families, and traveled to Washington, D.C., to visit President Lincoln and lobby Congress for programs to support the Union troops in the field and their families.


Martha placed her loyalties with the Confederate States of America out of concern for her brothers, James Bulloch, a Confederate agent in England, and Irvine Bulloch, an officer with the Confederate Navy. Irvine was the youngest officer aboard the vaunted commerce raider CSS Alabama, which succumbed to the U.S. Navy sloop-of-war Kearsarge in an historic battle off Cherbourg, France, on June 19, 1864. He was credited with firing the last gun aboard Alabama just before it sank.


Both brothers survived the war, as well as the Roosevelt family.


Early Health Problems


Thee and Mittie must have wondered after the birth of their second child if they would ever have any healthy children. Anna contended with her spinal problem. Teedie developed asthma and other ailments as a child. As a result, he often slept in a chair or sitting up in bed.


TR’s breathing problems grew so severe at times during the night that his father would take him for horse rides in an attempt to open his airways. The relief was temporary, but TR did not let his persistent ailments get him down. He may have been weak physically, but he did not let that get in the way of learning.


At times, the family left New York City just to find places where TR could breathe. Even that did not always help. Corinne remembered times when he suffered tremendously, even in summer weather. But, she observed, his asthma attacks were never as bad in the summer as they were in the winter.


To compound his problems, TR was nearsighted. He joked that the only things he could study while learning about nature “were those I ran against or stumbled over.” His eyesight never improved. Later in life, he lost the sight in one eye in a boxing match. In one sparring session, his partner hit him so hard below the left eye that he lost sight in it. He kept the blindness a secret and went about his business despite the impairment. He did not reveal it to anyone for a long while afterward.
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Theodore Roosevelt, about four years old


Developing an Interest in Natural History


TR was an inquisitive child. Since he was ill and indoors so often, he had to find ways to occupy his time. One activity was to study nature. He developed an interest in natural history that he never lost, whether it was through books or field experiments.


Studying birds and animals and their role in nature provided a mental getaway from the rigors of whatever avenue he was pursuing at various stages of his life. He shared the knowledge he gained with the rest of the world, and provided the results of his scientific research to museums and educational institutions.


In a way, TR’s bad health was beneficial. It contributed to his early interest in natural history. Because he was limited at times to nontaxing physical activities, he developed a fondness for the subject—starting with a dead seal.
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One of the first books TR read intensively was David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa. Livingstone’s discussions of ants fascinated him. TR kept pestering everybody in the family to answer his questions about ants. Finally, Bamie had to do some research and answer his questions to give the family some peace.





The Seal of Approval


One morning, while on an errand, TR saw a dead seal at a market. He started asking questions about where it came from and how it died.


If there was one thing TR knew how to do, it was ask questions. He was a naturally curious boy. Somehow, he connected the dead seal to the adventure novels of the Irish-born writer Mayne Reid, and the seal became an obsession with TR.


TR visited the dead seal often. He measured it frequently, took notes regarding its carcass, and continued to ask questions about the animal. One day, the seal was gone, but TR found and kept the head. It ended up in what he called the Roosevelt Natural History Museum.


TR’s parents encouraged his natural history studies. A family chambermaid did not. He and two of his cousins established their natural history museum in his room, which did not get the chambermaid’s seal of approval. They had to move it and other specimens they had gathered to a new location in an isolated part of the house.


Hooked on Natural History


From that point on, TR was hooked on natural history and planned to make it his life’s work, with his father’s help. Thee gave TR permission to take lessons in taxidermy when he was thirteen years old. His teacher, John G. Bell, had accompanied famed naturalist James Audubon on an expedition to the western section of the country. Even though Bell did not know much about science, he taught TR how to stuff and mount animals. That skill came in handy in TR’s later years as he expanded his big-game hunting horizons.


That same summer he expanded his collection of books on mammals and birds and read them thoroughly. That led him to collecting specimens of the critters mentioned in the books, which almost led to disaster due to his poor eyesight.


Hunting Guns and Eyeglasses


TR had an old hunting gun, which he described as a “breech-loading, pin-fire double-barrel, of French manufacture.” The Roosevelts were living at Dobbs Ferry, New York, at the time, a few miles up the Hudson River from New York City. Rural Dobbs Ferry was an ideal hunting ground for him.


His gun was an excellent piece for “a clumsy and often absent-minded boy.” The cartridges tended to stick at times when he tried to fire the gun, which led to misfires. As a result, he said, “[I] tattooed myself with partially unburned grains of powder more than once.”


Finally, his parents stepped in to help him. That fall, he received his first pair of eyeglasses. His corrected eyesight allowed him to read more, shoot better, collect more specimens, and expand his knowledge of natural history.


Thee recognized early that TR was an avid learner. He watched with pride as his first-born son practically taught himself the basics of taxidermy and built his own wildlife museum. TR caught and killed animals, studied and stuffed them, and displayed them in his personal collection.


Writing about Insects


Not only did TR prepare specimens for posterity, but he recorded rigorous notes. One of his first “published” works was a paper titled “The Natural History of Insects,” which he wrote when he was only nine years old.
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TR never lost his love for animals, a love that his children inherited. In 1902, when he was in the White House, his family menagerie included “a puppy of the most orthodox puppy type,” a terrier, a Chesapeake Bay dog, a macaw, a piebald rat, a flying squirrel, two kangaroo rats, and a pony. TR was as much a zookeeper as he was the president at the time.





Of course, Thee understood that TR’s interest in natural history was laudable and beneficial, but it alone could not serve as the foundation for a well-rounded education. The young man needed to study math, history, geography, foreign languages, and other subjects, which were best left to professional teachers. That was a dilemma for Thee.


Thee’s Misgivings


He did not believe that TR was prepared from either a health or a physical standpoint for a regular school. The next best alternative, in his opinion, was homeschooling. Thus, Thee assumed the dual role of parent and school superintendent. That was both a benefit and a drawback for TR.


Thee employed several tutors, including TR’s maternal aunt, Annie Bulloch, and a French governess.


For a few months, the youngster attended a school run by Professor John McMullen, Thee’s former tutor. TR acquired his early education mostly through homeschooling—which put him automatically at or near the head of his class.
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Portrait of Theodore Roosevelt Sr.
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Portrait of Martha Bulloch


Mittie and Annie related stories from their own childhoods to entertain and educate the Roosevelt children. They recounted their lives on the Georgia plantations, related tales of hunting fox, deer, wildcats, and other animals, and spun stories of their long-tailed driving horses, Boone and Crockett. When TR grew older, he founded a hunting club named after those two horses.


More to Education than Classroom Training


Thee could provide the subject background for a classical education and moral training. But he could only go so far in providing the social skills that complemented the coursework. Granted, TR had friends and a family network who helped him develop socially. But most children of his age attended private schools where they received well-rounded educations, developed complementary social skills, and participated in competitive physical activities.


In those respects, TR’s homeschooling was a detriment in his early years. Even he recognized, albeit much later, that he was not the most mature young man in New York City for the first few years of his life.


His homeschooling did provide some benefits that were above average. Whereas some students had to study geography through books, TR got to study it up close and personal. The family traveled through Europe twice, in 1869 and 1870, and through the Middle East in 1872–1873. That beat reading books as far as TR and his siblings were concerned.


Moral and Religious Training


Thee did not neglect his oldest son’s moral and religious training. Since he was a firm believer in religion and morality, he made sure to include liberal doses of both in his children’s training.
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The Roosevelt children said prayers with their father every morning on a sofa. They made a game out of it. The children called the space between Thee and the arm of the sofa the “cubby-hole.” Whichever sibling occupied it on any given morning was the favorite child—on that day at least. The others were “outsiders”—until the next morning.





As part of the regimen, Thee took TR on tours of the city so he could gain some knowledge of New Yorkers’ living conditions and gain a feel for the plight of the people who were unfortunate enough not to be Roosevelts. He also inculcated religious lessons into the young boy.


Part of TR’s assignments involved memorizing stories from the Bible. Thee believed in literally practicing what he preached, and he instilled that lesson into TR. He demanded that TR stay active in the religious arena—and in all other aspects of life.


TR never forgot his early religious training. He switched denominations at different stages of his life, but he thanked God regardless of which church he sat in. He had a lot for which to be thankful.


Building the Body


The word “inaction” was not in Thee’s lexicon. He hammered into his children the idea that laziness was a bad habit that he would not tolerate. He pushed physical activity as a remedy for laziness, especially for TR.
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Theodore Roosevelt at Harvard Boat House, circa 1877


Thee encouraged the youngster to exercise regularly and take boxing lessons to build himself up physically. He built an in-house gymnasium for TR where he could work out. The activity paid off.


The changes in his physique became more noticeable as he grew older. By the time TR entered Harvard, he was a much stronger and healthier-looking person than he had been a few years earlier. His father’s investment in what he called the “strenuous life” had paid off.


“Muscular Christianity”


Although Thee encouraged his son’s interest in science, he taught him the values of Muscular Christianity by taking him on his missionary rounds. He insisted that TR memorize Bible stories and taught him the principles of patriotism and manly valor. He chastised laziness, demanding constant action.
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The term “Muscular Christianity” appears occasionally throughout literature, often with no explanation. A deranged preacher in Robert B. Parker’s Western novel, Brimstone, set in the 1880s, told a marshal advising him of trouble, “An armed and muscular Christianity cannot be defeated.” The author did not explain that it was an actual movement that affected TR’s childhood.





By the time TR was ready to leave his New York home and enter Harvard, he had matured mentally, spiritually, morally, and physically—although he was still not as robust as he needed to be to survive on his own. He continued his development process at Cambridge.




QUIZ





1-1 Which character in a major novel and movie was allegedly based on TR’s mother?


A. The Wicked Witch of the West


B. Scarlett O’Hara


C. Jane Eyre


D. Dolly Madison


1-2 Fraulein Anna, who tutored the Roosevelt children in foreign languages while they were in Dresden, helped them with two languages. One was French; the other was:


A. Chinese


B. Hungarian


C. Russian


D. German


1-3 What was the explorer David Livingstone’s nationality?


A. Scottish


B. Norwegian


C. Paraguayan


D. English


1-4 David Livingstone was presumably lost on an African expedition in 1864. A search party led by Henry Stanley found him, which resulted in a famous question/quotation. It was:


A. “Dr. Livingstone, wherefore art thou?”


B. “I regret that I have but one life to give for my country.”


C. “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?”


D. “How many fingers am I holding up?”


1-5 “Dime novels” in the 1880s were so named because:


A. the best known author of such novels was Neil Dime.


B. anyone needing a break while reading one could “stop on a dime.”


C. they cost ten cents originally.


D. they became popular after the release of H. G. Wells’s novella The Dime Machine.


1-6 TR’s parents encouraged him to read novels when he was a child.


A. True


B. False




ANSWERS


1-1. B: Scarlett O’Hara was the female protagonist in Margaret Mitchell’s novel Gone with the Wind.


1-2. D


1-3. A


1-4. C: Stanley found Livingstone alive and well on November 10, 1871, after looking for him for eight months.


1-5. C: After a while, the label “dime novel” encompassed a variety of publications.


1-6. False: Even though they preferred that he read books of an educational nature, he managed to read some books that might have been considered “dime novels.”







CHAPTER 2


From Home to Harvard


“All this individual morality I was taught by the books I read at home and the books I studied at Harvard. But there was almost no teaching of the need for collective action, and of the fact that in addition to, not as a substitute for, individual responsibility, there is a collective responsibility.”


The transition from home to Harvard was difficult for TR. He was used to the informal homeschool environment at the family home and to his limited circle of friends. TR found that Harvard was an unforgiving place for him at first. He adapted, but slowly. Once he learned that there was more to college than studying, he began to develop his mind, body, and a wider circle of friends. Eventually, he graduated with high honors, a healthy attitude, a widely expanded store of knowledge—and a soon-to-be wife.


Entering Harvard


In his early teens TR was not prepared to enter Harvard. He needed a considerable amount of preparatory schooling before he could begin his studies there. TR recognized the value of a college education, especially if he wanted to accomplish everything he had in mind. For him, that meant an opportunity to pursue his studies in natural history. His stay at Harvard sidetracked him from achieving that dream.
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TR believed firmly in a college education. He had a quaint way of saying that it opened up a door or two for anybody, whether for good or for bad. TR advised, “A man who has never gone to school may steal from a freight car, but if he has a university education, he may steal from the whole railroad.”





TR possessed a lot of knowledge, much of which he had learned from practical experience. That alone was not going to get him into Harvard. He realized that. He explained, “I could not go to school because I knew so much less than most boys of my age in some subjects and so much more in others.”


He was well versed in science, history, geography, German, and French. He needed to strengthen other liberal arts subjects. So he worked with a tutor his father hired to start his preparation for an Ivy League education.


After the family returned from a tour of Europe in the winter of 1872–1873, Thee employed Arthur Cutler, a recent Harvard graduate, to work exclusively with TR. Cutler developed a program for his student, designed to strengthen the academic areas in which he was most lacking, such as mathematics and classical languages, specifically Latin and Greek.


A Demanding Taskmaster


The program Cutler designed was meant to take three years to complete. TR was equal to the challenge. He worked six to eight hours a day and finished the curriculum in two years. By that time he had polished his mathematics, Greek, and Latin skills to the point where he did well enough on the Harvard entrance exams to gain admittance.


A look back at his entrance exams shows that even then TR demonstrated a predilection for choosing subjects that interested him. He focused on subjects like mathematics and placed very little emphasis on the classics. His strategy worked. He was one of the few freshmen in his class at Harvard to take advanced mathematics courses.


Cutler may have been TR’s superior in academic skills, but not in physical strength. In 1879, on a hiking trip in Maine, they climbed Mt. Katahdin with a guide, Bill Sewall. Normally, the climb up the 5,268-foot mountain took days. Even though TR was carrying a 45-pound pack, he made it to the top. Cutler did not.


Cutler did wonders preparing TR for a big step in his life.


Muscular Christianity and Masculinity


TR may have been ready for Harvard, but there was some question as to whether Harvard was ready for him. He arrived at the college with an air of smugness and condescension that his fellow students found difficult to tolerate. Worse, he found it difficult to break his ties with Thee, which complicated his life on campus at first.


Thee espoused some eccentric ideas that redounded badly on his family at times. One of them was his belief in Muscular Christianity as it related to masculinity—and Harvard.


The Roosevelts were devout Christians. TR never lost his belief in God or Christianity, and his religious fervor pushed away some of his classmates when he arrived on campus. He may have agreed with Thee when it came to religious beliefs, but father and son differed when it came to sexism.


Men and Morals


Thee believed that men were the stronger and more moralistic gender. TR always saw women and children as strong people who could benefit from the support of males. Thee carried his belief about male superiority over into the religious realm. His connection between the two worlds led to problems for TR.


In Thee’s mind, men were becoming emasculated by the mid-nineteenth century—at least in New York City. He theorized that one way to restore their disappearing zest for life and morality was to build up their bodies, which he thought would be good for TR. Thus, he was a strong proponent of Muscular Christianity. After all, Muscular Christianity advocates averred, Jesus Christ was morally pure and physically fit. His advocates should follow suit. That philosophy fit well into Thee’s “private trainer” program for TR.
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The Young Men Christians Association (YMCA, or simply the “Y”) is not much older than TR. It was established in England in 1844 to provide young men with an alternative to pubs and brothels. The first YMCA in the United States opened in Boston on December 29, 1851, which was ideal for the students at Harvard College.





Thee began pushing TR almost from birth to strengthen his body through constant physical activity. He thought that what was good for TR was good for the rest of his children, the young people of New York City, and beyond. Thee used his philanthropic bent to promote Muscular Christianity and build a better, more masculine world.


Some of TR’s fellow students at Harvard believed that he pushed the Muscular Christianity concept too far. They viewed his focus on the “strenuous life” as a bit bizarre, even though some of them marveled at his physical prowess. Stories of his athletic endeavors, energy, and enthusiasm for just about everything abounded.


Pushing the Physical Bar


TR developed a passion for boxing at Harvard. He engaged in bouts with classmates both in the ring and outside. Frederic Almy, the secretary of TR’s class of 1880, related an event that occurred during the controversial 1876 presidential campaign between Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden.


As Almy recalled, there was a torchlight parade in progress when a person on the sidewalk near TR made a derogatory comment. TR reacted violently and rashly.


Almy said that he “reached out and laid the mucker flat.” That was uncharacteristic of TR for two reasons: He was not prone to solve arguments through physical means, and he had not developed a great fondness for politics at that point.


Another classmate, Richard Welling, related endurance contests they took part in.




[image: ]


What was the outcome of the 1876 presidential election?


The presidential race in 1876 was marred by controversy. Tilden won the popular vote and had a lead in the electoral count, 184 to 165, with twenty disputed votes uncounted. After a protracted legal and political battle, the disputed votes were awarded to Hayes. Incidentally, Hayes was the first president to graduate from law school (Harvard Law School, 1845).





Good Skates, but Not Good Skaters


Welling, like TR, was a physical training devotee. One extremely cold afternoon the two young men went skating on a local pond. Neither one was particularly adept at skating. Under ordinary circumstances they would have hung up their skates, gone inside, and warmed up. But neither would admit that they were close to suffering frostbite.
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Philip M. Boffey, who wrote an article about TR’s life at Harvard, cautioned, “So many legends have grown up around Theodore Roosevelt that it is hard to sift fact from fiction. A host of friends, classmates, and distant admirers have felt obliged to produce anecdotes about this ‘locomotive in human pants,’ thus swelling the collection of stories over the years.”





TR kept asking Welling, “Isn’t this perfectly bully?” Welling did not think so, but he would not say anything to destroy TR’s feigned enthusiasm. He just agreed. The test of wills continued. Finally, well into their third hour of skating—at least as Welling reported—TR suggested they stop. It was one of the rare times that TR found himself on thin ice and gave up—if he did.


A Loud Attention-Grabber


Another criticism of TR at Harvard centered on his penchant for grabbing attention. He occasionally broke the unwritten rules of decorum that suggested students should be quiet when passing each other in the halls or on the grounds. And he was always running when everyone else was walking.


Perhaps some of his classmates might have thought he was trying to gain attention. But, that was simply the way TR did everything: full speed ahead, which helped him earn respect from his classmates.


TR was not a big man when he entered college. He was about five feet nine inches tall and weighed 135 pounds. To him, size did not matter. What he lacked in size he made up for in stamina and courage. TR used those assets to gain the respect of his classmates.


He did not play on any intercollegiate teams, but he did participate in sports. One of his favorite activities was boxing. He would take on all comers in sparring matches or tournaments. TR did not win any championships, but he won some of his classmates over to his side.


In March 1879, TR won a match in a lightweight boxing tournament at Harvard. As it ended, the referee called “Time.” Just as TR dropped his hands, his opponent punched him hard in the face. The crowd protested and screamed, “Foul.” TR allegedly told them to quiet down. “He did not hear,” TR explained. That indicated his sense of fair play.


Tragedy Strikes


Halfway through TR’s stay at Harvard, a major tragedy occurred. On February 9, 1878, his father died of stomach cancer. That was a bitter blow for the young man, who had enjoyed a close relationship with Theodore Sr. for almost twenty years. TR made no bones about his admiration for his father. He said, “I never knew anyone who got greater joy out of living than did my father, or anyone who more whole-heartedly performed every duty; and no one whom I have ever met approached his combination of enjoyment of life and performance of duty.”


Thee had opened TR’s eyes to the fact that not everybody lived as well as the Roosevelts did. Thee made sure that his family visited people in all strata of society. On Thanksgiving or Christmas Day he sometimes took TR and his siblings to dinner at places like the Newsboys’ Lodging House or Miss Slattery’s Night School for Little Italians, both of which he had a hand in establishing.


The Newsboys’ Lodging House was one of Thee’s pet projects. He was also active in getting orphaned and homeless children off the streets and out of the city. He arranged as often as possible to get them placed on farms in the West.
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Thee helped form the Children’s Aid Society in New York City, which built institutions for homeless children and originated “orphan trains” to transport them to the western part of the United States. For a while, Thee visited the Newsboys’ Lodging House every Sunday night and sponsored dinners there. TR picked up temporarily where he left off after he graduated from college in 1880.





Thee’s death affected TR deeply, but he continued his studies. Despite the fact he claimed that he did not learn much of value at Harvard, he did well academically there.


A True Liberal Arts Education


TR did occasionally enter classrooms. They were not his favorite places on campus, though. He admitted that he did not have much interest in the academic side of the school, which was the primary reason he enrolled at Harvard.


TR’s avowed purpose in attending Harvard was to study natural history. Once he arrived on campus, he discovered that the curriculum was not geared toward the sciences. It was, after all, a liberal arts college. He compensated through physical activities and a perfunctory interest in the courses that were available.


One of his favorite professors was A. S. Hill, who taught English. TR developed a fondness for Elizabethan poetry, much to the amusement of some of his classmates.


History was also a favorite subject of his. It stimulated his interest in politics, as one of the topics on which he concentrated was the Federalist Papers. Later in his political career, he often used them as a starting point for solving problems.


Books over Studies


One of TR’s major accomplishments during his time at Harvard was his authorship of The Naval War of 1812, although TR belittled it later. He completed it years later when he was in law school.


He noted in his self-deprecating fashion, “Those chapters were so dry that they would make a dictionary seem light reading by comparison.” Readers did not agree with his assessment after the book was published.


TR commented that the chapters he wrote represented “purpose and serious interest on my part, not the perfunctory effort to do well enough to get a certain mark.” He revealed, “Corrections of them by a skilled older man would have impressed me and have commanded my respectful attention.”
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