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“I have had,” Roosevelt once remarked, “far more than the normal share of human happiness.”
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He was a much bigger man than his people understood or… knew how to use.

Rudyard Kipling, 1935
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Said to be “the first truly national political hero,” Roosevelt captured the public’s imagination like no president before him.




Introduction: The Wide Horizon


To me he had ceased to be an American, but had become a world citizen. His horizon seemed to be greater, his mental scope more encompassing. I don’t think this was in our imaginations alone…. He is bigger, broader, capable of greater good or greater evil, I don’t know which.

Archie Butt, aide to Roosevelt, 1910



American presidents occasionally perform roles that extend well beyond the formal obligations of their office. Thomas Jefferson’s tenure (1801–1809) embodied the broader progress of antebellum southern agrarian power, while Abraham Lincoln’s term (1861–1865) anticipated the growth of postbellum northern industrial might. More than engaging in tussles over elections, budgets, and boss fights, these men, the former a quasi-aristocratic slaveholder, the latter a largely self-educated model of midwestern social mobility, typified the dominant if transitory directions of nineteenth-century American development. Jefferson’s states’ rights vision collapsed in the Civil War, while a dawning age of corporate monopolization mocked Lincoln’s quaint “free soil, free labor” convictions.

In their wake, Theodore Roosevelt, a conservative drawn to progressive ends, captured the imaginations of Americans caught in the anxieties of the modern—urbanized, industrialized, imperialized—quandary. Many of his achievements as a reformer were partial and incomplete, though he retained a remarkable hold on public opinion. With 56.4 percent of the popular vote in the 1904 election, he claimed the highest percentage in a contested presidential race since 1816 when James Monroe, the last chief executive to wear knee breeches, won over a largely Atlantic-facing electorate. In contrast to the sectional complexions of Jefferson’s and Lincoln’s respective constituencies, “TR’s great political strength,” so his cousin Nicholas Roosevelt once observed, “lay in his millions of devoted followers, especially in rural and small-town America. In a sense he was the first truly national political hero.”1

The power of Roosevelt’s popularity stemmed, ironically, from a raft of contradictions. Though a silver-spooned Manhattan dandy born into a wealthy merchant and banking family, he lived for extended periods after college (Harvard, naturally) on a cattle ranch in the Dakota Territory, became an unlikely military hero in the Spanish-American War, and, despite endorsing martial glory as a “strenuous life” antidote to the “ignoble ease” offered by a highly commercialized civilization, was the first American to receive the Nobel Peace Prize.2 Above all, he represented to numerous constituencies concerned with an economy dominated by factory owners and financiers the dreamy promise of a precapitalist hero—hunter, warrior, explorer—who might yet infuse the country with an updated iteration of the old frontier ideals.

Domestically, Roosevelt’s progressive reforms—breaking up dozens of monopolies, modifying railroad rates, setting aside public lands for conservation—cut against the long run of industrial oligarchy enjoyed by assorted oil, timber, and coal kings in collusion with their congressional retainers. “We demand,” TR barked, “that big business give the people a square deal”; this Square Deal liberalism served as a corrective to classical (unregulated, let-the-buyer-beware) liberalism, thus anticipating a cluster of future government public assistance programs, including Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, Harry Truman’s Fair Deal, and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. By turns loathed and distrusted by any number of plutocrats—“We bought the son of a bitch,” complained the disgruntled steel tycoon Henry Clay Frick, “and then he didn’t stay bought”—Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to attack the problem of industrial fiat.3

In foreign affairs, TR presided over America’s emergence as a global power. Leading a volunteer cavalry unit up Kettle Hill in Cuba, he earned his spurs in a war against a fading Spain that brought the island, an “empire of sugar,” into the expanding U.S. sphere; as president he oversaw the conquest of the Philippine Republic, a struggle that foreshadowed the United States’ hit-or-miss entry into future conflicts in Asia against Japan, North Korea, and North Vietnam. Schooled in social Darwinism, Roosevelt wielded a big-stick diplomacy in the Western Hemisphere that betrayed a barely concealed disdain for Latin peoples not atypical for its time. His great achievement in this corner of the world—construction of the Panama Canal—is inescapably paired with the controversial Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, by which TR announced America’s right to monitor the internal affairs of the Caribbean countries in the manner, so he told Congress, “of an international police power.”4 The groundwork was thus laid for a series of interventions and occupations, often by the Marine Corps, and usually to do with securing U.S. dominance over tropical trade in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Mexico, Panama, and elsewhere. Reflecting on these so-called Banana Wars, the Nicaraguan-born poet Rubén Darío offered a defiant 1904 ode “To Roosevelt”:


You are the United States,

You are the future invader…

You think life is fire,

That progress is eruption;

Where you put your bullet

You put the future.5



Roosevelt’s strong domestic program and personalized foreign policy—he said, of severing Panama from Colombia to forward the canal project, “the vital work… was done by me without the aid or advice of anyone”—helped ignite a contentious competition between the branches of government. For many years Capitol Hill had claimed rank. But TR proved to be the nation’s strongest peacetime president since the notoriously combative Andrew Jackson, who had vetoed more bills than all his predecessors combined.6 In Old Hickory’s long shadow a series of failed 1850s administrations, followed by Lincoln’s assassination and the near impeachment of Andrew Johnson, reinforced the course of congressional preeminence until Roosevelt, a progressive powerhouse, a State Department of one, became the dominant figure in U.S. politics. After a generation of Grants and Garfields, the modern presidency had arrived in time with the new century. Some critics would come to call its sharp enlargement of executive authority the imperial presidency.



Theodore Roosevelt is among our most relentlessly caricatured public figures. Standing five feet, ten inches, with a thickening trunk, he possessed a brown brush of a walrus mustache, pince-nez eyeglasses to correct severe myopia, and, most flagrantly, flashing white Chiclets-like teeth that, so one New York Times reporter swore, “seem to be all over his face.” The overall impression is eye-catching if perhaps less than flattering. Photographs and portraits capture a bull neck, bulbous nose, and close-cropped hair that always looked a little on the short side. Belying the heavy set of his frame, TR’s bodily extremities were by contrast a shade off—evident in elfin ears and tiny feet. “Mr. Roosevelt’s clothes were always made for him and always at the same place,” his personal valet noted. “His shoes, too, were made to order. But this was because he was particular about the fit. He had an unusually small foot for a man of his size—indeed, the smallest I have ever seen.”7

Aside from questions of cobbling and couture, such imperfections compromised Roosevelt’s athletic prowess. Though an avid hiker, tennis player, and college pugilist who liked to spar in the White House for exercise, he struck observers as clumsy, an active sportsman unable to master a single sport (leaving big-game hunting, at which he was perfectly lethal, aside). “His eye and hand do not go together,” a British ambassador to the United States once remarked confidentially to a colleague. “He is very energetic and full of keenness, but not skillful. He is conscious of the fact and deplores it.” Neither did TR fancy what the writer H. G. Wells called “his unmusical voice,” a thin pitch that Roosevelt blamed in a letter to his mother on “not speak[ing] enough from the chest, so my voice is not as powerful as it ought to be.”8

As if in compensation, Roosevelt fairly oozed charisma—Greek for the “gift of grace,” the word denotes a magnetic personality radiating “confidence, exuberance, optimism, a ready smile, [and] expressive body language,” among a host of less easily encompassed qualities. The German sociologist Max Weber thought a rare breed of leaders the likely keepers of charisma, evident in such as Julius Caesar and the emperor Charlemagne, Martin Luther, Mohandas Gandhi, and the oil magnate John D. Rockefeller.9

Those in Roosevelt’s orbit invariably commented on the twenty-sixth president’s unusual energy if not ebullience. “One of his charms lay in a certain boyish zest with which he welcomed everything that happened to him,” remembered the writer Margaret Terry Chanler. “I never knew anyone more pleased with things as they were—life was the unpacking of an endless Christmas stocking.” Edith Wharton, invoking Emily Brontë’s iconic Catherine and Heathcliff, opined, “Our Theodore is a good deal more saga-like than anything in Wuthering Heights,” while the British diplomat Cecil Spring Rice said upon TR’s Pennsylvania Avenue encampment, “It is extraordinary to think of Theodore Roosevelt as President. He will make things hum. I don’t suppose there will be a war but there will be plenty of amusement.”10

Audience responses could and did vary. From Cambridge’s rare air, a white-whiskered Charles W. Eliot remembered TR as sui generis: “Of the five Presidents who have visited Harvard while I was President of the University, Roosevelt was the only one who possessed the faculty of attaching all sorts of men to him with a deep sense of personal devotion, although their contact with him might have been but slight. Most of the American Presidents have had nothing of this faculty. Roosevelt possessed it in a supreme degree.” Less charitably, the historian Henry Adams, descended from America’s most celebrated political dynasty, refused to be blinded by the shine of TR’s swollen star, writing in a memoir that this preening, peacocking “boy” lacked conviction and substance; “he was,” Adams sniffed, looking down his blue nose, “pure act.”11

Beyond the political game, Roosevelt, who believed his transient contact with rural peoples while cowpoking after college in the Dakota Territory “enabled me to get into the mind and soul of the average American,” led a very unaverage American life. In youth he had spied from his wealthy grandfather’s Manhattan home the progress of Lincoln’s black-draped funeral procession (then snaking its dramaturgical way through seven states over 1,700 miles) and luncheoned on the Nile River with the ancient Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson; he had twice toured Europe with his family before the age of fifteen, on one occasion taking a pope by the hand. While on his first honeymoon he scaled the pyramid-shaped Matterhorn in the Pennine Alps, only sixteen years after it had first been ascended; and late in a not overly long life he nearly died in a Brazilian jungle exploring the previously uncharted River of Doubt, whose dark waters flowed into the Amazon. Given his many overseas trips, it is perhaps fitting that he became the first sitting president to travel abroad—inspecting, in a white linen suit and period-piece boater hat, the progress of the Panama Canal.12

A moralist at heart and hungry to put his personal philosophy on record, Roosevelt wrote some three dozen books, among them The Naval War of 1812, The Winning of the West, and The Wilderness Hunter, whose titles accurately convey their author’s interest in, as he called it, “the life of strife.” An insatiable reader, he enjoyed a wide range of literary acquaintances, some of whom—Rudyard Kipling, Owen Wister, and Joel Chandler Harris—became personal friends, and others, including Mark Twain (“a man wholly without cultivation”) and Upton Sinclair (“the socialist”), he never quite cottoned to.13

Most Americans—including scholars—have liked Roosevelt. In the parlor game of presidential rankings, he often comes in fourth, just below the de rigueur demigods of Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, and TR’s fifth cousin Franklin Roosevelt. It is from contrary opinions, however, that we often come upon insight, balance, and unexpected perspective. Writing in 1948 in the blasted shadow of European dictatorships, the Holocaust, and the unsettling popularity of mass propaganda, the historian Richard Hofstadter cannily observed of Roosevelt in his influential study The American Political Tradition:


Despite his sincere loyalty to the democratic game, this herald of modern American militarism and imperialism displayed in his political character many qualities of recent authoritarianism—romantic nationalism, disdain for materialistic ends, worship of strength and the cult of personal leadership, the appeal to the intermediate elements of society, the ideal of standing above classes and class interest, a grandiose sense of destiny, even a touch of racism.14



A generation earlier, the jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., appointed to the Supreme Court by TR, recognized his patron’s astonishing presence, but qualified it with caution: “He was very likeable, a big figure, a rather ordinary intellect, with extraordinary gifts, a shrewd and I think pretty unscrupulous politician. He played all his cards—if not more.”15

Invariably, this harbinger of American Century wars and interventions was disappointed by not having a crusade of his own to attend. How it bothered him to watch a mere professor, the former Princeton University president Woodrow Wilson—initially angling for neutrality in what Roosevelt called a “diluted-mush policy”—luck into the Great War. His own administration, rather, oversaw a period of comparative peace. And thus, unlike the supreme trio who rank ahead of him in the presidential sweepstakes, and who are identified most clearly with the Revolutionary, Civil, and Second World Wars, Theodore Roosevelt holds his place principally, ironically, because of his progressivism, domestic reforms, and successful effort to mediate an end to the Russo-Japanese War. All of life is a compromise, of course, and Roosevelt, “saga-like” leanings to the contrary, seemed to grasp this fact as well as anyone. “Whatever comes hereafter,” he wrote a British friend, shortly before exiting the White House with what can only be described as mixed feelings, “I have had far more than the normal share of human happiness.”16






Part I YOUTH


He was so alive at all points… like a tiny morsel of radium.

Edith Wharton, 1934
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A ginger-whiskered Roosevelt in sculling gear at Harvard—the culmination of a gilded youth.





1 North and South

On, so the Chicago Tribune noted, an “intensely hot” June evening in 1858, the year of Theodore Roosevelt’s birth, a lanky, gray-eyed, and improbably tall Abraham Lincoln accepted the Illinois Republican Party’s senatorial nomination. Following the balloting, the newly anointed candidate delivered a few remarks on the dangers of disunion before a crowd inside Springfield’s Greek Revival–style capitol building, thus launching his surprising ascent into the stormy antebellum political heavens. “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” he quoted from the Gospel of Mark. “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.”1 His rural Kentucky roots etched indelibly on a dry and finely weathered face, Lincoln soon became, even before a martyred presidency, a symbol of Yankee possibilities. Taking a southern bride, the Lexington-bred Mary Todd, a stocky five feet, two inches, with long lashes and luminous blue eyes, only accentuated his private Mason-Dixon Line drama—as did, on a far greater scale, the Civil War, in which several of Mary’s unreconciled siblings sided with the Confederacy. This splintered ménage fractionally captured the conflict’s tragic brother-against-brother quality, the logical conclusion of a no longer habitable house.

Many American families experienced similar tensions during these fateful years, some becoming open sores of identity. Among these hard-pressed clans and their offspring, young Theodore absorbed his parents’ contrasting sectional sympathies with a deep and keenly felt interest, only to augment over time.

The Roosevelts—to trace the boy’s paternal bloodline—arrived on the shores of New Amsterdam/Manhattan Island about 1649; Claes Martenszen van Rosenvelt, a young Zeeland farmer of Dutch Reformed persuasion, and his wife, Jannetje Samuels, constituted the charter generation. Though but modest pioneers in an otherwise unkempt outpost of the Dutch West India Company, the family proceeded to find distinction over several decades as merchants, bankers, and importers, with a modest real estate empire ripening on the side. This particular iteration of the American dream, the moment when European discoverers relinquished their exhausted feudal heritage, is canonized in the final haunting pages of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1925 novel The Great Gatsby, whose narrator, Nick Carraway, reflects on the perishability of the past: “As the moon rose higher the inessential houses began to melt away until gradually I became aware of the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes—a fresh, green breast of the new world.”2

In time, the Roosevelt family’s economic advancement found its metropolitan complement in civic engagement. Its sons sat in the then-colony’s assembly, and, in the case of Isaac Roosevelt, owner of a thriving Wall Street sugar mill, served on the Committee of One Hundred, a would-be rebel organization formed in 1775 to oversee the city’s boycott of British goods as enacted by the First Continental Congress. Following the Revolutionary War, Isaac joined Alexander Hamilton and John Jay (coauthors, along with James Madison, of The Federalist Papers) at a convention in Poughkeepsie, where New York’s delegates ratified the proposed U.S. Constitution. By the fifth generation—that of merchant Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt (C.V.S.), the last of the full-blooded Dutch line and grandfather to the future president—the family had accrued considerable wealth and influence. In the 1850s, Theodore Roosevelt Sr., called “Thee” and one of C.V.S.’s six sons, joined the family’s extended business concerns as a partner in a thriving importing firm; the company’s diversified earnings amplified handsomely when put toward the purchases of various New York properties and lands.3

Wealthy and good-looking, highly sociable yet steeped in a pious sensibility that played well among midcentury Manhattan’s tightly connected elite, Thee was a man in full. Leonine with a generous beard and strong gaze, he sported impeccably cut clothing, close-cropped hair, and a thick if firm build. “He was a large, broad, bright, cheerful man,” a nephew reported, while his youngest child, the adoring Corinne, described Thee as “sunny, gay, dominant, unselfish, forceful and versatile, he… was the most intimate friend of each of his children, and in some unique way seemed to have the power of responding to the need of each, and we all craved him as our most desired companion.” A reverent Theodore concurred, calling his father “the best man I ever knew. He combined strength and courage with gentleness, tenderness, and great unselfishness.”4

The southern, maternal line of Theodore Roosevelt’s twining family tree evoked something more distant, colorful, and inaccessible than the small galaxy of hirsute Manhattan Dutch merchants. These were the Bullochs, whose American antecedent, James, an educated Scot from Glasgow said to know his Latin from his Greek, came to Charleston about 1729. A clergyman and owner of enslaved people who worked his Pon Pon plantation, James joined the South Carolina Assembly in 1754, before moving a few years later to coastal Georgia along the Savannah River and establishing a farmstead at Mulberry Grove, consisting of, so the Georgia Gazette noted in 1770, “800 acres, of which about 250 are tide land, and the rest good corn and timber land.”5

James’s son Archibald, a lawyer by trade, embraced the American Revolution, leaving for his heirs a storied history. He served in Georgia’s provincial assembly as well as the Continental Congress, corresponded with John Adams on the progress of American arms, and organized a company of patriots to man the marshy coastal Sea Islands’ defense. As Georgia’s first governor, he implored his fellow citizens in a June 1776 address to strike for independence—“this is no time to talk of moderation”—and to aid “our northern brethren” in opposition to the “enemies of American liberty.”6

Years later, in 1838, Archibald’s industrious grandson James Stephens Bulloch, a well-connected Savannah cotton shipper, moved his family and slaves inland to present-day Roswell, twenty miles north of Atlanta along the serpentine Chattahoochee River. There he built Bulloch Hall. Erected on a slight rise, the still-standing rosemary-pine mansion, done up in Greek Revival with simple Doric columns before a whitewashed front, contains several fireplaces, high ceilings, and a downstairs hall accented by a graceful elliptical arch. A silver knob dominated the front door.7

Bulloch Hall is the well-appointed home in which James and his second wife, Martha (“Patsy”), widow of a Georgia senator, raised their four children, including Martha (“Mittie”), mother of the future president. The house and grounds further held over the years more than forty enslaved persons who were, in a 1921 account given by Corinne, mythologized in classic moonlight-and-magnolia-ese: “The… slaves were treated as friends of the family and they became to us… figures of great interest…. There was [a] young slave who went by the name of ‘Black Bess,’ and she was the devoted companion of her two young mistresses, Martha, my mother, and her sister, Anna Bulloch. She slept on a mat at the foot of their beds and rendered the devoted services that only the slave of the old… days ever gave to his or her mistress.” Referring to herself and her three siblings (Anna, Theodore, and Elliott Roosevelt), Corinne recalled their being told “stories of the… plantation” in the family’s Manhattan home.8

Presumably these nursery tales never explored the unexplained murder of a Roswell slave by Mittie’s half brother Daniel, who, said to be in a fit of temper, shot his “little shadow.” To soothe his conscience or his shame, he was sent abroad for a year. Neither, apparently, were Mittie’s offspring aware that to pay for their parents’ costly wedding, the Bullochs sold four of the Hall’s enslaved. The children, rather, knew of Roswell only in stories, and these embroidered by the vanities of time. Shortly after assuming the presidency, Theodore wrote to one of his favorite authors, Joel Chandler Harris, the longtime associate editor of the Atlanta Constitution, though far better known as a folklorist for his popular Uncle Remus stories based on African American oral tradition. “When I was young,” Roosevelt blithely observed, “my Aunt Annie Bulloch of Georgia, used to tell me some of your brer rabbit stories…. Your art… [has] always been an addition to the forces that tell for decency, and above all for the blotting out of sectional antagonism.” The much-hunted rabbit—small, vulnerable, and utterly dependent upon his wits to survive in a world of lashings and lynchings—can be seen as an expression of the antebellum enslaved negotiating a pack of predatory wolves, and one might wonder to what extent Roosevelt (or Harris) grasped this prickly fact.9

Thee Roosevelt and Mittie Bulloch met in 1850 through his older brother Weir, whose brother-in-law Dr. Hilborne West of Philadelphia was then courting Mittie’s half sister Susan Elliott. Corinne, perhaps touching upon the trace of Huguenot ancestry in the Bulloch family—Archibald’s wife was Mary De Veaux, daughter of a Savannah planter—later wrote in some detail of her mother’s fair appearance: “She was very beautiful, with black, fine hair… with a glow that sometimes seemed to have a slightly russet shade… and her skin was the purest and most delicate white, more moonlight-white than cream-white, and in the cheeks there was a coral, rather than a rose, tint.” Thee, all of nineteen and determined to meet this much-talked-of girl of fifteen, asked to visit Bulloch Hall. His stopover included picnic parties and gossip about Savannah’s elite, though apparently no suggestion of marriage; perhaps the evident differences in their personalities—she, vague if lively, and he, argumentative and perhaps a little self-serious—defeated them at this early date. Three years later, however, in May 1853, the would-be couple reconnected in Philadelphia, he just returning from a European sojourn and she visiting her now-wed half sister. Presumably heavy courting ensued—Thee referred to the “almost sacred… sofas” upon which they sat, while Mittie considered herself “entirely yours.”10 Returning to Roswell in June, she was engaged.

Thereupon ensued several months of separation as Thee returned north, triggering a difficult period for the intendeds. “Thee, Dearest Thee,” Mittie wrote in late July, “I promised to tell you if I cried when you left me. I had determined not to do so if possible, but when the dreadful feeling came over me that you were, indeed, gone, I could not help my tears from springing and had to rush away and be alone with myself. Everything now seems associated with you.” Thee replied days later with an open heart: “How can I express to you the pleasure which I received in reading your letter! I felt as you recalled so vividly to my mind the last morning of our parting, the blood rush to my temples; and I had, as I was in the office, to lay the letter down, for a few minutes to regain command of myself…. O, Mittie, how deeply, how devotedly I love You!”11

Faithful correspondents, the affianced practiced a largely lettered friendship, their time in each other’s corporeal company—sacred sofas aside—acutely abridged and typically attenuated by chaperones. This underlying lack of intimacy is perhaps evident in a sober if lightly put Mittie-to-Thee missive written a few weeks before their wedding on the ticklish subject of the husband-to-be’s deportment in front of the Bullochs: “Dear Thee, how are you going to behave when we meet? If I see you first before them all, mind seriously please, don’t kiss me or anything of the kind. I would not let Brother see you do so for worlds. I am in earnest. I would regard my affections as misplaced if you should take any liberties.”12 More generally, and considering their rather sharp contrasts—he the product of an urban, commercial environment, and she a plantation appendage—certain tensions attending this union of burgher and belle were likely. In the face of such divisions, it seems clear that a strong and mutual attraction sustained their quick courtship.

Matters did, however, momentarily bristle as the late-December wedding date neared. Plans for a small ceremony, the couple’s original preference, were put aside in October when Mittie, almost certainly yielding to parental pressure, wrote in some mixed attitude of explanation and frustration: “I said I would have no Bridesmaids at all—well, then I did not think it would be necessary—but since we have been thinking over things in general and have come to the conclusion that some of my five dozen intimate friends must be asked to officiate… I must submit to having four attendants.” In reply, Thee gave in by degrees, bowing to the enlargement of the wedding party—“As to the four groomsmen I don’t object to them in the slightest”—though pondering a little peevishly over the sudden need to invite half of Fulton County: “I must acknowledge that the utter change in your views with regard to other spectators is utterly incomprehensible.”13 Receiving this note, which was, Mittie anxiously surmised, “written in the heat of your displeasure,” the bride-to-be offered her northern beau a swift tutorial on southern etiquette:


Thee, I grant they may be different entirely, your Northern customs, but will I ever be able to impress upon you the fact that it is a southern young lady and in a Southern village that the wedding is to occur; consequently I must observe the rules and customs prevalent in that village. I cannot imagine you for one moment supposing I would take the step decided upon unless I had thought well of what I was doing…. As far as I am concerned I would infinitely prefer being married in the morning and leaving on the same day, but to this Mother was very much opposed. Consequently I was obliged to have all the Roswellites.14



Her sister Anna having perused the note with some skepticism, Mittie added a postscript: “Anna says [it] is not at all as she would write to her Lover and she thinks it sounds cross. Well, Thee, I do not mean any such thing, only you wrote ‘your change is incomprehensible, do explain it,’ and this letter is the only way I can explain…. You might have known I would have acted properly.”15

The evening wedding took place on December 22, 1853, in the warmed dining room at Bulloch Hall; sliding doors opened upon an adjoining parlor filled with guests. Mittie wore white satin; her much-discussed bridesmaids sported muslin with narrow basque waists. A supper heavy on baked and roast meats followed, with ice cream and several kinds of cakes capping the nuptial feast; a few days later the Roosevelts, having obliged the Roswellites, made their nearly nine-hundred-mile journey to Manhattan, settling into a house near Union Square Park.16

There, thirteen months later, Mittie, bereft of her mother and only nineteen, had her first child, Anna (called “Bamie,” a quaint corruption of “bambina,” courtesy of an uncle who had traveled to Europe). In October 1858 a second infant—Theodore, called “Teedie”—arrived. His grandmother Bulloch, now in residence, thought the toddler “as sweet and pretty a young baby as I have ever seen,” though a doubtful Mittie supposed her son a little “hideous” with a slight overbite (to be hidden in adulthood by a mustache) and more akin to a “terrapin.”17 Two years later Mittie gave birth to her second son, Elliott; her final child, Corinne, came the following year. By that late date the Roosevelts constituted a cohesive unit of six—its rare mix of northern hustle and southern Huguenot suddenly, implicitly censured in a nation rapidly coming undone.





2 Casualties of War

In late January 1861 Mittie’s native Georgia became the fifth southern state to leave the Union, the first tremoring domino, South Carolina, having fallen in December. By June, eleven states had seceded, four of these following the stunning April assault on Fort Sumter, a pentagon-shaped brick sea citadel in Charleston Harbor piled upon an artificial island reclaimed by several thousand tons of New England granite. Its surrender to Confederate forces prefaced Lincoln’s call for seventy-five thousand volunteers to stem the unfolding rebellion. Only in his late twenties, Thee might have served in the U.S. Army, though the delicacy of his domestic situation—Mittie, Anna, and their widowed mother, Martha, who had sold Bulloch Hall in 1856 a few years after her husband’s death from heart disease, were all now living in Manhattan among the Roosevelts—argued otherwise. Rather, he hired a substitute in 1863, once the federal government implemented a draft. Giving some unintended veracity to the stinging expression “a rich man’s war but a poor man’s fight,” Thee paid $1,000 (about $24,000 in today’s dollars) to maintain a safe distance from the gathering storm.1

It is conceivable, of course, that even without a southern spouse, he might have sought an alternative form of service. Numerous wealthy and well-placed young men followed such a path, including Thee’s brothers, none of whom fought in the conflict. The Bullochs, by contrast, were more active combatants. Mittie’s brother Irvine, an officer in the Confederate navy, served on the CSS Alabama, a notorious screw sloop-of-war sunk outside the port of Cherbourg, France, in June 1864 after capturing or burning dozens of Union merchant ships; her half brother James, possessed of a bushy Hulihee beard (mustache and muttonchops), operated as a foreign agent for the Confederacy in Britain, overseeing the movement of commerce raiders and helping to smuggle southern cotton into the country. Both he and Irvine, their Stars and Bars sins considered irredeemable, were denied amnesty after the war and operated a successful cotton emporium in Liverpool. Flush with sibling affinity, Mittie is said, on at least one occasion, to have displayed the rebel flag to her Yankee neighbors following a Confederate triumph.

According to Bamie, Thee regretted his decision to avoid the front lines. Her father “always,” so she wrote many years later, “felt that he had done a very wrong thing in not having put every other feeling aside and joined the absolute fighting forces.” It is difficult to determine the accuracy of this after-the-event sentiment on Thee’s (or Bamie’s) part, though certainly the difficulties he faced within his marriage were daunting. “I wish we sympathized together on this question of so vital moment to our country,” he wrote Mittie near the end of a dispiriting secession winter in early 1861. “I know you cannot understand my feelings and of course do not expect it.” Invariably, their children adopted the sensitivities of their surroundings, which tilted, uprooted Georgia kin to the contrary, toward a deep Union blue. Though caught up in the romance of “dear old” Uncle Jimmy, as Teedie remembered his England-based uncle, the Roosevelt litter, when given a stocky sorrel Shetland in 1865, hesitated not to name it “Pony Grant.”2

Despite heading a house divided, Thee performed a service of considerable consequence for the Union. Along with two New York allies, Theodore Bronson, an official on the state board of charities, and William Dodge Jr., a partner in a lucrative mining corporation, he devoted three months in 1861 to securing the passage of a bill in Congress creating a class of allotment commissioners who encouraged soldiers to send a portion of their pay to their families. Lincoln appointed Thee one of the roving commission agents. Accordingly, he spent nearly a year sojourning in the saddle, enduring often-inclement weather, giving speech after speech, and collecting signatures by the thousands. “This resulted,” so Dodge later remembered, “in sending many millions of dollars to homes where it was greatly needed, kept the memory of wives and children fresh in the minds of the soldiers, and greatly improved their morale.” The effort seems to have emboldened Thee’s outlook as well. “It is a great luxury,” he wrote Mittie, “to feel I am at last doing something tangible for the country.”3

His father’s connection to Lincoln offered young Teedie a vicarious brush with history that meant more to the boy than any comparatively narrow Bulloch heroism. Possessed of prized Lincoln letters and some small social acquaintance with the president, Thee came to be linked in the child’s fecund mind with the turn of great events. Attending a White House supper in February 1862, Thee wrote his family that while some capital city grandees snootily “complained of the supper,” for its necessary nod to wartime frugality, he insisted on having “rarely seen a better [one]” and described a candlelit feast of “terrapin, birds, ducks, and everything else in great profusion when I was in the dining room.” To Teedie, “Father Abraham,” selflessly engaged in preserving the Union, became his lifelong beau ideal of a statesman. “Lincoln is my hero,” he wrote unabashedly to an uncle while in his forties, and he ached to frame his presidency in the key of Civil War campaigning. “Just as Lincoln got contradictory advice from the extremists of both sides at every phase of the struggle for unity and freedom,” he observed to a colleague in 1902, as though begging for comparison, “so I now have carefully to guard myself against the extremists of both sides.” In a gesture of herbal homage, Roosevelt had boxwood clippings from Lincoln’s Springfield, Illinois, home planted at his own Long Island house at Oyster Bay.4

Lincoln’s lengthening shadow took on a tangible quality for Roosevelt in the spruce style of John Hay, TR’s first secretary of state. Not long out of Brown University, Hay had served loyally as Lincoln’s private secretary, living in the White House; he later, with John Nicolay, crafted a generous ten-volume biography of the sainted president published to much acclaim in 1890. Hay became acquainted with Thee during the war years and, through the father, came to know the family. “I can see the laughing face of the young man become suddenly shy and a little self-conscious,” Corinne remembered, “as my father said to my mother: ‘Mittie, I want to present to you [someone] who in the future, I believe, will make his name well known in the United States.’ ” Soft-spoken, meticulously groomed with a Van Dyke beard, and (following an advantageous marriage to stout Clara Stone, heir to an Ohio railroad fortune) impeccably tailored, Hay moved steadily up the Republican ranks. For TR’s 1905 swearing-in ceremony, he picked the perfect gift. “The night before the inauguration,” Roosevelt wrote to a British friend, Hay “gave me a ring containing some of Lincoln’s hair, cut from his head just after he was assassinated nearly forty years ago; and I wore the ring when I took my oath of office the next day.”5

For Mittie, the torturous war years sapped both her spirit and her strength. Corinne said that her mother suffered from “delicate health” during this period and thus struggled “to enter into the active life of her husband and children.” Bamie, however, understood Mittie’s ailments to have external origins: “I know the Roosevelts and I should hate to have married into them at that time unless I had been one of them in thought. They think they are just, but they are hard in a way.” One imagines Cornelius and his several sons, bolstered by the blunt superiority of wealth, casually denouncing southern secession over Sunday Manhattan meals, the odd dropping of Dutch phrases rendering still more extreme the alienating effect upon the lone belle in the room. Worried about her Confederate brothers and possibly the old manse in Roswell (looted by General William Sherman’s seaward-marching federals), Mittie possibly wrestled with questions of guilt and identity, living peacefully among the enemies of her people.6

Coolly inattentive to time—“I never exactly keep my appointments”—Mittie exhibited as the years passed a propensity for truancy, finding it difficult, amid a host of intricate preparations, to escape the boudoir. This reserve complemented a hygienic fixation, resulting in multiple daily baths, one to clean and a second to rinse. Guests might be guided in her presence to a white-sheeted chair, while her outdoor dress—white muslin, so Bamie later recalled, with “dust coat [and] brown paper cuffs so that not a single speck of dust or smudge could touch her”—suggested an obsession.7

And perhaps it communicated still more clearly some quiet resistance on Mittie’s part to New York, to the Union army, and to a way of life so deeply antithetical to the rhythms of her rural Georgia. Status-conscious Manhattan’s late-nineteenth-century social and economic aspirations required a punctilious attention to efficiency beyond her care or capacity. Consequently, Thee’s congenital energy, adeptness, and drive invariably introduced a note of resentment into their marriage. “I love you and wish to please you more than any one else in the whole world, and will do everything I can to please you that is not unreasonable,” Mittie once wrote her husband, “… don’t be too hard upon me.”8 The couple’s four children, sensitive to ailments of various kinds, possibly internalized this parental divide, captive to pressures they could not as yet name.





3 The Invalid

In the fall of 1861, a few weeks after Thee’s allotment duties called him away from the Roosevelts’ East Twentieth Street brownstone, Mittie discerned a slight variation in behavior from their elder son, now three. “Teedie is the most affectionate and endearing little creature in his ways,” she wrote her afield husband, “but begins to require his Papa’s discipline rather sadly. He is brimming full of mischief and has to be watched all the time…. I have written this at night, being the only time unoccupied with the dear, troublesome little children deserted by their Papa.”1 This gentle rebuke—of both progeny and papa—anticipated a more general maternal concern for Teedie’s well-being. Formerly a robust infant, he suddenly began to experience a swarm of minor if insistent ailments leading to a more serious struggle with asthma.

Watching the boy’s health closely, Mittie wrote concernedly to Thee in November, “Teedie has a very bad cold”; the following month she reported in some exhaustion, “Teedie was very unwell last night [and] I was up with him six or seven times.” The child’s condition worried Thee, who described his son as “too much sick.” The maladies varied from fever to nausea to viral infections. So common was the unwanted company of acute diarrhea that it lingered allusively—referred to as “cholera morbus”—in family correspondence. One morning the enfeebled minor complained to Mittie, “I have a toothache in my stomach.” The asthma attacks, some lasting for days, were of a more serious nature, leaving the trembling child drenched in sweat and gasping for air. It seems clear that Roosevelt associated his struggling condition with Thee’s unsought absence. “My really great father… he saved my life,” TR wrote years later. “Handsome dandy that he was, the thought of him now and always has been a sense of comfort. I could breathe, I could sleep, when he had me in his arms. My father—he got me breath, he got me lungs, strength—life.”2

Whether in the care of Thee or Mittie, Teedie spent numerous nights “propped up,” so Corinne reported, “in bed or in a big chair.” The illness seems to have reduced his appetite, and this thin-shanked child appeared pallid and worn. Contrary to Roosevelt mythology, which suggests that weight training and other trappings of physical culture made for Teedie a successful teen-years transition to health, his susceptibility to asthma drifted into adulthood, giving reason to think that allergies may have played a role. Coal dust and damp basement air and ever-present animal hair (the Roosevelts were partial to pets) circulated about the family home. All the children, in fact, suffered from one ailment or another. Corinne too showed symptoms of asthma, while Elliott succumbed to any number of sudden colds. In search of plausible causes, Thee presumed his children’s infirmities emanated from the house itself. “While I hope a great deal from next summer,” he wrote in early 1862 of a potential seasonal cure, “I cannot help feeling that there must be something about the furnace or something that prevents them all from being healthy.”3

Heroic asthmatic narratives aside, it was Bamie, Teedie’s favorite of his three siblings and, other than his second wife, his closest confidant, who endured the greatest health challenge among the Roosevelt children, suffering from a spinal defect. Family lore insinuated that a negligent nurse had dropped the then-infant, though it is more likely that Bamie’s curved back derived from Pott’s disease, a rare kind of tuberculosis that results in arthritis of the intervertebral joints.

Conspicuous in her condition—a typically acidic Henry Adams once inelegantly described Bamie, whom he knew socially, as “bent like a corkscrew”—she walked with a stooping gait (only lightly disguised with special shoes) and spent a good deal of her youth planted upon a sofa in the rear of the family home. She was often made to be in a “terrible” harness, so she later recalled. “Poor little thing,” Thee wrote of his daughter at age seven. “I never think of Bamie without pain. It seems such a dreary life that is in store for her.” Contradicting these paternal concerns, however, the late-blooming bambina’s vita proved to be unusually full and eventful. Considering that, despite a nagging spine, Bamie assumed many family responsibilities from her distracted mother, later served for several decades as TR’s valued sounding board, and surprised all by marrying at the age of forty a decade-older divorced U.S. Navy officer with whom she subsequently bore a son, one might find her resourceful response to illness even more remarkable than that of her famous brother.4

Despite his various maladies, Teedie was equipped, as Mittie knew only too well, with an abundance of bounce complemented by a furious curiosity. The publisher George Haven Putnam, a friend of Thee’s, first met Roosevelt as a “bright-eyed boy of ten,” who “gave full evidence of energy, but his physique was slight and frail. I remember being impressed at once with the fact that the boy wanted to know. He was putting his tentacles out into the universe.” Testimonials of the “slight and frail” kind are common in TR lore—Corinne preferred “fragile,” Mittie thought him “like one of these very pale azaleas,” and Roosevelt himself later proposed “sickly, delicate”—though such assertions give little hint of the great physical change to come. There appears to be precious little resemblance to the lean-faced youth in the thick, fleshy president with notorious teeth chomping above a fluttering double chin.5 The child seems to have been swallowed by the man.

Teedie’s adolescent invalidism, combined with a striking intellectual inquisitiveness—called by one acquaintance “his almost abnormal literary and scientific tastes”—made him something of an isolate to the inessential outside world. Early on he began to collect insect and animal specimens, his bedroom a menagerie of butterflies, ladybugs, and spiders. At the age of seven he penned a minor-key epic, “The Forgoing Ant,” inspired by a children’s digest on natural history.6 This engagement with books signaled a more general withdrawal into the nursery, conditioned by bouts of cholera morbus and the ever-present asthma. Self-absorbed, he felt secure within his family circle, the most dynamic and active of his siblings, the one eager if a bit awkward outside of the house, never having—being educated by a parade of tutors—to negotiate the capricious hierarchies formed in schoolyard struggles or to beg for the attention of his teachers.

In this glossy Roosevelt bubble, Thee proved to be by far Teedie’s greatest influence, the man from whom he absorbed a decidedly Victorian worldview. “He would not tolerate in us children selfishness or cruelty, idleness, cowardice or untruthfulness,” TR later recalled. “As we grew older he made us understand that the same standard of clean living was demanded for the boys as for the girls; that what was wrong in a woman could not be right in a man. With great love and patience, and the most understanding sympathy and consideration, he combined insistence on discipline.” This uncompromising code left little room for nuance and, despite its virtues, could valorize in adulthood a rigidly conformist outlook. One associate noted that TR “abhorred, above all, suggestive speech [and] loose living,” the latter sin presumably on display when a cousin strayed from convention in choosing a wife. “Have just received a letter telling me that Cornelius has distinguished himself by marrying a French actress!” he fumed while at Harvard. “He is a disgrace to the family—the vulgar brute.”7

On a less pious note, the art of almsgiving also passed down from father to fils. Though connected to the old Roosevelt & Son hardware and banking empire, Thee, thanks to C.V.S.’s fortune, had turned his attention increasingly to philanthropic enterprises. Looking to engage in good works, he helped organize the New York Children’s Aid Society in 1853 (caring for orphaned and abandoned youth) and the New York Orthopedic Dispensary in 1866 (medical treatment for the indigent—a bow to Bamie’s condition), as well as the American Museum of Natural History (1869) and the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1870). Various other institutions and associations benefitted from his generosity. “My brother’s great love for his humankind,” Corinne wrote affectionately, “was a direct inheritance from the man who was one of the founders in his city of nearly every patriotic, humanitarian, and educational endeavor.”8

It must have pained Thee, placed upon so high a pedestal, to suffer the abiding rebuke of his children’s uncooperative constitutions. A great believer in the hygienic virtues of travel and activity, he bundled his begats in the late spring of 1869 and, along with Mittie, stormed Europe. An echo of the Old World’s grand tour tradition, this American adaptation, practiced by countless Boston Brahmins, New York Knickerbockers, and industrialists of sundry extraction, promised a culture-gulping crusade through temples, cathedrals, and museums miscellaneous. On such elevating terms did a ten-year-old Teedie gamely take his asthma abroad.





4 Traveling Cure

As the Roosevelts prepared to take wing, America in 1869 showed unmistakable signs of moving beyond the old questions of slavery and sectionalism. The Grant administration got underway in Washington; a ceremonial “golden spike” driven by railroad magnate Leland Stanford in Promontory Summit, Utah, commemorated the completion of the Pacific Railroad (later renamed the Transcontinental Railroad); and the Wyoming territorial legislature granted women the right to vote. Elsewhere in 1869 a twenty-two-year-old former Western Union employee named Thomas Edison received his first patent for an electric vote recorder designed to help legislative bodies tally ballots. On the sporting page, the lavishly mustachioed Cincinnati Red Stockings became baseball’s first fully professional team (ten men on salary), while Rutgers defeated Princeton 6 to 4 in the first college football game. Among the criminally inclined, a blue-eyed Jesse James and his older brother Frank robbed a small two-room brick bank in Gallatin, Missouri, leaving its star-crossed cashier, one Captain John Sheets, dead.

In Europe, the year yielded a number of classic novels—including Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Gustave Flaubert’s Sentimental Education, and Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, all of which appeared in serialized and other forms. The first edition of the (still extant) scientific journal Nature was published in London, while the Folies Trévise (later Bergère), a cabaret music hall, opened in Paris, becoming, with its catalog of songs, operettas, can-can dancers, and discreet nudity, a centerpiece in coming years of the Belle Époque. Among the governing class, Queen Victoria gave name to an entire era, Napoleon III ruled as emperor of the French, and Otto von Bismarck reigned as chancellor of the North German Confederation (prelude to the German Empire). The power of these potentates was enhanced by the quickening pace of technology, symbolized in 1869 by the completion of the Suez Canal and the beginning of the Brooklyn Bridge—monuments, beyond their operable functions, to a new mechanical age.

Thee presumed that his brood, hitherto wards of the nursery, might benefit from an itinerary of travel. “My father,” Bamie believed, “was far ahead of the people of his period in his ideas concerning the health of his children. He felt that… we must have a great deal of life in the open air.”1 Unable through prescribed medicines or home remedies to come upon a cure for Teedie’s ongoing asthma—at one point the poor child was made to smoke a cigar—Thee seemed to fall, perhaps a little desperately, upon the notion that junketing, the uprooting of routine, might finally shake his son free.

The trip may have suggested to its conductor a similar therapeutic for his wife. Now sixteen years into her marriage, Mittie seemed to be in a measured fade, idle, indolent, and possibly mourning the life she had left behind in Georgia. Her mother, Martha, had died in 1864 and was entombed in Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery far from bucolic Bulloch Hall; her Confederate brothers, unable to garner federal pardons, lived an ocean away in England. Her genteel helplessness, indifference to appointments, and obsession with cleanliness had reduced her presence within the family unit to merely ornamental.

A quiet calculation almost certainly factored into Mittie’s ineffable ills over the years. On one occasion she wrote that it was “good policy… to keep up the appearance of a cold” and embellished upon this in practice to include the random heart tremor, digestive infirmity, and assorted twinges and torments of enigmatic origin. In response to these complaints, she occasionally absented herself from home, convalescing and taking water cures. Whereas Teedie’s invalidism struck the boy as an unwanted prison, his mother perhaps embraced her condition as the price of permission to retreat from the bustling Roosevelt routine. Having borne Thee a quartet of babies between 1855 and 1861, she, twenty-six at the time of her last pregnancy, ceased having children.2

A trip to Europe thus offered Mittie the vague promise of improved health, though more concretely the opportunity to reunite with her brothers. And so, on a warm May day in 1869 the Roosevelts boarded the Scotia, a built-for-speed British paddle steamer operated by the Cunard Line and headed, on its nine-day voyage, for Liverpool. The luxury ship offered only first-class accommodations, for “people of good family,” as the Roosevelts thought of themselves. “While going to the docks I cried a great deal,” Teedie wrote in his diary, and called it “verry hard parting” from family and friends. Perhaps most markedly he missed the company of Edith Carow (originally Quereau from the French Huguenot), a treasured neighbor living a few blocks south on East Fourteenth Street in a Union Square brownstone who was particularly close to Corinne but very much, since the age of three, familiar with the entire family. Edie’s alcoholic father, an old compeer of Thee’s, oversaw a failing shipping concern, and her proud New England mother could be excessively censorious. Clearly gravitating to the Roosevelt household for emotional support, Edie established a special relationship with Teedie. Both were uncommonly interested in books, and their contrasting personalities—he spontaneous, she more reserved—seemed to complement rather than clash. Too, they shared a memory of solemn historical proportions, occupying, along with Elliott, an open second-floor window in old C.V.S.’s mansion on a late-April day in 1865 as Lincoln’s long funeral cortège passed by—Dr. Charles DeCosta Brown, a local dentist with some proficiency in the art of embalming, having “removed the dust that had settled on the face” before the remains’ Manhattan arrival, so the New York Times reported.3

Docking in Liverpool, the Roosevelts paused for a ten-day Bulloch reunion during which Teedie accompanied his newly acquainted cousins to the beach, then took to the road. A quick stopover in Chatsworth prefaced a journey north to the Lake District, before the family headed into Scotland where they trooped about Abbotsford, the “castle-in-miniature” country home of Sir Walter Scott, whose widely read Waverley novels (1814–1831) popularized the tartan craze. Afterward they scooted up to Glasgow, a booming hub of shipbuilding and trade with a population of about half a million. From there the Roosevelts turned south, arriving by train at the cathedral city of York, where Mittie wrote to her sister Anna “how sad [Teedie] had been to part with Edith.” She further found her studious son somewhat abstracted, flashing a “quiet patrician air with his large blue eyes not looking at anything present and asking some such question as ‘Father, did Texas wish to annex itself to the United States?’ ” The party soon moved on to Oxford and from there to London, where, amid outings to the British Museum, Westminster Abbey, and the “quite pretty” Thames, Teedie battled a ferocious headache and contended once again with asthma.4 The boy was thus taken south to Hastings in the hope that the Channel climate might prove salubrious.

Teedie’s struggles, however, continued on the Continent. “He had to sit up in bed to breathe,” Mittie reported to Anna of one particularly intense bout. “After taking a strong cup of black coffee the spasmodic part of the attack ceased and he slept…. Had the coffee not taken effect he would have gone on struggling through the night, and been a complete wreck the next morning, in which condition you have so often seen him.” Following a tour of Amsterdam, Switzerland, and several German-speaking cities—including Munich, Dresden, and Berlin (where Teedie found a Jewish “Sinagauge… verry interesting”)—the family moved on to Belgium before spending six weeks in Paris, Marseilles, and Nice. As winter approached, they made for temperate northern Italy. Along the way a procession of physicians attended Teedie, who perhaps began to feel himself a burden. “Papa called us children bothers,” he wrote, “and I had to drink medicine.” Mittie’s patience also seemed stretched. “I read till Mama came in,” he remembered, “and I stroked her head and she felt my hands and nearly cried because they were feverish.”5

Along the Riviera, Thee, the generous benefactor of New York City’s indigent children, revealed a less sensitive side when encountering a group of mendicant Italians. “Papa brought two baskets of doughey cakes,” Teedie recorded:


We tossed the cakes to them and we fed them like chickens with small pieces of cake and like chickens they ate it. Mr. Stevens [another touring Anglo] kept guard with a whip with which he pretended to whip a small boy. We made them open their mouths and tossed cake into it. For a “Coup de Grace”… we made the crowds… give us three cheers for U.S.A. before we gave them cakes.6



Though Teedie, struck by the ubiquity of cassock-sporting clerics, occasionally played priest with Elliott, the human condition of the country made only a passing impression upon him; he was more moved by the “lovly scenery” of a smoldering Vesuvius, the “beautiful echo” inside the eleventh-century Pisa Cathedral, and the “verry verry old Frescos” in Bologna. When socializing, he mixed with the children of other Americans: “We all had tea together,” he wrote of one encounter, “and then had a great play.”7

The Roosevelts spent Christmas in Rome, where Teedie, baptized in the Madison Square Presbyterian Church, swore to a newfound friend while playing leapfrog on the Pincian Hill that he “didn’t believe in popes—that no real American would.” Still a stranger to his unformed feelings, the boy experienced a surprising comeuppance when an immaculately attired Pius IX suddenly appeared. Corinne, among the leapers, later recorded the ensuing episode:


The Pope, who was in his sedan-chair carried by bearers in beautiful costumes, his benign face framed in white hair and the close cap which he wore, caught sight of the group of eager little children craning their necks to see him pass; and he smiled and put out one fragile, delicate hand toward us, and lo! the late scoffer [Teedie]… fell upon his knees and kissed the delicate hand, which for a brief moment was laid upon his curling hair.8



Teedie captured the improbable moment with an appealingly self-deflating candor in his quickly filling diary: “We saw the Pope and we walked along and he extended his hand to me and I kissed it!!! hem!! hem!!”9

In early March 1870, the Roosevelts returned to Paris for nearly two months of metropolitan wandering and relaxation. By May they were back in England and, after a year abroad, began their return voyage to America on the fourteenth. The tour brought Teedie into an everyday intimacy with his parents, whose independent personalities he began to selectively assimilate inside himself. Thee pushed his irregularly educated children to speak French, to plow through novel after novel, and to take note of the artistic glut to be gleaned at each stop. Always the next rail station loomed, with hours of ennui spent in transit leading to the new hostel, the inevitable castle, the latest cathedral. Mittie, by contrast, communicated to her son something less easy to describe, a kind of impetuosity, a permission to feel intensely about his environment. If Thee, eager to plant the family flag on anything “historical,” “architectural,” or “significant,” swore by a slew of Baedeker guidebooks, she leaned toward a less constricted itinerary—the best part of the journey for her, after all, had been the Bulloch reunion.

For Teedie, however, his temperament still much in flux, this first time abroad scarcely impressed. “I cordially hated it, as did my younger brother and sister,” he wrote in a memoir. “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.”10

Certainly, the Continent had failed to cure Teedie’s omnibus of ailments, which persisted throughout the trip. And in some small anxiety, Thee proposed to his son a more active and independent approach to building a better body. The boy would have to do it for himself.





5 Father of the Man

Teedie’s passage from sickly asthmatic to Mount Rushmore is the stuff of legend. In later years he seemed to regard the paraphernalia of a well-appointed gym as the weights and bars armaments upon which to wage a kind of holy war. “Having been a rather sickly and awkward boy,” he remembered, “I was… at first both nervous and distrustful of my own prowess. I had to train myself painfully and laboriously not merely as regards my body but as regards my soul and spirit.”1 This mingling of the carnal with the consecrated suggested that muscle might bear some mystical witness to morality. The words “strong,” “manly,” and “clean” flicker signally through Roosevelt’s writings. In the throes of physical culture—a regimen ranging from calisthenics to combat sports—he glimpsed the gates of salvation. Years before famously referencing the “strenuous life” as a remedy to sedentary urban modernity, he had begun to formulate its meaning as a marker of personal redemption.

By embracing a fresh masculine ideal, Roosevelt followed a broader cultural inclination. In the wake of the Civil War, the old arcadian idols of agrarianism and the open frontier gave way to the dull routine of a factory labor system that wedged workers into cramped city spaces, pinched by poverty and unable to practice social mobility. For those many schoolboy scholars weaned on Jefferson’s warning against sweatshops—“While we have land to labour then, let us never wish to see our citizens occupied at a work-bench”—the idea of masculinity needed to be rethought, as its early-republic antecedents now seemed outdated and irreplicable.2 One could hardly imagine another Washington crossing another Delaware, another Daniel Boone crossing another Cumberland Gap, or another Ulysses Grant plunging his blue battalions into Virginia’s heavily wooded wilderness in pursuit of Robert E. Lee’s elusive army.

Concerns about the future of work and identity, industry and empire, rather, gave some shape and substance to the meaning of maleness in Gilded Age America. This quiet anxiety revealed itself in various ways, hailing the gridiron heroics of college football players, informing the growing vogue of “muscular Christianity” (YMCA shorthand for health, sacrifice, and physical strength), and even altering the prevailing trend of presidential grooming. Between Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt, all but two of the White House’s ten occupants sported facial hair; the muttonchopped John Quincy Adams and Martin Van Buren, by contrast, were the only pre–Civil War executives who dared to whisker. “The whole generation is womanised,” as Henry James described this unease in his 1886 novel The Bostonians, “the masculine tone is passing out of the world; it’s a feminine, a nervous, hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and coddled sensibilities, which if we don’t soon look out, will usher in the reign of mediocrity, of the feeblest and flattest and the most pretentious that has ever been.”3

Young Theodore’s earliest embrace of the masculine ideal occurred in the blood-and-guts act of taxidermy, his interest fueled in part, so he said, by a richly illustrated “volume of a hopelessly unscientific kind… about mammals,” and perhaps more viscerally by the unexpected sight of a dead seal resting on a crest of wood near a certain Broadway market that he happened to be haunting. “That seal,” he later wrote, “filled me with every possible feeling of romance and adventure.” He soon began to stockpile mice, spiders, and bat cadavers, complete with rudimentary classification and indexing. Collection led to dissection—at which point the pickle-ish odor of formaldehyde and arsenic lingered about the house—and then to the desire for more elaborate trophies.4

At the age of thirteen Theodore convinced his father to employ John G. Bell, “a tall, clean-shaven, white-haired old gentleman, as straight as an Indian,” so Roosevelt later recalled, to teach him the art of animal body preservation and display. Bell had once joined the legendary naturalist John James Audubon, author of The Birds of America (1827–1838), on a journey to the Upper Missouri River in present-day Montana. Going to Bell’s “musty little shop,” Theodore learned how to mount birds—snowy owls, Egyptian plovers, and the occasional spruce grouse—as well as prepare skins. He considered his largely self-tutored mentor “a very interesting man, an American of the before-the-war type… [who] had no scientific knowledge” but enlarged the field of scholarship by his discovery of any number of buntings, sparrows, and whippoorwills.5

That same year young Theodore received from Thee his first firearm, a double-barreled pinfire shotgun of French extraction, which he later remembered as “excellent… for a clumsy… boy.” Shooting with friends at Dobbs Ferry along the Hudson River led Roosevelt to the revelation that he was nearsighted, and he soon began to wear glasses. “I had no idea how beautiful the world was,” he wrote, “until I got those spectacles.”6 This passionate devotion to nature, hunting, science, and collecting began to dominate his adolescence. These preferences and activities were supplemented by a liberal education both formal—including French, Latin, and German tutorials—and less so; he read an incredible number of books on his own, driven by an astonishing curiosity that carried him through James Fenimore Cooper’s historical romances of the American frontier, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poetic sequence “The Saga of King Olaf” (costarring the hammer-wielding Norse god the “mighty Thor”), and The Nibelungenlied, an anonymously written medieval epic poem of the vengeance-and-honor kind adapted by Richard Wagner in the opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen.7

Roosevelt’s mental development found some parallel in the parental push to strengthen his frail body. Since returning from Europe, Thee had shuffled the boy about—from Saratoga’s leafy forest trails in upstate New York to C.V.S.’s Oyster Bay summer estate—searching for some climatic answer to his son’s ongoing asthma. Frustrated, he brought Theodore to Dr. Alphonso D. Rockwell, something of a celebrity physician who treated Astors and Vanderbilts “and had,” so his 
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