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NO AMERICAN PRESIDENT has been more enthusiastic in appreciating the wilderness and in conserving our nation’s natural treasures than Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919). And no other president wrote more about nature and his explorations of it than T. R., in scattered books, such as Africans Game Trails and Through the Brazilians Wilderness, and in his countless letters, including those collected in The Selected Letters of Theodore Roosevelts (all three titles available from National Book Network). Roosevelt the Explorer, by historian and Roosevelt biographer H. PAUL JEFFERS, is the only book to offer a comprehensive, lifelong chronicle of the consummate adventurer’s exploits and expeditions, which compelled him to traverse some of our planet’s most difficult terrains.

Within these lively pages, Roosevelt collects more than a hundred bird specimens in Egypt at age fourteen; hunts grizzlies and other game in the wilds of the Dakota Territory; founds the Boone and Crockett Club, the nation’s first conservation group; and inspires the first Teddy Bear. Jeffers describes T. R.’s efforts as president, against fierce opposition, to establish an unprecedented system of national parks and to ensure the safety of America’s vast federal forests and wetlands from rampant development.

In the words of Roosevelt himself, the adventures unfold: T R.’s 1909-1910, eleven-month, Smithsonian-sponsored safari across Africa, from Mombasa on the Indian Ocean to Khartoum in Egypt, which followed his two terms as president; and his 1913-1914 danger-drenched expedition to map South America’s 950-mile River of Doubt (a previously unexplored tributary to the Amazon River later renamed Rio Roosevelt in his honor). During the trip one man drowned, another was murdered, and the culprit went insane, fleeing into the jungle. Roosevelt was lucky to escape alive, nearly drowning and plagued by jungle fever, dysentery, an ulcerated leg, blood poisoning, and malaria.

Illustrated with rare cartoons and photos, and filled with hairbreadth escapes, exotic animals and locales, and unparalleled excitement, Roosevelts the Explorer brings to life T. R.’s thrilling and often controversial exploits as no other book has since the twenty-sixth president last took pen in hand over eighty years ago.
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For my brother-in-law 
Bill Detwiler, 
the hunter in the family





“The free, self-reliant, adventurous life, with its rugged and its stalwart 
democracy, the wild surroundings, the grand beauty of the scenery, 
the chance to study the ways and habits of the woodland 
creatures—all these unite to give to the career of 
the wilderness hunter its peculiar charm.”

THEODORE ROOSEVELT

1893





INTRODUCTION

Right Stuff

NO AMERICAN PRESIDENT has been so associated with appreciation and conservation of the natural treasures of the wilderness and its creatures than the twenty-sixth. Being a man of his time, when he left the White House to spend a year on a big-game safari in Africa, he carried a rifle. Being a naturalist, he also took a camera. As a visionary and pioneer conservationist, he declared, “More and more, as it becomes necessary to preserve the game, let us hope that the camera will largely supplant the rifle.” A prolific author, he recorded the experience in both illuminating detail and humor. The rhinoceros, he pointed out, “are truculent, blustering beasts, much the most stupid of all the dangerous game I know.” When confronted by one of the lumbering animals, he was not sure if it was preparing to charge him or make a retreat. “I am not a rhinoceros mind reader,” he wrote, “and its actions were such as to warrant my regarding it as a suspicious character.” When it chose to attack, Roosevelt had no recourse but to shoot it.

In an earlier volume on his hunting experiences in the American wilderness the animal that came at him was a grizzly bear. Twenty-four years old and on his first trip into the Rockies, he sighted it unexpectedly. He fired a shot, but only wounded it in the flank. With “a harsh roar of fury and challenge, blowing the bloody foam from his mouth,” and baring gleaming white fangs, the bear charged, “crashing and bounding through the laurel bushes.” Hit again and again, the bear came steadily on. Leaping aside, Roosevelt saw a huge paw make a vicious blow close to his head. The rush of the charge carried the grizzly past him. Felled by the last of Roosevelt’s cartridges, “leaving a pool of bright blood where his muzzle hit the ground,” the bear recovered enough to make two or three jumps forward before collapsing and rolling over and over “like a shot rabbit.”

Recalling an elk-hunting trip in the Bighorn Mountains, Roosevelt reported discovering a grizzly bear’s “huge, half-human footprints.” Alone in the silent, lonely woods, he gazed down at “the unmistakable proof that I was in the home of the mighty lord of the wilderness.” Tracking the prints the next day in the company of other hunters, he found the grizzly in a “breastwork of fallen logs” in a “tangled thicket.” The animal stood “not ten steps off.” As the bear slowly rose from its bed among the young spruces, with shaggy hair seeming to bristle, it turned toward the intruders. When it sank down on his forefeet, Roosevelt raised his rifle and saw the grizzly’s great head bent slightly down. Aiming between the “small, glittering, evil eyes,” he pulled the trigger. Half-rising, the grizzly fell over on his side, dead.

“The whole thing was over in twenty seconds from the time I caught sight of the game,” Roosevelt wrote. “Indeed it was over so quickly that the grizzly did not have time to show fight at all or come a step toward us.” Standing by “the great brindled bulk, which lay out in the cool shade of the evergreens,” he felt “not a little proud.”

In recounting this kill in a book titled Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, Roosevelt could not resist an opportunity to educate his readers by pointing out “the name of this bear has reference to its character and not to its color, and should, I suppose, be properly spelt grisly—in the sense of horrible, exactly as we speak of a ‘grisly spectre’—and not grizzly; but perhaps the latter way of spelling it is too well established by now.” He also noted that a grizzly’s brain “is about the size of a pint bottle,” and that its coarse and not well-flavored flesh did not provide a tasty meal. The meat of a black bear, he instructed, was much better.

Comparing the black bear to the grizzly, Roosevelt found the former to be “not usually a formidable opponent, and though he will sometimes charge home he is much more apt to bluster and bully than actually to come to close quarters. I have myself shot one or two black bears, and these were obtained under circumstances of no special interest, as I merely stumbled on them while after other game, and killed them before they had a chance either to run or show fight.”

While Roosevelt held the grizzly in higher esteem, calling it the most dangerous animal in the world, it’s the black bear that is indelibly linked to his name. While on a black bear hunt in Mississippi in 1902 during a vacation from the White House, the quarry proved scarce until a bedraggled one of roughly 230 pounds crashed out of the woods and was run down by hunting dogs. When it killed one of the hounds, a hunter roped it and invited the twenty-sixth president of the United States to shoot it. Deeming this unsportsmanlike, Roosevelt refused. The bear was let go. When news of this event reached Washington, a newspaper cartoonist drew a whimsical view of the president’s refusal to shoot. The cartoon inspired a Brooklyn toy shop owner, Morris Michtom, to create a cuddly stuffed toy bear which he named “Teddy.”

While the nickname was popular amongst the American people, journalists, and clever cartoonists, those closest to Roosevelt addressed him as “Theodore,” “TR,” or by the title he’d held as heroic leader of the Rough Riders in the Spanish-American War, “Colonel.” As a child, his nickname was “Teedie.”

Half a century before American astronauts leapt into space as explorers, Roosevelt wrote of his adventures in the wild, “If a man has the right stuff in him, his will grows stronger with each exercise of it.”

Roosevelt proved that he had the right stuff in the lifetime of adventures as naturalist and explorer that are the subject of this book. A keen observer of nature who had to overcome childhood illnesses, he became an enthusiastic student of wild animal and plant life. In college he studied to be a natural scientist. As a young man, he sojourned west to become a rancher and cattleman when “the West” was still a wild and woolly place. Among his many escapades in Dakota were explorations of the Badlands and numberless hunts after deer, elk, moose, caribou, bears, and the always-fearsome grizzly.

Returning to New York, Roosevelt founded the Boone and Crockett Club, the nation’s first group dedicated to conservation. When his chosen profession turned out not to be natural science, but politics, he championed the cause of conservation by using his executive power as president of the United States to decree by fiat that vast federal wetlands would henceforth be preserved as bird sanctuaries. He also persuaded the Congress to establish a system of national parks. As his time in the White House was running out, he announced that he intended to spend the first year of his retirement from public life by going exploring.

He set his mind on Alaska, but abruptly turned his sights to East Africa. With backing from the Smithsonian Institution and with a mandate from the National Museum in Washington, D.C., to gather wildlife specimens and other artifacts for the museum’s collections, he took along his second son, Kermit, three professional naturalists, and a “Pigskin Library” of the world’s great books for reading at night. Typically, he rode into “the Dark Continent” in 1909 on a special seat fitted to the cowcatcher of a train.

By foot, horseback, and boat, he explored, photographed, and hunted by pursuing the lion, elephant, rhino, hippopotamus, antelope, and buffalo until he had specimens of every kind of important game animal. Some of these adventures included hairbreadth escapes.

Employing his considerable proven talents as an author, he described his experiences in African Game Trails, adding it to a “Roosevelt shelf” at his Sagamore Hill home which held his previous best-sellers on life in the wild: Hunting Trips of a Ranch-man, 1885; Ranch Life and the Hunting Trail, 1888; The Wilderness Hunter and American Big Game, both in 1893; The Deer Family (co-author), 1902; and Good Hunting, 1907.

After losing a bid to become president again in 1912, as the candidate of the Progressive (Bull Moose) Party, the Roosevelt wanderlust revived. This time he looked southward. Deciding to explore some part of South America, he found himself invited to speak to learned societies in Argentina and Brazil. He then announced that he thought it would be “interesting” to come north “by way of the middle of the continent into the valley of the Amazon” to see what he could see.

Asked why a man of his age fifty-five would dare such a thing, he replied, “It’s my last chance to be a boy again.”





PART ONE

Enough Peril to Make It Exciting





1

Curious Teedie

THE FIRST FACT that Teedie Roosevelt noticed about the seal was that it was dead. The sight of it was still clear in 1913. “I was walking up Broadway,” he recalled, “and as I passed the market to which I used sometimes to be sent before breakfast for strawberries I suddenly saw [it] laid out on a slab of wood. The seal filled me with every possible feeling of romance and adventure.” At that moment, he wrote, “I started my career as a zoologist.”

Questions gushed from his mouth. First, “Where was it killed?” He was told, “In the harbor.” Not having a tape measure with him, he measured it with a folding pocket foot rule. “A difficult undertaking,” it was accomplished with patience and excitement, with the findings set down in the first of a series of blank books in “simplified spelling, wholly unpremeditated and unscientific.” Not only was a natural-historian being born, but a writer who during his lifetime would create an astonishing library of books on nature, hunting, exploration, naval warfare, the winning of the West, politics, government, civil service, manliness, virtue, the extolling of “the strenuous life,” and pride in being an American.

Soon, his room in the house at Broadway and Fourteenth Street was given a name by his numerous cousins. They called it the “Roosevelt Museum of Natural History.” Because of a “rebellion on the part of the chambermaid,” and “the approval of the higher authorities of the household,” the collection was moved up to a kind of bookcase in the back hall upstairs.

“It was the ordinary boy’s collection of curios,” Theodore Roosevelt remembered, “quite incongruous and entirely valueless except from the standpoint of the boy himself.”

Sickly and delicate from birth, Teedie suffered with acute asthma and nearsightedness. Only when he got his first pair of eyeglasses did he realize “how beautiful the world was.” Until then he’d been “a clumsy and awkward little boy.” While much of the clumsiness and awkwardness was “doubtless due to general characteristics,” a good deal of it was due to the fact that he could not see and “yet was wholly ignorant that I was not seeing.”

Clear vision also resulted in the discovery of books on mammals and birds. Among the first was a volume of a “hopelessly unscientific kind” on mammals by Mayne Reid. This was followed by books on natural history by J.G. Wood, an English writer of popular volumes on the subject of nature. Presented with a copy of Robinson Crusoe, Teedie didn’t care for the first part, but relished the marooned Crusoe’s adventures with “the wolves in the Pyrenees, and out in the Far East.” The young “embryo zoologist” also disliked The Swiss Family Robinson because of its “wholly impossible collections of animals met by that worthy family as they ambled inland from the wreck.”

His sister Corrine would recall her younger brother excitedly making up stories about “jungles and bold, mighty, and imaginary fights with strange beasts” in which there was always “a small boy who understood the language of animals and would translate their opinions to us.”

Among Teedie’s early writings in notebooks were “The Foregoing Ant” and a “Natural History on Insects.” Illustrated with his own drawings, it discussed his “observ-a-tion” of the tiny creatures’ “habbits,” along with what he’d been told about them by a friend. Although the title promised a treatise on small crawlers and flying things, the text also wandered off into the realms of water creatures and birds.

When the Roosevelts occupied a country summer house along the banks of the Hudson River, at Barrytown, the writing of scientific observations was augmented by keeping a diary. The first of the entries bore the headline:


BY THEODORE ROOSEVELT 
MY LIFE 
THREE WEEKS OF MY LIFE 
AGE NINE YEARS 
AUGUST ’68


On that “Munday” he recorded, “A gentleman came here to day of whom I do not know the name and he told us that bears of both the brown and black species are still found on the catskills not ten miles from here.” The gentleman reported that he had actually seen “a large brown bear emerge from the bushes, looking at him.” Alone, unarmed, and “a good deal scared,” the gentleman was fortunate “that the bear did not attack him but went close by the hill into thicker bushes.”

Although no bears presented themselves for Teedie’s personal study, on Saturday, August 21, he “went down to the brook” and discovered “wonders.”

“It seemed as if all the inhabitants of the brook had got down to one point,” he wrote. In a “small pond” were “crayfish, eels, minnows, salman-ders (sic), water spiders, water bugs, etc.”

A full register of observations was not possible, he continued, because he’d lost the book in which he’d recorded them. “I cannot remember what I have done,” he inscribed in his diary, except getting nests of “robins and catbirds” by pushing them down from limbs with sticks. A swallows’ nest located “high in the barn with a wasps nest near it” was obtained using a ladder.

After noting that nothing “now happened till the 4th of September,” the diarist resumed with an account of being called from breakfast to “a room” and the “surprise” of seeing “on wall, curtains and floor about fourty swallows.” The entry continued, “All the morning long in every room of the house (even in the kitchen) were swallows. They were flying south. Several hundreds were outside and about 75 in the house. I caught most of them. The others got out. One flew on my pants where he stayed till I took him off.”

Later that day, a cousin arrived and brought Teedie “a christal and some stones from Niagara Falls.” After an examination of them, the boys spent the rest of the day playing “Fort.”

Sprinkled with a child’s misspellings that were perhaps the origins of Roosevelt’s life-long dedication to promotion of “simplified spelling,” such as “tho” instead of “though,” ten-year-old Teedie’s diaries vividly and frequently painfully record a boy’s sheer willpower in overcoming frail health and physical weakness, urged on by a father whom Theodore called “Greatheart,” and would describe in his diary on the day of Theodore Roosevelt Senior’s death as “the one I loved dearest on earth.”

Crediting Teedie with having “the mind,” the worried parent counseled that “without the help of the body the mind cannot go as far as it should. To see that this did not happen, he said, “You must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one’s body, but I know you will do it.”

Teedie’s answer was daily visits to Wood’s gymnasium and exercises with chest-weights, then body-building routines in a second floor of the Roosevelt house equipped with all that was required to strengthen the body.

Born on October 27, 1858, Teedie had entered life with a tenuous hold and plagued from the start with asthma. “One of my memories,” wrote the twenty-sixth president of the United States, and author of The Strenuous Life, “is of my father walking up and down the room with me in his arms at night when I was a very small person, and of sitting up in bed gasping, with my father and mother trying to help me.”

Fondly recalling his father as “the best man I ever knew,” the grown-up Theodore also noted in his autobiography that Theodore Senior “combined strength and courage with gentleness, tenderness, and great unselfishness.”

“He never physically punished me but once,” he noted, “but he was the only man I was ever really afraid of. I do not mean that it was a wrong fear, for he was entirely just, and we children adored him.” To read Teedie’s diary is to discover a foreshadowing of the character of the man his father endeavored to shape.

The introduction to the first publication of the boy’s diary, found in a 1910 edition of the magazine Personality, noted, “Whatever the incidents described, and some of them were only the trivialities of play or sight-seeing, the journal entries fairly bubble with that energy and joy of life which were ever behind the magnetism of Theodore Roosevelt. Above all, the diaries bring to mind the man who fought at San Juan Hill [in the Spanish-American War], built the Panama Canal, and became for his country the embodiment of active and wholesome living. The reader of the diaries can understand how a child of such optimism and buoyance succeeded in banishing health from his horizon.”

When Teedie was ten years old, that horizon expanded beyond the house in New York City and the summer place of birds, insects, and fish to encompass a wider world. On May 12, 1869, he wrote, “We go to Europe today.”

Looking back on the odyssey in his autobiography, he confessed, “I do not think I gained anything from this particular trip abroad. I cordially hated it, as did my younger brother [Elliott] and sister [Corinne, nicknamed Conie]. Practically all the enjoyment we had was in exploring any ruins or mountains when we could get away from our elders, and in playing in the different hotels. Our one desire was to get back to America, and we regarded Europe with the most ignorant chauvinism and contempt.”

Young Theodore did not leave Teedie-the-naturalist at home. On the second day at sea aboard the English steamship Scotia he recorded seeing “several fish.” On May 14, 1869, the view from the deck was of “a shoal of Porpoise.” Five days later he observed “one shark, some fishe, several gulls and the boatswain (sea bird) so named because its tail feathers are supposed to resemble the warlike spike with which a boastmain (man) is usually represented.”

Visiting the zoological gardens in London on June 22, 1869, he saw “a great maney animals, zebras, lions, camels, Elephants, monkeys bears, etc. etc., all common to other menageries but we also saw various kinds of wild asses etc. not common.” Admitting being “a little disappointed,” he returned to the zoo the next day to observe “some more kinds of animals not common to most menageries.” They included “ixhrinumens, little earthdog queer wolves and foxes, badgers and raccoons and rattels with the queer antics” and “two she boars and a wildcat and a caracul fight.”

Continuing on to the Netherlands in mid-July, the Roosevelts took in the botanic garden where the children “played at wild boars and hunting and being hunted.” Although often “verry sick” and tormented by his asthma, he soldiered south to Switzerland. At Chanmouix on August 6, 1869, he experienced “pretty dangerous work” as he “found some specimen to keep” while climbing eight thousand feet to see the “great glacier called ‘Mother of Ice.”’

After Switzerland came the south of France, then Italy. Of pausing on the border to sit with one leg in each country he wrote, “The sunset was splendid. No words can describe it. The stars now came out and with their’s and the moons light shining on the palms and olives and the vilage and mountains it was very romantic.”

He soon found that the “soft, balmy Italy of the poets” was “cold, dreary and smelly” Perhaps in part because of the chilly climate, he spent much of September “not well.” On a Sunday evening in Saxony (October 17), feeling both ill and homesick (five months away, with seven to go before returning to the U.S.), he wrote:



I am by the fire with not another light but it. We went to church. It is now after 5. All was dark except 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 until like the slave who:


“Again he is a king by the banks of the niger 
Again he can hear the wild roar of the tiger.”


Again I was lying by the roaring wood fire (with the cold October wind shrieking outside) in the cheerful lighted room and I turned round half expecting to see it all again and stern reality forced itself upon me and I thought of the time that could come never, never, never.



In this remarkably thoughtful and poetic diary entry of a homesick, ten-year-old boy are inklings of the robust, ever-curious naturalist who would spend a lifetime seeking the tiger and other wildlife, but who, behind the famous, blustery, brash, self-confident, always-optimistic-about-his-country “Teddy” Roosevelt, frequently could be gloomy about himself and his future.

Christmas was in Rome. (“Christmas! Christmas!” he wrote, “hip, hip hurrah!”) New Year’s Eve found him walking up “amid the lava that still smoked” of snowy Mt. Vesuvius. Memorializing that “the ascent was the steepest I have ever made,” and “being with snow it was verry slipprry” the asthmatic, but intrepid, diarist struggled to breathe as the “sulpher smoke now came sweeping down on us.” Undaunted, he explored “a hole rather bigger than my arm round which came the smoke blindingly” Peering into the small crater, he saw “red flame and heard a roaring.” When he poked his Alpine stick into the hole, “it caught fire right away.”

Further sightseeing in Italy followed, including a glimpse of the Pope as he passed by in a procession. “We walked along and he extended his hand to me,” wrote Teedie, “and I kissed it! hem!! hem!!” Finished with the museums, ruins, galleries, and other Italian attractions, the grand tour proceeded to Paris for three weeks, followed by a week in London before sailing home from Liverpool aboard the Russia, “a fine screw boat.” On May 25, 1870, the diarist joyfully wrote, “This morning we saw land of America and swiftly coming on passed Sandy Hook and went in to the bay, New York!!! Hip! Hurrah!”
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Two and a half years later, fourteen-year-old Teedie again peered from the deck of a ship as it sailed into a great harbor, but this seaport had been bustling with ships thousands of years before Henry Hudson had ventured into the mouth of the river that would be named for him. The port city coming into Teedie’s view on November 28, 1872, bore the name of one of his favorite figures in history books that he’d read while illnesses often restricted him to bed. Of the moment he wrote, “How I gazed upon it! It was Egypt, the land of my dreams; Egypt, the most ancient of all countries! A land that was old when Rome was bright, was old when Troy was taken! It was a sight to awaken a thousand thoughts, and it did.”

Four decades later, after serving almost eight years as president of the United States, and having returned to Egypt as “former president,” at the end of a year’s odyssey in Africa and a voyage down the Nile, Roosevelt said in his autobiography that his second visit to Europe, and especially his time in Egypt, “formed a really useful part of my education.” The journey during the winter of 1872–73 began in Europe and would include the Holy Land, part of Syria, Greece, and Constantinople. But it was collecting along the Nile River that provided “the chief zest” of the odyssey. To prepare for the adventure the “directors of the ‘Roosevelt Museum” located in a house in mid-Manhattan “had printed a set of Roosevelt Museum labels in pink” for cataloging the treasures waiting to be gathered.

“I was old enough, and had read enough to enjoy the temples and the desert scenery and the general feeling of romance,” Roosevelt recalled, “but this in time would have palled if I had not also had the serious work of collecting and preparing my specimens.”

Although confident of his knowledge of the bird life of America from the “superficially scientific standpoint,” Teedie had none concerning the ornithology of Egypt, but in Cairo he found a book about a trip up the Nile by an English clergyman. Had the volume not contained an appendix dealing with the region’s birds the novice teenage student would have been collecting “entirely in the dark” about the winged denizens whose habits he was able to observe “quite well through my spectacles.”

Before embarking up the Nile the Roosevelts set out to explore Cairo’s museums, its bustling bazaars, and exotic mosques. Venturing to nearby Giza for the only remnant of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World they gazed in awe at the Great Pyramid of Cheops. Not content with the view at its base, Teedie scrambled up the massive stones to its pinnacle and pronounced the vista from the peak “perfectly magnificent.” Exploring the long, narrow and sloping tunnel leading to the King’s Chamber, in a “perfectly stifling” atmosphere, he frequently lost his footing on the slippery stone floor while ducking bats that darted around him with “sharp cries that seemed literally to pierce the ear.”

On December 12, 1872, the family boarded the Aboo Erddan (the Ibis) for a voyage up the Nile. The boy who would one day write a history of battles of great ships in the War of 1812, go on to prepare the U.S. fleet for the Spanish-American War as assistant secretary of the Navy, and as president dispatch a “Great White Fleet” of warships around the globe to demonstrate American sea power, found the river boat “the nicest, coziest little place you ever saw”

When the ruins of the temples of Karnak came into view, Teedie peered in wonder at its “grand, magnificent and awe-inspiring” panorama and felt drawn back “thousands of years, to the time of the Pharohs.” Spelling the name “Harnak,” he recorded seeing it by moonlight and feeling inspired to “thought which can never be spoken, a glimpse of the ineffable, of the unutterable.” But admiration of these past glories was soon surpassed by flocks of egrets, cranes, kestrels, larks, doves, wild duck, kites, and every sort of wild bird listed in the appendix of the book he bought in Cairo. With intense delight he watched them wading and wheeling above and around the river, then recorded them in notebooks. By the close of one splendid day he’d jotted down fifteen species. These notes would eventually be augmented by actual specimens collected with the aid of a twin-barreled shotgun (a Christmas gift), then with his growing expertise as an amateur taxidermist, stuffed and carefully preserved to be added to the Roosevelt Museum of Natural History.

“Doubtless the family had their moments of suffering,” wrote Roosevelt as he recalled these necessarily messy activities. The most important tool in his taxidermy outfit was an old toothbrush for applying arsenic soap to the skins. The work invariably left him looking grubby. Adding to this unkempt visage was a mop of untrimmed hair and clothing that he was rapidly outgrowing. “As there were no tailors up the Nile,” Roosevelt explained many years later, “when I got back to Cairo I needed a new outfit. But there was one suit of clothes too good to throw away, which we kept for ‘a change,’ and which was known as my ‘Smike suit,’ because it left my wrists and ankles as bare as poor Smike himself [a bedraggled, marooned character in the Robert Louis Stevenson adventure Treasure Island].”

Brother Elliott came up with a teasing limerick:


There was an old fellow named Teedie, 
Whose clothes at best looked so seedy 
That his friends in dismay 
Hollered out, “Oh! I say!” 
At this dirty little fellow named Teedie.


Theodore Senior noted about his namesake in a letter home, “He is the most enthusiastic sportsman and infused some of this spirit into me. Yesterday I walked through the bogs with him at the risk of sinking hopelessly and helplessly . . . but I felt I must keep up with Teedie.”

In a burst of euphoria the object of his father’s praise and a brother’s rhyme wrote to a childhood friend, Edith Carow (a beautiful girl who was fated to be his second wife), “I think I have enjoyed myself more this winter than I ever did before.”

Late in January 1873 the Egyptian explorations ended as the Roosevelts moved on to the Holy Land and the city that was the epicenter of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. Teedie found Jerusalem “remarkably small.” The place traditionally identified as the Calvary where Jesus was crucified instilled a sense of “awe.” But the River Jordan, where Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, Teedie noted, was “what we should call a rather small creek in America.” To see the birthplace of Jesus in Bethlehem, he recorded, bribes had to be paid.

Temporarily abandoning his role as natural scientist for that of game hunter near Jaffa, he took aim on what he perceived to be a rabbit, only to find that he’d killed a cat.

Summing up the visit to Holy Land sites with the skepticism of a natural scientist, he wrote that “various other wonderful things” had left him with “the same impressions as when I saw Bones of Saints (or Turkeys) in Italy.”

On horseback in the vicinity of Damascus, Syria, he spotted a pair of jackals. When they separated, he went after the largest, “thinking to ride over him and kill him with a club.” But the animal was swift and elusive. It bounded over a cliff “some fifteen feet high, and while I made a detour he got in among some rocky hills where I could not get at him.” The chase ended with the killing of “a large vulture.”

Arriving in Athens, he was not profoundly moved by its advertised wonders. He found the Parthenon and other relics of ancient Greece lacking “the gloomy grandeur of Karnak.” Nor was he overwhelmed by the city of Constantinople, possibly because he was “very sick” with a bout of colic. He noted being “very seasick” on the Black Sea and suffering from an asthma attack going up the Danube. Arriving in Vienna, Austria, on April 19, 1873, for a family visit to an international exposition, he began a period of “the most dreary monotony” The only bright spot for the impatient ornithologist was the purchase of “a block cock” on which he used up all his arsenic. If he had stayed much longer in Vienna, he noted, “I should spend all my money on books and birds pour passer le temps.” After nearly a month in the city of Mozart he happily left for Dresden, Germany, to spend the summer with his family in the home of Herr Minkwitz, a government official. The visit’s purpose was acquisition of “some knowledge of the German language and literature.” One of the most fascinating Germans he met was a famous swordsman who was called Herr Nasehorn (Sir Rhinocerous) because the tip of his nose had been cut off in a duel and sewn on again.

The hosts were hospitable, but drew a line on taxidermy ‘My scientific pursuits cause the family a good deal of consternation,” he wrote in his diary. “My arsenic was confiscated and my mice thrown (with the tongs) out of the window.”

Undaunted, he continued collecting “industriously” and enlivening the household with “hedgehogs and other small beasts and reptiles which persisted in escaping from partially closed bureau drawers.”

After contracting mumps, he wrote in a letter to his mother of how he looked: “Picture to yourself an antiquated woodchuck with his cheeks full of nuts, his face well-oiled, his voice hoarse from gargling and a cloth resembling in texture and cleanliness a second-hand dustman’s castoff stocking around his head.” A wildlife comparison also described a “very slight attack of Asthma” that left him unable to speak “without blowing up like an abridged edition of a hippopotamus.”

In late October 1873 he was home again. A world traveler and increasingly adept natural scientist who had just turned fifteen, he began preparing for enrollment at Harvard by studying with a tutor. With the family residing at the Long Island home of his grandfather at Oyster Bay, he prepped for college and “carried on the work of a practical student of natural history.” His regimen of physical exercise and the process of growing from sickly boy to young manhood had produced a trim, athletic body that at the end of 1875 was recorded in a “Sporting Calendar” as:







	Chest
	34
	in



	Waist
	26½
	"



	Thigh
	20
	"



	Calf
	12½
	"



	Neck
	14½
	"



	Shoulders
	41
	"



	Arms up
	10½
	"



	“straight
	9¾
	"



	Fore arm 10
	"
	



	Weight
	124 lbs
	



	Height
	5 ft 8 in
	





Entering Harvard in the fall of 1876, his chief interests remained scientific and his goal was “to be a scientific man” like ornithologist Charles Audubon. Fully intending to follow his heart, he established a small menagerie in his room (snakes, lobsters, and a large tortoise with a penchant for escaping from its pen). Ranking in the upper half of his class at the close of freshman year, he left Cambridge with a friend, Henry Minot, for an expedition into New York’s Adirondack Mountains. Hunting for deer in the environs of Lakes St. Regis and Spitfire he heard a hermit thrush for the first time, then memorialized the moment in his diary:


The night was dark, for the moon had not yet risen, but there were no clouds, and as we moved over the surface of the water with the perfect silence so strange and almost oppressive to the novice in this sport, I could distinguish dimly the outlines of the gloomy and impenetrable pine forests by which we were surrounded. We had been out for two or three hours but had seen nothing; once we heard a tree fall with a dull, heavy crash, and two or three times the harsh hooting of an owl had been answered by the unholy laughter of a loon from the bosom of the lake, but otherwise nothing had occurred to break the death-like stillness of the night, not even a breath of air stirred among the tops of the tall pine trees. Wearied by our unsuccess we at last turned homeward when suddenly the quiet was broken by the song of the hermit thrush; louder and clearer it sang from the depths of the grim and rugged woods, until the sweet, sad music seemed to fill the air and to conquer for the moment gloom of the night; then it died away and ceased as suddenly as it had begun. Perhaps the song would have seemed less sweet in the daytime, but uttered as it was, with such surroundings, sounding so strange and so beautiful amid these grand but desolate wilds, I shall never forget it.


A result of this expedition, combined with two previous ventures into the region, was the compilation and self-publication with Minot of a four-page pamphlet, The Summer Birds of the Adirondacks in Franklin County, N.Y. Two years later, his second publication would be Notes on Some of the Birds of Oyster Bay, Long Island.

Although the Roosevelt family was well off financially because of Theodore Senior’s successes in business, the Theodore who was now too big to still be called Teedie was instilled by his father with the expectation that he must work and make his own way in the world. “I had always supposed that this meant I must enter business,” TR recalled. But in his sophomore year Theodore Senior declared that if he wished to become “a scientific man” he could do so, but that he must be sure that he “really intensely desired to do scientific work, because if I went into it I must make it a serious career.” Theodore Senior had made enough money to enable his son to take up such a career “and do nonremunerative work of value if I intended to do the very best work there was in me; but that I must not dream of taking it up as a dilettante.”

With requirements of freshman year behind him and free to select some of his courses, Roosevelt discovered to his dismay that the curriculum “utterly ignored the possibilities of the faunal naturalist, the outdoor naturalist and observer of nature.” Biology was treated “as purely a science of the laboratory and the microscope, a science whose adherents were to spend their time in the study of the minute forms of marine life, or else in section-cutting and the study of tissues of the higher organisms under the microscope.”

With no “taste” in that direction, he “abandoned all thought of being a scientist.” Later analyzing why he’d so easily given up on the ambition, he wrote, “Doubtless, this meant that I really did not have the intense devotion to science which I though I had; for, if I had possessed such devotion, I would have carved out a career for myself somehow without regard to discouragements.”

Looking back on the Harvard educational experience with the perspective of his 1913 autobiography, he found “very little in my actual studies which helped me in later life.” A diary entry in the fall of 1878 indicated a young man at loose ends with “absolutely no idea what I should do when I leave college.” Then came devastating news of his father’s death. “Oh Father, my Father,” he wrote, “no words can tell how I shall miss your counsel and advice.” Finding no direction from family, friends and classmates, he returned to Harvard determined to “study well” and comport himself “like a brave Christian.” By “grinding like a Trojan” he ended sophomore year with an overall average of 89, garnering honors in six of his eight subjects, and returned to New York for a summer of frenzied rowing and swimming in the Bay and long hard rides on his horse Lightfoot. Yet no amount of such strenuous activity could blot out memories of good times with his father found in “every nook and cranny”

Believing that what the tormented youth needed was a change of scenery, and perhaps a father figure, his former tutor, Arthur Cutler, proposed a respite in the form of a hunting trip to the wilds of Maine in the company of a Cutler friend named Bill Sewall. The burly, bearded backwoodsman’s rustic home on Lake Mattamakeag at Island Falls, near the Canadian border, Cutler informed his ex-student, was a kind of open house for hunters. Reaching the domain of this “man to know” would require traveling two days, the last 36 miles by buckboard.

Accompanied by cousins Emlen and West Roosevelt and Dr. W Thompson, Theodore arrived on September 7 suffering “a pretty bad attack of asthma.” To Sewall he appeared to be “a thin, pale youngster with bad eyes and a weak heart.” But the guest quickly proved the host wrong about his heart by keeping up with Sewell on a 25-mile trek that Roosevelt deemed “a good fair walk for any common man.”

Discerning “a good deal of force” in Theodore, the veteran outdoorsman and city boy, in Sewall’s words, “hitched well, somehow or other, from the start.” He found not “a single thing that wasn’t fine in Theodore,” no qualities that he didn’t like. Warned that Theodore could be “headstrong and aggressive,” Sewall discovered that while Theodore “was not remarkably cautious about expressing his opinion,” he “never found him so except when necessary; and I’ve always thought being headstrong and aggressive, on occasion was a pretty good thing.”

Tramping through the woods, they might have been a pair of hardy characters in a fairy tale, a frontier father and his son from the pages of an adventure yarn, or two Norsemen out of Viking myths and legends, except for their hunting guns. Four inches taller and 33 years older than Theodore, and with a lush, rust-colored beard, Bill Sewall fascinated his eager student not only because of his knowledge of Maine’s wilderness, but for his familiarity with literature and epic poetry. So indelibly inscribed within Theodore Roosevelt’s esteem was Bill Sewall that President Theodore Roosevelt would appoint him collector of customs in Aroostook County then write that Sewall represented the “self-respecting, duty-performing, life-enjoying” Americanism “which is the most valuable possession that one generation can hand to the next.”

But in that autumn of grieving for a father, Sewall was a needed mentor and every inch “a man to know,” as Arthur Cutler had predicted. Raised to value hardiness and heroism in brave, strong men in books and in real life, Theodore saw in Sewall the very man he longed to become. Proudly keeping up with Sewall as they ventured into the woods in search of game, he delighted in joining Sewall in reciting Longfellow verses and swapping passages of Sir Walter Scott in the warming glow of campfires.

After one 33-mile tramp through the woods, “keeping near the Mattawamkeag river most of the time,” Theodore wrote, “Except for half an hour for lunch we were on the go steadily from 8 A.M. till 7 P.M. I got four shots and saw no game whatever during the last twenty miles, but enjoyed the walk greatly.”

Despite having been “disgusted with myself” for “as many consecutive bad shots” in a week of hunting, Theodore deemed his time in Maine “a great success.” Writing The Wilderness Hunter in 1893, he mused, “In hunting the finding and killing of the game is after all but a part of the whole. The free, self-reliant, adventurous life, with its rugged and stalwart democracy; the wild surroundings, the grand beauty of the scenery; the chance to study the ways and habits of the woodland creatures—all these unite to give the career of the wilderness hunter its peculiar charm. The chase is among the best of all national pastimes; it cultivates that vigorous manliness for the lack of which in a nation, as in an individual, the possession of no other qualities can possibly atone.”

The man whom historian Stephen E. Ambrose places “in the first rank of twentieth-century American presidents by every criterion of greatness,” and who earned a reputation as an outdoorsman and big-game hunter, engaged in a bit of self-evaluation in his autobiography. He placed himself in “the mass of men of ordinary ability” who, if they choose to practice, can by sheer industry and judgment “raise themselves to the second class of respectable rifle shots, and it is to this class that I belong.” Believing that the prime requisites were “cool judgment and that kind of nerve which consists in avoiding being rattled,” he explained that this was attained only by actual practice.

“If the man has the right stuff in him,” he wrote, “his will grows stronger and stronger with each exercise of it—and if he has not the right stuff in him he had better keep clear of dangerous game hunting, or indeed of any form of sport or work in which there is bodily peril.”

Describing youthful Theodore Roosevelt and Bill Sewall “tramping through the wood together,” TR biographer Edmund Morris pictured Sewall as just such a “right stuff” figure, “large and powerful, advancing with bearlike tread,” and Theodore “wiry and nervous, cocking his gun at any hint of movement in the tress, stopping every now and again to pick up bugs.”

Reluctantly leaving Maine in late September 1878, Theodore returned to Harvard. For his junior year he was required to take logic, metaphysics, and forensics. For elective studies he chose German, Italian, philosophy, zoology, and geology. At the end of the year he would stand thirteenth in a class of 166, and first in natural history Amid all this studying he found time to begin writing a naval history of the War of 1812.

He also fell in love with seventeen-year-old Alice Hathaway Lee of the Boston suburb of Chestnut Hill. Finding her “beautiful in face and form, and lovelier still in spirit,” he discovered as he ardently courted her during the fall and early winter that she did not share his enthusiasm for natural science. This revelation, he noted, “brought about a change in my ideas as regards science” as a career. The result was that he began contemplating post-graduate law studies and possibly going into politics. Perhaps to ponder this prospect, he chose to take a short vacation in Maine in the company of Bill Sewall and Sewall’s nephew, twenty-three-year-old Wilmot Dow

After tramping on snow shoes to a lumber camp at Oxbow, he was introduced to “the roughest human beings” he’d ever met. Illiterate Aroostook County lumbermen who had spent their whole lives in the rugged work of felling trees, they enthralled him with firsthand accounts of their backwoods experiences. The awed college junior “enjoyed every minute of it.”

Back at Harvard in mid-March, he did “double work to make up for my holiday,” passed semiannual exams with flying colors, resumed courting Alice Lee, and took up boxing, as much to impress Alice as to find out if he had the right stuff in the ring. Harvard freshman and future novelist Owen Wister, who would become Roosevelt’s lifelong friend, provided this account of a bout with lightweight collegiate champion C.S. Hanks:



We freshmen on the floor and the girls in the gallery witnesses more than a spirited contest; owing to an innocent mistake of Mr. Hanks, we saw that prophetic flash of the Roosevelt that was to come.

Time was called on a round, Roosevelt dropped his guard, and Hanks landed a heavy blow to his nose, which spurted blood. Loud hoots and hisses from the gallery and floor were set up, whereat Roosevelt’s arm was instantly flung out to command silence, while his alert and slender figure stood quiet.

“It’s all right,” he assured us eagerly, his arm still in the air to hold the silence; then, pointing to the time-keeper, “he didn’t hear him,” he explained, in the same conversational but arresting tone. With bleeding nose he walked up to Hanks and shook hands with him.



Although Roosevelt lost the fight, another observer bubbled with admiration. “You should have seen that little fellow staggering about, banging the air,” he exclaimed. “Hanks couldn’t put him out and Roosevelt wouldn’t give up. It wasn’t a fight, but, oh, he showed himself a fighter.”

Many years later in an address at the Sorbonne in Paris, the former collegiate pugilist, hero of the battle of San Juan Heights in the Spanish-American War, ex-president, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, and leading proponent of the strenuous life provided the Roosevelt definition of the right stuff:


It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who errs and comes short again . . . who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause; who at least knows in the end the triumph of high achievement; and who, at worst, if he fails, at least fails while doing greatly; so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.


Motivated by this credo in late August 1879, Roosevelt left romancing Alice Lee behind and again ventured north to Maine with his will set on climbing the highest peak in the state. Rising a mile, Mount Katahdin was reachable only by an arduous eight-day trudge from Bill Sewall’s rustic cabin at Island Falls. In the company of Sewall, Wilmot Dow, Arthur Cutler, and cousin Emlen Roosevelt, he carried a forty-five-pound backpack through thick forests, then up an increasingly steepening, rocky and slippery climb in drenching rain. A challenge for even experienced climbers, the ascent proved too daunting for Cutler and Emlen. As they remained behind in a small tent camp, their defiant friend fought his way to the peak. That night, feeling proud of his achievement, he boasted on a page of his diary, “I can endure fatigue and hardship pretty nearly as well as these lumbermen.”

Compared to the conquest of Mount Katahdin, the next adventure on this excursion was “absolute luxury” The destination of the six-day, fifty-mile trip up the Aroostook River in a large dugout canoe was the Munsungen Lakes region. Much of the journey was spent out of the boat and hip-deep in icy torrents, dragging the boat through rapids and around beaver dams and other obstructions. His description of the struggle was provided in a letter to his mother:


The current more than once carried us off our feet, and swept us into the pools of black water; now we would lift the boat over ledges of rock, now unload and carry everything around waterfalls, and then, straining every muscle, would by main strength drag her over shoal places.... So we plodded wearily on till nightfall, when we encamped, and after dinner crept under our blankets drenched through, but too tired to mind either cold or wet.


The next day was a repetition of this, he continued, as “hour after hour” they waded on in perfect silence. “But, oh how we slept at night!” he joyfully recorded. “And how we enjoyed the salt pork, hardtack and tea which constituted our food!”

Not content with having scaled a mile-high peak and the conquest of a raging stream, he badgered Sewall for more in the form of a three-day 110-mile outing by wagon and foot. “As usual, it rained,” he noted, “but I am enjoying myself exceedingly, am in superb health and as tough as a pine knot.”

In another diary note he exclaimed, “Am feeling strong as a bull. By Jove, it sometimes seems as if I were having too happy a time to have it last. I enjoy every minute I live, almost.” [The “almost” is a reference to continuing bouts of asthma.]

In a mood of self-examination, the twenty-year-old, soon-to-be-a-Harvard-senior, love-stricken suitor of Alice Lee discerned a pattern of behavior that would run through all his years. The future politician who would at the same time be a Dakota rancher and hunter, the man of letters who spent the time between books to venture into the wilds, and president of the United States who would leave the White House after two terms and promptly pack his bags for a year on safari in Central Africa, then explore a jungle river in Brazil wrote, “My life has such absurd contrasts. At one time I live in the height of luxury; and then for a month will undergo really severe toil and hardship—and I enjoy both extremes almost equally”

Shedding his woodsy wardrobe for the fashionable “Dude” style of clothing favored by well-dressed young men of his age, he returned to Harvard and resumed his courtship of Alice Lee. Although she had deferred accepting several proposals of marriage, he was delighted in January 1880 when she agreed to become Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt.

“At last everything is settled,” he wrote exultantly in his diary, “but it seems impossible to realize it.” The entry continued, “Oh, how bewitchingly pretty she looked! If loving her with my whole heart and soul can make her happy, she shall be happy.”

 


Turning twenty-one on October 27, 1879, the intrepid conqueror of Mount Katahdin was a whirlwind of campus activity: librarian of the elite Porcellian society, secretary of the Hasty Pudding club, president of the Natural History Society, and editor of the Advocate. Hard work at his studies placed him nineteenth in a class of 120. While squeezing in time to pursue his history of the naval engagements of the War of 1812, he was a handsome, dapper young man-about-town and, some observers noted, somewhat of a snob whose date book became so crammed with dinners, suppers, and evenings at the theater that he noted in his diary, “I find I don’t get to bed too early”

Having given up being a professional natural scientist and determined to study law “and work hard for my little wife,” he informed a friend of an intention to “help the cause of better government in New York City,” although he didn’t “know exactly how.” In a senior thesis on the “Practicality of Giving Men and Women Equal Rights” he shocked the Victorian Era men of Harvard with an assertion that in marriage, there should be “absolute equality” of the sexes.

Engaged to be married, with a “cup of happiness almost too full,” ranked twenty-first in the 1880 graduating class of 177, he received his Bachelor of Arts degree magna cum laude. Proudly wearing a Phi Beta Kappa key, he was on that day, wrote future biographer Edmund Morris, “rich, pleasant-looking, and, within a limited but growing circle, popular; he was the author of two scholarly pamphlets, a notable thesis, and two chapters of what promised to be a definitive naval history.”

The only cloud in his sky was a warning from the college physician that if he did not restrain his physical activities, such as running up stairs and climbing mountains, he would not live long. “Doctor,” he replied, “I’m going to do all the things you tell me not to do. If I’ve got to live the sort of life you have describe, if I’ve got to live the short life you described, I don’t care how short it is.”

Leaving Harvard, he wrote in his diary, “My career at college has been happier and more successful than that of any man I have ever known.”

After spending a few weeks of hiking, playing tennis, swimming, and rowing on Oyster Bay, he departed with friends for Bar Harbor, Maine, and long treks in the woods and enjoying “perfectly magnificent scenery” while scaling mountains. When stricken by an attack of cholera morbus, he griped to his sister Corinne, “Very embarrassing for a lover isn’t it? So unromantic, you know, suggestive of too much ripe fruit.”

Expecting that a long-planned, six-week hunting trip to Illinois, Iowa, and Minnesota with his younger brother Elliott “will build me up,” he boarded a night-train on August 16 bound for Chicago. In a parting letter to Alice Lee he wrote, “I hope we have good sport.”
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Back-East Dude

MORE THAN THREE DECADES after Theodore Roosevelt partnered with his brother Elliott for a first venture into the heartland of America, he wrote in his autobiography “I owe more than I ever can express to the West, which of course means to the men and women I met in the West.”

Arriving in western Illinois, the first leg of the hunting expedition, he found “the farm people are pretty rough, but I like them very much; like all rural Americans they are intensely independent.” Among them were “a canny, shrewd Scotchman; a great, strong, jovial, blundering Irish boy; a quiet, intelligent yankee”; and a “reformed desperado” who was “very silent but when we can get him to talk his reminiscences are very interesting—and startling.” There were also a “good natured German” who was delighted to discover that the Roosevelts understood and spoke “hochdeutch,” and “a clumsy giggling, pretty Irish girl, and a hard-featured backwoods woman who sings Methodist hymns and swears like a trooper on occasion.”

Trying to fit in, the brothers “dressed about as badly as mortals could be.” With “cropped heads, unshaven faces, dirty gray shirts, still dirtier yellow trousers and cowhide boots,” they soon proved that a pair of easterners could shoot as well as the locals and could stand as much physical fatigue. On August 22, Theodore wrote, “We have three days good shooting, and I feel twice the man for it.”

Because Elliott had gained hunting experience during an earlier, year-long expedition for game in Texas, Theodore tried hard to at least match Elliott’s prowess and found great delight on any day that he outdid him. When chasing the small game of Illinois farm country lost its appeal, they moved on to Iowa, then joined a cousin, Jack Elliott, at his home on the banks of the Red River at Moorehead, Minnesota. Just east of the Dakota Territory, the region afforded Theodore his first view of the wide open plains that maps labeled “the Great American Desert.”

“Nowhere, not even at sea,” he wrote, “does a man feel more lonely than when riding over the far-reaching, seemingly endless plains.”

Not many years before he marveled at the panorama of clear skies and broad horizons, the vast, open land would have been teeming with buffalo. But because of unrestrained hunters the only quarry coming into the sights of the guns of brothers and cousin were birds. Despite the vexations of the occasional asthma attack and an often upset stomach, homesickness, missing Alice, being bounced out of a wagon when it struck a hole, getting lost in an early snow squall, and breaking two of his guns, he ended the adventure with a score sheet showing that he had bagged two more trophies than Elliott (203–201). Heading home at the end of September 1880, he declared, “The trip has been great fun, but how glad I am it is over and I am to see Alice!”

They married on his twenty-first birthday in the Unitarian Church in Brookline, Massachusetts, spent their wedding night in Springfield, and had their honeymoon at Oyster Bay in the Roosevelt house, temporarily vacated by his mother and siblings. “I am living in dreamland,” he wrote, “how I wish it could last forever.”

Taking up residence in the family’s Manhattan house on Fifty-fifth Street, the brand new husband was also now a law student at Columbia with a plan to find some role for himself that would allow him to proceed with his nebulous idea of civic reform. He soon discovered that law, for the most part, “did not make for fair social dealing.”

At the end of his first term, longing for “a proper honeymoon,” he whisked his bride to Europe for a fortnight that began with Alice being “awfully” seasick. After visiting uncles and cousins in London, they crossed the English Channel. “The two innocents are now on foreign soil,” he noted. Like countless Americans who ventured to France, Alice did not care for the French and appeared to regard being addressed in any language but English “an impertinence.” Tarrying briefly in France, they proceeded to Switzerland and the challenge, to Theodore, of conquering mountains named Jungfrau and Matterhorn. Of the second, he wrote, “I was anxious to go up it because it is reputed very difficult and a man who has been up can fairly claim to have taken his degree as, at any rate, a subordinate kind of mountaineer.” Finding “some English climbers” there, he had another reason to make the climb: “to show them that a Yankee could climb just as well they could.”

Hiring guides, he began a two-day journey that made Mount Katahdin seem like a mole hill. “The mountain is so steep,” he noted, “that the snow will not remain on crumbling, jagged rocks, and possesses a certain somber interest from the number of people that have lost their lives on it. Accidents, however, are generally due either to rashness, or else a combination of timidity and fatigue; a fairly hard man, cautious but not cowardly, with good guides, has little to fear. Still, there is enough peril to make it exciting, and the work is very laborious being as much with the hands and feet, and (very unlike the Jungfrau) as hard coming down as going up.”

Sailing down the Rhine, he found the German river’s scenery “lovely, but no more so than the Hudson except for the castles.” He enjoyed Holland. Paris was “mainly devoted to the intricacies of dress buying.” Deeply moved after seeing the “grandly simple” tomb of Napoleon, he wrote, “I do not think there is a more impressive sepulchre on earth.”

Writing to Bill Sewall from London, the future president of the United States noted, “This summer I have passed travelling through Europe, and though I have enjoyed it greatly, yet the more I see, the better satisfied I am that I am an American, free born and free bred, where I acknowledge no man my superior, except for his own worth, or as my inferior, except for his own demerit.”

On evenings during the European excursion he’d frequently tried to work on his book on the naval aspects of the War of 1812, but made so little progress that he said in a gloomy note to his sister, “I have plenty of information, but I can’t get it into words. I am afraid it is too big a task for me.” He then wrote a line that a reader today knowing the triumphs that were in store for Theodore Roosevelt, finds difficult to believe that he’d penned it: “I wonder if I won’t find everything in life too big for my abilities.”

 


Back in New York in the fall of 1881, twenty-three-year-old Roosevelt basked in the joys of marriage, resumed his law studies, continued struggling with the writing of the book, and explored the mysteries of politics in the form of the only party that “a young man of my bringing up and convictions could join.” That his father’s son would favor the Republicans came as no surprise to the men he knew best “in the clubs of social pretension and the men of cultivated taste and easy life.” But when he announced his intention to actually seek membership in the Twenty-First District Republican Association, and to try to take an active part in the club’s work, his friends were aghast. To them politics was considered “low,” political clubs were no place for “gentlemen,” and the men who controlled them were “saloon-keepers, horse-car conductors, and the like” who “would be rough and brutal and unpleasant to deal with.”

Perhaps recalling his experiences with the rough woodmen of Maine and the leathery men he’d met out West, and with his conquests of Mount Katahdin, the Jungfrau, and Matterhorn fresh in his memory, Roosevelt replied that he intended to be one of “the governing class.” He would not flinch from the challenge, he vowed, “until I had made the effort and found out whether I really was too weak to hold my own in the rough and tumble.”

He would later write, “The man with the university education is in honor bound to take an active part in our political life, and to do his full duty as a citizen by helping his fellow citizens to the extent of his power in the exercise of the rights of self-government.”

The Republican Association he sought to join held its meetings in Morton Hall, a large, barnlike room over a saloon. Its furniture consisted of dingy benches, spittoons, a dais at one end with a table and chair, and a stout pitcher for iced water. Walls were adorned by pictures of President Ulysses S. Grant and Levi P. Morton, for whom the hall was named. To join a party club in those days a man had to be proposed for membership. This required getting known. To do so, Roosevelt recalled, “I went around there often enough to have the men get accustomed to me and to have me get accustomed to them, so that we began to speak the same language, and so that each could begin to live down in the other’s mind what Bret Hart has called ‘the defective moral quality of being a stranger.’”

As he had won over and proved himself to Maine lumbermen, Great Plains hunters, and dubious English mountain climbers in the Alps, he “soon became on good terms with a number of the ordinary ‘heelers’ and even some of the minor leaders.”

Among the latter group was Joe Murray. Irish-born and having grown up tough on the streets of New York, he was by nature “as straight a man, as fearless and as stanchly loyal” as anyone Roosevelt had ever met, and “a man to be trusted in any position demanding courage, integrity and good faith.”

The liking and respect proved mutual. The result in the autumn of 1881 was Murray’s proposal that Roosevelt go up against a veteran Republican heavyweight, Jake Hess, for the party’s nomination for a seat in the New York Legislature. To the surprise of everyone, except Joe Murray, Roosevelt won the nomination in an Assembly district in which the Republican was almost always the victor in the general election. When the ballots were tallied, he found himself “triumphantly elected,” making him the youngest member of the legislature and representative in Albany of the wealthiest district in Manhattan.

Arriving in the capital in stylish clothes and carrying a gold-headed walking stick, he was initially viewed by veteran lawmakers and newspaper reporters as a New York City version of outlandishly foppish Irish playwright Oscar Wilde, a wet-behind-the-ears and lowly freshman, and, worse, a Republican in a house controlled by Democrats. Feeling like “a boy in a strange school,” but finding life in the New York Legislature “always interesting and often entertaining,” he recognized that if he were to accomplish anything, he had to be “a thoroughly practical man of high ideals who did his best to reduce those ideals to actual practice.”

A problem with claiming to be a man of high ideals, the novice politician who boasted that he’d “risen like a rocket” soon learned, was that such a man can come across, as an Albany newspaper pointed out, as “patronizing those who agree with him and abusing those who do not.” Another paper called him “silly and sullen and naughty.” He was ridiculed in an editorial for keeping “a pulpit concealed on his person.”

Years later, he admitted that he had “immediately proceeded to lose my perspective,” with the result being that he “came an awful cropper and had to pick myself up after learning the lesson that I was not all-important and that I had to take account of many different elements in life.” Like most young men in politics, he confessed, “I went through various oscillations of feeling before I ‘found myself.’ At one period I became so impressed with the virtue of complete independence that I proceeded to act on each case purely as I personally viewed it, without paying any heed to the principles and prejudices of others.”

The result was that he “speedily and deservedly lost all power of accomplishing anything at all.” He learned the “invaluable lesson” that in the practical activities of life “no man can render the highest service unless he can act in combination with his fellows, which means a certain amount of give and take between him and them.”

As the work of the legislature continued amid a flurry of barbed criticisms in the press and within the state capitol, the young Assemblyman from Manhattan who dressed like a “dude” began longing for an escape in the form of a few weeks of shooting at a spot out in the Dakota Territory. This attractive idea came from a young naval officer, W.W. Gorringe. The spot that he proposed was the town of Little Missouri. On a river of that name it would be, Gorringe said, an ideal jumping-off point for a summer of chasing deer, antelope, and buffalo.

Although Gorringe was ultimately unable to make the trip, Roosevelt went. In doing so, he began a romance with the West and a career as hunter and explorer that forever established the image of Theodore Roosevelt as a rugged individual, tireless proponent of the “strenuous life,” prolific writer on the subjects of hunting and the outdoor life, champion of conservation, and an ardent believer that “life is a great adventure, and the worst of all fears is the fear of living.”

En route to the Dakotas, he wrote to the wife he’d left behind, “I have been miserably home-sick for you all the last forty-eight hours; so home-sick that I think, if it were not that I had made all the preparations, I should have given up the journey entirely. I think all the time of my little laughing, teazing beauty, and how pretty she is, and she goes to sleep in my arms, and I could almost cry I love you so. You sweetest of all little wives! But I think my hunting will do me good; and I am very anxious to kill some large game—though I have not much hopes of being able to do so.”

 


Reaching the Little Missouri on a Northern Pacific train about three in the morning of a cool September day in 1883, Roosevelt entered the still Wild West of Owen Wister stories and Frederic Remington drawings, the West of the Indian and the buffalo-hunter, the soldier and the cow-puncher. Aside from the railway station, the only building was the ramshackle Pyramid Park Hotel. Dragging a duffle bag, he hammered at the door until a frowsy proprietor opened it, muttering oaths. Ushered upstairs, the newcomer was given one of fourteen beds in a room that constituted the entire upper floor. Exploring an abandoned army post the next day, he met Joe Ferris, a Canadian and owner with a brother, Sylvane, and a partner, William J. Merrifield, of the Maltese Cross Ranch.

With a dirt roof the one-room log cabin had an attached chicken house near a corral for horses. The scene that enfolded as Roosevelt appeared would appear in countless movies about the frontier in future decades in which suspicious westerners gazed dubiously at a youngster from Back East whose pince-nez spectacles were viewed in the Badlands as a sure sign that the wearer was an individual of defective moral character. Playing cards that evening with the wary partners in the ranch hands, Roosevelt heard “a frightful squawking” of a bobcat raiding the chicken coop. Abandoning the cards and grabbing guns, the Ferris brothers and Merriwether dashed outdoors with their guest hurrying after them. Although a brisk chase failed to catch the marauding cat, the pursuit broke the ice between ranchers and guest.
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