
  

   A NOTE TO THE READER


  IN THIS BOOK I USE TEDDY, TR, AND THEODORE INTERCHANGEABLY. IT is true Teddy was not a name Roosevelt really liked, but people still called him that. I try to make the name fit the mood, the story, and sometimes I just call him by his last name.



  

   CHAPTER ONE


  The First Charge


  1898


  THEODORE ROOSEVELT STOOD IN THE TROPICAL DARKNESS STARING AT the honey-speckled sky of pinwheel stars. He was on his way to the Great Adventure aboard the Yucatan with his Rough Riders bedded down below deck and on the deck to stay cool and out of the stifling reek of men and mules and the waste they produced. Captain Buckey O’Neill, a one-time Arizona sheriff turned Rough Rider who had shot down his fair share of bad men and Indians in the past but could recite Balzac and identify the signs of Apache, stood next to TR, staring up at the star-filled sky. Die or win, Roosevelt was headed for Cuba and what he would later refer to as his “crowded hour”: standing in the close warmth with the whoosh of the great ship the only sound, he looked for answers in the heavens.


  “Who would not risk his life for a star,”1 Buckey O’Neill murmured and Teddy turned to the grizzled officer and nodded. It was just the answer he was looking for. The next day they came to a halt off the coast of Cuba and awaited orders. Roosevelt and his Rough Riders gazed at the island nation they had come to liberate from the tyrannical rule of Spain. “Every feature of the landscape,” wrote Richard Harding Davis, “was painted in highlights; there was no shading, it was all brilliant, gorgeous, and glaring. The sea was an indigo blue, like the blue in a washtub, the green of the mountains was the green of corroded copper, the scarlet trees were the red of a Tommy’s jacket, and the sun was like a limelight in its fierceness.”2 TR and his men had a lot of time to gaze at the tropical paradise as battle orders didn’t arrive until the following evening for the thirty-one transport ships.


  Roosevelt out west in the Badlands had patented a war dance when he shot his first buffalo, and he repeated it for the troops when he got the news they would be going in. He put his hand on one hip and then waving his hat in the air, he danced like a Russian cowboy, singing, “Shout Hurrah for Erin-go-Bragh . . . And All the Yankee Nation!” His men were much amused, and his officers drank a toast that night, raising their cups “to the officers, may they get killed, wounded or promoted!”3 The night was long as men contemplated their fate. Some knew they would never sleep again. Others, like Roosevelt, saw only glory ahead.


  After a naval bombardment, the Rough Riders disembarked onto a slimy wooden pier with their ships riding up and down in the surf like elevators. Horses were simply pushed into the sea with the hope they would swim to shore; many drowned until a bugler sounded his horn and the horses headed for shore. For Roosevelt, the cosmic moment of the night before had given way for the very terrestrial work of getting men and horses ashore off a ship that was moving up and down. His two horses were not to be pushed into the water but off-loaded per his instructions.


  TR swore, snorted, gesticulated in the hot Cuban sun as he watched his horse Rain in the Face lowered to the water in a harness. A sudden breaker caught the horse and before she could be released the horse drowned. Roosevelt was outraged and “snorting like a bull, split the air with one blasphemy after another,”4 wrote Albert Smith, the vitagraph cameraman. Not to be caught again in the crosshairs of the red-faced Roosevelt, the men were so careful in handling his second horse, Texas, that she hung in the air with legs dangling above the water like a trapeze artist looking for land until Roosevelt roared out, “Stop that Goddamned animal torture!”5


  Texas was then unceremoniously dropped into the water, where she swam to shore. Roosevelt, who had landed with not much more than his toothbrush and extra glasses sewn into the brim of his hat, turned to look at the leafy steaming green effulgence that was Cuba. The forty-three-year-old former assistant secretary of the navy could only marvel at the events that had brought him so close to having “his crowded hour.”6 Ever since his own father had hired a substitute for himself in the Civil War, young Teddy had fantasized about the highest baptism for a man: that of being blooded in battle. Not that he blamed his father for hiring the substitute (he would never blame Great Heart for anything—the only man he ever admitted to being afraid of), but still there was that one blemish on the great edifice that he could never quite reconcile and so for his own life it had become an obsession to find his own moment, his own “crowded hour” where he could put himself to the ultimate test and to do this he had created his own war.


  When Secretary of the Navy McKinley had gone on summer vacation, his young assistant secretary of the navy set about firing up the battle fleet by filling the ships’ bunkers with coal, positioning the ships to be ready to go at a moment’s notice, and basically putting the US Navy on a war footing. When the Maine obligingly blew up in Havana harbor, TR tendered his resignation, told his wife Edith and four young children goodbye, and set about rounding up cowboys from his ranching days, socialites, Harvard men, and politicians from his own patrician class and then headed off to Texas to march and gallop in the dust after being outfitted in an immaculate grey and gold-fringed cavalry uniform from Brooks Brothers.


  Reporters had flocked to San Antonio, Texas, to watch Roosevelt and his Rough Riders charge across the dusty prairies, writing in romantic terms about the men who would go first to Cuba to fight the Spanish. Remember the Maine. Remember the Maine. Banners flew from ships, from trains, as the Rough Riders journeyed to their embarkation point. Women and children gave them flowers. Letters promised love and marriage for any Rough Rider who made it through the war. Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders boosted circulation for newspapers across the country. Beyond the cowboys, it didn’t hurt that a few senators’ sons had joined as well. Craig Wadsworth, a nephew of Congressman James W. Wadsworth, had joined and was front-page news. The papers quickly built the Rough Riders into a new brand of supermen. “Judging from the reports of the surgeons who have examined the men who enlisted here, there never was such a body of men in the world enlisted in the regiment. They are the flower of American manhood and of the regiment fully nine tenths are men who have college diplomas. They are nearly all able to bear their own expenses. Many of them are millionaires and every man of the 1200 has joined the regiment out of pure patriotism and for the one purpose of fighting.”7


  Most of the men were not millionaires, but no matter. The Rough Rider was part cowboy, frontiersmen, ivy leaguer, millionaire, scout, soldier, an omnibus of American character bundled into one man on a horse who would show American strength to the world. The Kansas City Star led with a star-studded headline: “New York Heavy Swells Bound for the Front”8 and went on to stress that though the Rough Riders had their fair share of “Leaders in the Cotillions Given by the Four Hundred,”9 the egalitarian nature of the Rough Riders was preeminent. “New York’s men of fashion will ride flank to flank with the untamed cowboys of the wild and wooly west. And there will be no good lines drawn. One man will be as good as another in this organization, physical strength and endurance being the only qualification.”10


  Even the trip down to Florida to embark was a publicity junket with every train stop met with cries of “Where’s Teddy!” Eventually, Roosevelt obligingly came out to wave or speak to the crowds. America was going to fight the Spanish to free the Cuban people and this great foreign adventure was the first war since the Civil War that bound the nation together in common cause against oppression and barbarity, and the man with the brimmed hat, spectacles, riding boots, and the grey and yellow tunic was going to lead the way.


  His former boss, Secretary of the Navy John D. Long, wrote that Roosevelt might well be crazy after he turned in his resignation to go fight in Cuba. “He has lost his head,” he wrote in his diary. “He means well but it is one of those cases of aberration—desertion—vain-glory; of which he is entirely unaware.”11


  It was a zero-sum game for the ambitious Roosevelt. He would either be killed in Cuba or come back a national hero, and he was fine with either. He really didn’t have time to think about any of that; it had been a herculean task just to get to Cuba. When he found out that the Rough Riders could not take their horses because there was not enough room on the Yucatan, his force then became the Rough Walkers, but Roosevelt and some of the officers kept their mounts and of course now he was down to one horse, Texas.


  Six thousand troops were on the sands of Cuba by sundown and the campfires of the Rough Riders soon speckled the beach. In the morning they began a seven-mile march to Siboney on a hard coral road through jungle. The green jungle, so brilliant in the noon sunshine, now became a hellish, damp, hot, clinging labyrinth of winding roads running up and down. The heat was well over 100°F with humidity so high the men’s clothes looked like they had passed through a rainstorm. The heat became the first foe to face the Rough Riders along with the other six thousand soldiers who walked in single file into the unforgiving foliage that was Cuba. Men began to shed equipment and clothes with the insects hovering over rotting fruit and harassing the sweat-soaked men who swatted futilely at the mosquitoes that would introduce many of the men to Cuba’s greatest export, malaria. “I shall never forget that terrible march to Siboney,”12 wrote Edward Marshall of the New York Herald. Roosevelt, who could have ridden his horse, walked along with the men, refusing suggestions he ride. This went on for two days.


  Theodore Roosevelt had passed up commanding the Rough Riders for a man of experience, General Wood. On the first night General Wood met with ex-Confederate general Fighting Joe Wheeler to strategize. Wheeler, who kept mixing up wars, wanted to make contact with the enemy as soon as possible to encounter “the Yankees—damnit—I mean the Spanish.”13 While the generals strategized, Roosevelt ate hardtack and pork and drank fire-boiled coffee in his yellow slicker, as it had begun to rain. On the morning of the second day, the men came upon a dead guerrilla on the trail. Reports of Spanish soldiers just ahead had the men marching quietly with guns at the ready. Roosevelt spied some barbed wire to the left of the trail and said to the soldier next to him, “My God, this wire has been cut today.”14 The next sound would be remembered by Roosevelt and every Rough Rider for the rest of their lives. “Zzzzzzzz-eu!” It was the dreaded sound of a high-speed Mauser bullet, a vicious stinging wasp of a bullet that while small, killed men efficiently, leaving many times a hole smaller than a dime drilled between the eyes.


  The bullets started cutting through the leaves, leaving a sickening thud in their wake as they found flesh. Sergeant Hamilton Fish was the first to die in the Spanish-American War; then Captain Capron was shot through the heart along with six other Rough Riders. Roosevelt was literally surrounded by whizzing bullets as a bullet glanced off a tree by his face and blew splinters of bark into his eyes. Roosevelt took three men, headed for the right side of the trail, and stepped across the barbed wire that had let him know the Spanish soldiers had been close. Private Marshall wrote later that when Roosevelt crossed the barbed wire a different man emerged.


  “He stepped across the wire himself and from that instant, became the most magnificent soldier I had ever seen. It was as if that barbed wire strand had formed a dividing line in his life and that when he stepped across it he . . . found on the other side of it in that Cuban thicket the coolness, the calm judgement, the towering heroism, which made him perhaps the most admired and best beloved of all the Americans in Cuba.”15


  Roosevelt couldn’t tell where the shots were coming from, thanks to the Spanish soldiers using smokeless powder. TR pushed through some trees and saw a clearing that led to a ridge where the Spanish were entrenched with Santiago Road below where General Young’s men were pinned down. “There they are, Colonel,” cried a newspaper man, Richard Harding Davis. “Look over there, I can see their hats near that glade.”16 Roosevelt peered through his binoculars, ordering the Rough Riders to pour fire upon the Spanish in the trenches. Another nine Rough Riders went down but the Spanish soldiers ran for the jungle behind them. TR turned and ordered his men back to the trail where the Mausers cut down several more men, but Roosevelt now had the “wolf rising in his heart”17; he took his men on the left and broke into the open where the Americans were charging. Nine hundred men charged and TR led the left side as the Spanish retreated from their rock forts along the ridge and ran in the direction of Santiago. “We’ve got the damn Yankees on the run,”18 roared Fighting Joe Wheeler, the former Confederate general. The Rough Riders had their first victory. The Battle of Las Guasimas had lasted less than two hours.


  Roosevelt picked up some Mauser cartridges from the ground as he ran with his troops to the ridge. The first battle of the Spanish-American War was over and Roosevelt had survived. He stared into the distance at the city of Santiago and closer in, San Juan Hill. He would later joke about the difficulty of running with his sword flapping between his legs and his fogged-up glasses that left him “firing at any target that was not a tree.”19 For Roosevelt his baptism of fire had left him with a sense of his own worth as a leader of men. “As throughout the morning I had preserved a specious aspect of wisdom and had commanded first one wing and then the other wing, the fight really was a capitol thing for me, for practically all the men had served under my actual command, and thenceforth felt enthusiastic belief that I would lead them aright.”20


  The fighting was over for the day but tomorrow the Americans would attempt to take Santiago with the last defenses on San Juan Hill between them and the city. Roosevelt assumed he had his moment in battle, but his crowded hour was yet to come.

  



  

       CHAPTER TWO


  The Great Big Boy


  1914


  THEODORE ROOSEVELT FACED THE MOST POWERFUL MAN IN AMERICA over two sweating glasses of lemonade. President Woodrow Wilson was well aware of Roosevelt’s exploratory descent down the River of Doubt, the Amazon, and he was also well aware it had mirrored his descent in American politics. Both expeditions had started out well and full of hope. The 1912 election should have been a shoo-in for TR’s appointed man, William Howard Taft. Taft was facing off with an unknown to American politics, Woodrow Wilson, a Princeton president turned New Jersey governor. Vice President Taft was the proclaimed victor, trailing in the wake of the most beloved president of modern times, Theodore Roosevelt.


  But Roosevelt’s return from an African safari left him restless and he decided he did want to be president after all; when the party didn’t give him the nomination, he split the party in Chicago and proclaimed himself a Bull Moose and formed the progressive Bull Moose Party. The disaster to follow was predictable with any split party and Theodore Roosevelt was universally blamed for handing the election to Woodrow Wilson.


  The expedition into the Amazon should have been a capstone and the needed balm Roosevelt needed after the 1912 election disaster. The president would regain national prestige and through action redeem himself once again with a trip down the uncharted River of Doubt in the deep jungles of the Amazon. Things immediately began to go wrong. The men quickly began to run out of food and one of the Brazilian paddlers murdered another man. Roosevelt’s son Kermit came down with severe malaria and then TR cut his ankle on a rock. The infection raced through his body, his temperature soared, and sepsis set in. Roosevelt told his son and the commander of the expedition to leave him in the jungle where he would take a lethal dose of morphine he always carried on such trips. Kermit for the first time refused his father and Roosevelt realized he must make it out of the jungle alive or his son would die also.


  A month later TR emerged from the Amazon after rumors of his death had circulated, fifty-five pounds lighter, haggard, unable to walk, a shadow of the man who had gone into the jungle three months before. The Amazon had done what trips out west, a war, safaris, numerous hunting trips, assassination attempts, and trolley accidents had not done—it had broken the bulldog strength of the president. But he was back and now he was waiting for President Woodrow Wilson in the Red Room of the White House after an invitation to lunch had been extended when Wilson heard Roosevelt was speaking to the National Geographic Society. They quickly moved out to the South Portico to escape the heat. Ostensibly, TR had come to Washington to address the National Geographic Society on May 26 about his hellish trip into the Amazon, but he also had an eye on seeing Wilson, who had serendipitously invited him to lunch. Roosevelt now had malaria and other Amazonian pathogens circulating in his blood and he was feverish. The day was hot, and he couldn’t decide if he was warm from the malaria that never went away but came on like the flu with soaring temperature, night sweats, trembling, chills, fatigue. When President Wilson suggested they have lemonade on the South Portico because of the heat, he had already soaked his shirt from perspiration.


  They had just sat down when Wilson was called inside; Roosevelt leaned back in his chair and felt a breeze cross the White House lawn. He had been here just ten years before and allowed himself to drift back into the past. Small American flags fluttered along the White House fence and a lilt of music reached his ears. It was the summer of the early century, and he remembered his son Quentin running down the hallways playing cowboys and Indians, and his eyes lifted to the bars on the upstairs windows he had installed so his children would not fall out.


  When Ike Hoover, the president’s valet, had brought out the two glasses of lemonade, TR exchanged pleasantries with his former valet. He knew Wilson’s wife Ellen was gravely ill with Bright’s disease, a kidney disease that had killed Roosevelt’s first wife, Alice Lee, who died on the same day as his mother and sent him into the Badlands of South Dakota on a three-year journey to renew himself. Roosevelt usually didn’t allow himself to think about Alice Lee, but coming close to death in the Amazon and sitting in the early summer heat, he allowed himself to drift back.


  On October 18, 1878, he wrote, “I shall never forget how sweetly she looked and how prettily she greeted me.”1 The Harvard man with the lacquered dog cart was instantly smitten with the girl who looked like she had walked off the pages of a Victorian novel. Her family was wealthy. She was blond with blue eyes, petite, the daughter of a great family with more money than the Roosevelts. Teddy would take his dogsled over to the family home to see her in snowstorms that would leave him frostbitten. One time he had been dragged out of his sled when the horses bolted and plowed along one hundred yards in the snow.


  Roosevelt entered in his diary a vow that he would marry Alice Lee, but she was a hot catch for the mutton-chopped, squeaky-voiced suitor who would ramble on in explosive fits that labeled him eccentric if not strange. Besides, she had many suitors. Alice Lee did like the attention of the young man with the high voice (a trait Roosevelt put down to his asthma) and his unceasing energy for adventure. Chestnut Hill, the Lee mansion, was twelve miles from Harvard and Teddy had his horse Light-foot shipped to the school to pay court to his sweetheart. He studied early in the morning, cramming six hours of study in, and then headed over to Chestnut Hill. On May 13, he headed over for dinner and then left late at 10:15. Going down a hill in the darkness at full gallop, the horse stumbled, pitching Teddy off.


  “I rode like Jehu, both coming and going and as it was pitch dark when I returned we fell while galloping downhill—a misadventure which I thoroughly deserve for being a fool.”2 The horse took a long time to recover and Theodore had to walk the twelve-mile journey back to school.


  In his senior year Teddy pressed the issue. Still, Alice Lee had not made up her mind and when he asked her to marry him, she turned him down. Teddy was beside himself. “Oh the changeableness of the female mind,”3 he wrote home. After an offensive where TR entertained the entire Lee family in New York, he still had not managed to get Alice to consent to be his. To make matters worse, Boston’s eligible bachelors began to court the prettiest girl of the season. Theodore in a deep gloom pointed across the room at a Harvard Hasty Pudding function toward Alice. “See that girl,” he proclaimed. “I am going to marry her. She won’t have me but I am going to have her!”4


  But Alice Lee had other plans and the lovelorn suitor could no longer sleep; he began wandering the woods near Cambridge, reciting Swinburn and not returning until morning. When he refused to go back to his room, a classmate let the Roosevelts know what was going on and his uncle James West Roosevelt went to see Teddy and soothed his distressed nerves. But TR ordered dueling pistols to take on any rival suitor and after a long ride on his horse he shot a dog who barked at him. He was stressed, but after Alice Lee tantalized him for months, talking of others who might steal her heart away, she consented to marry the young man who dressed like a dandy.


  On January 25, TR wrote in his diary, “At last everything is settled; but it seems impossible to realize it. I am so happy that I dare not trust in my own happiness. I drove over to the Lees determined to make an end of things at last; it was nearly eight months since I had first proposed to her and I had been nearly crazy during the last year and after much pleading my own sweet, pretty darling consented to be my wife.”5


  The engagement was kept secret until her family approved, and Teddy went back to his work at Harvard. He had decided on law and then politics, taking on a controversial topic for his senior thesis: “Practicability of Giving Men and Women Equal Rights.”6 Roosevelt went against most of his classmates’ views with his egalitarian declaration that “a cripple or consumptive in the eye of the law is equal to the strongest athlete or deepest thinker and the same justice should be shown to a woman whether she is or is not the equal of the man. . . . As regards the laws relating to marriage there should be the most absolute equality preserved between the two sexes. I do not think the woman should assume the man’s name. . . . I would have the word obey used not more by the wife than the husband.”7


  It is hard to know how much his relationship with Alice Lee had on his views of the sexes, but she had already veered him away from a career as a naturalist, disapproving of the smelly carcasses that would be his life’s work. TR graduated and noted “only four months before we get married . . . my cup of happiness is almost too full.”8 But a visit to Dr. Dudley A. Sargent, the college physician, cast a small dark cloud across the sunshine. After a complete physical he told TR he had gained twelve pounds but there was a problem. “Theodore’s heart, strained by years of asthmatic heavings and overexercise was in trouble. Far from climbing mountains in Maine, he must in future refrain from even running upstairs. He must live quietly, and choose a sedentary occupation—otherwise, sergeant warned, he would not live long.”9


  “Doctor,” came the reply, “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 described, I don’t care how short it is.”10 And that was that.


  After a honeymoon in Europe, the couple settled down in New York and went on the social whirl open to those of the patrician class. TR was smitten and moved about as in a dream. Their favorite pastime was to take a sled and go around Central Park with Alice Lee bundled up under furs and Teddy whipping the horse to go faster. When he became an alderman in Albany, all the stars seemed to be lining up for the young couple with a baby on the way. Teddy would often spend the week in Albany and come home on the weekends to their cozy brownstone on the Upper East Side. They were rich, in love, and the world was opening like the roses TR showered upon his young bride. But to the representatives in Abany, the man with the short-waisted coat and silk shirt was the Dude. That was how the older assemblymen saw Roosevelt with his dandyish dress and his full muttonchop whiskers. He ran into the wall that was Tammany Hall and immediately took the role of reformer. Tammany Hall delegates tried to intimidate Roosevelt. Big John MacManus proposed to “toss that damned dude” in a blanket and, whatever this meant, it got to Roosevelt. Marching straight up to MacManus, who towered over him, he hissed, “I hear you are going to toss me in a blanket. By God! If you try anything like that I’ll kick you, I’ll bite you, I’ll kick you in the balls, I’ll do anything to you—you’d better leave me alone.” And McManus did. But other Tammany Hall bullies lay in wait for the young alderman who had just installed Alice Lee in a hotel near the Capitol.


  Sporting a cane, doeskin gloves, and the style of a short pea jacket popularly known in England as a “bum freezer,” he went walking along Washington Avenue. Along with two other young aldermen, he stopped in a saloon, where Roosevelt was confronted by a large man named J. J. Costello, another Tammany enforcer. There was an insult hurled at TR to do with his coat: “Won’t mama’s boy catch cold?” Hunt, the alderman with him later recalled, “Teddy knocked him down. And he got up and he hit him again and when he got up he hit him again and he said, ‘Now you go over there and wash yourself up. When you are in the presence of a gentleman, conduct yourself like a gentleman.’”11


  And all seemed well when he received the telegram in Albany telling him that Alice Lee had gone into labor but not to worry. It was the second letter from his brother Elliott that got him on the train. All seemed well a year later when he received a telegram. Alice Lee was deathly ill with Bright’s disease and his mother was dying from typhoid fever. The train was slow, and Teddy jumped off into a strange fog that had shrouded Manhattan, bolting up the stairs to his parents’ room where his young wife lay dying after having a daughter, Alice Lee. And incredibly, upstairs his mother lay dying as well from typhoid fever. Alice Lee died before daylight and his mother died the next afternoon. Roosevelt scrawled in his diary a large X and wrote “the light had gone out of my life forever.”


  Theodore Roosevelt knew what grief could do to a man and as he watched Woodrow Wilson return to the portico, he wasn’t surprised to find him looking haggard, with dark circles of ill health under his eyes. The two men exchanged pleasantries. Even the breeze from the Potomac did little to stir the heat rising from the White House lawn. Woodrow Wilson thought his guest looked like a much smaller man. He had lost fifty pounds, they said, in the Amazon, and he fairly swam in his collar and loose suit. There was something haggard about him. Well, they were both haggard men now. Ellen, Wilson’s wife, was dying. There was no doubt about that. Bright’s disease. What an awful thing. This kidney disease that seemed to carry off women like so many falling buds from a rose bush. He had gone back to hold her hand in the unholy darkness with the nurse placing cool washcloths on her brow. That was the way of it now. He could not stand to be away from her, certainly not to spend time with the blowhard who had insulted him on the 1912 campaign trail like a man with a Gatling gun.


  No, he had invited “the Colonel” to the White House as a courtesy when he heard he was in town to address the National Geographic Society. It was a courtesy he now regretted. He only had so much strength these days and listening to this man who at times seemed like a loud-mouthed boor was not something he wished to expend energy on. Intellectually, they were very different men. Roosevelt was reading Booth Tarkington’s Penrod, essentially a boys’ novel and something Woodrow Wilson would not deign to even look at. Nor would Wilson touch Histories of African Game Animals, Roosevelt’s latest two-volume effort. Nor were their biggest literary outpourings in any way similar. Roosevelt’s four-volume The Winning of the West and Wilson’s five-volume A History of the American People had little in common in style or content except a desire to create history more than to write about it.


  Beyond that, Wilson was a dry academician in style and lacked the purple prose TR so readily indulged in when describing the West of his youth: “In the soft springtime, the stars were glorious in our eyes each night before we fell asleep; and in winter we rode through the blinding blizzards, when the driven snow dust burnt our faces.”12 Roosevelt was not only a big game hunter who marched through Africa with a retinue that would befit a king, he was also half naturalist, taking delight in animal carcasses, flora and fauna, and bugs. Wilson did not recognize the natural world except when it impeded on his travel or when it allowed him to take pleasure in a sunny, warm clime. The very heroics that Teddy Roosevelt exulted in were foreign to the man who wrote Division and Reunion, a discussion of the polemics of the Civil War. He could no more have read, appreciated, and certainly not written The Rough Riders, which showcased Roosevelt’s shining moment that propelled him to high fame and the White House that Wilson now occupied.


  Woodrow Wilson had never hunted, camped, roped cattle, fished, swum in the icy Potomac nude as Roosevelt was wont to do when he was president. He had not charged up San Juan Hill leading a division of Rough Riders to victory and essentially become the hero of America’s war with Spain. But Wilson had been on the receiving line of Roosevelt’s ire where names came tumbling down from on high and he was called everything from a mollycoddle to a coward to an egghead. Woodrow Wilson had the dry flint of an academician that he used to hide a fiery soul that loved the passionate side of life, especially the passionate side of women. He had an affair with socialite Mary Peck that almost derailed his 1912 election and gave TR the opportunity to expose him when the press came his way. Roosevelt declined, stating he did not want the public to think Wilson was a passionate man. He preferred they see him as the piece of dry toast that radiated from his cold demeanor. The scandal passed with his own wife Ellen later writing that the only sadness Wilson had caused her was over the Mary Peck affair. TR may have regretted not going public with Wilson’s affair after his defeat, but he never mentioned it again.


  Roosevelt saw the world as a naturalist, the physicality of the world giving meaning to life. Wilson preferred the opaque glass of a garret, viewing the world at arm’s length and keeping his own interior world a secret that would find flower in less than a year with a widow named Edith Bolling Galt. Still, the sunburned man who had survived the Amazon and the wary president nursing a dying wife drank lemonade together and stared out at the sweltering heat.


  Their conversation centered on books and Roosevelt’s trip down the Amazon. Wilson found his vigor, his voice, his arm-swinging histrionics not unlike a play where he was allowed to sit back and watch the drama unfold. Roosevelt inquired after his wife and Wilson listened to the tale of his near-death escape from the Amazon. Roosevelt had dominated the papers since his return and had regaled editors all over the country with his exploits. He was a force to be reckoned with and Wilson believed in keeping his friends close but his enemies even closer. So why not have the Rough Rider Amazonian explorer ex-president to the White House to take his temperature. There was an election coming up in 1916 and there were already rumblings of Roosevelt getting into it.


  So they chatted, but mostly Roosevelt pontificated, explained, pronounced, laughed. And finally, after an awkward, cold beginning, Wilson thawed and laughed too. The man was radioactive. Something a youngboy, Lincoln Lang, had said of him years before when he met Teddy out in the Dakotas. Radioactive. And while the Amazon had taken some of the punch out of the Rough Rider (he did not have his cane anymore and he had gained back most of the weight he had lost in the Amazon), you just couldn’t help liking the man. He saw Roosevelt as one step away from a demigod and he shuddered to think what kind of country they would be in if he were to occupy the White House again.


  Roosevelt thought Wilson was pleasant, but he seemed to be observing him like a man going to a zoo and content to lean back and watch the animals. Roosevelt was sweating profusely and now he was sure the malaria was kicking up again. Also his right leg ached where surgeons had scraped all the way down to the bone to dig out the infection that had set in on his trip down the Amazon. So he held court, getting a few chuckles out of Wilson, and trying to listen as Wilson described his own readings and told a few stories of his own but he was no raconteur and quickly turned the floor back over to Teddy.


  And then it was time to go. The two men finished their lemonade and Wilson walked Roosevelt to the north door of the White House, watching him hobble out into the hot sunshine. He noticed people had gathered around Teddy and a young man belted out, “Hurrah for Teddy! Hurrah for our next President!”13 Woodrow Wilson watched Roosevelt swing off his Panama hat and tap the boy’s head. Secretary Joseph Tumulty walked up and stood by the president and asked what he thought of Roosevelt.


  “He is a great big boy,” Wilson answered. “There is a sweetness about him that is very compelling. You can’t resist the man. I can understand why his followers are so fond of him.”14


  Tumulty nodded and walked back into the shade of the hall while Wilson continued to watch the man who would be king. It was then Roosevelt started to limp and Wilson realized he had put on a show and the aging president had much to hide. In that way, they were the same. Physically both men were fighting their own private battles. Wilson had been plagued by high blood pressure and arterio-sclerosis, something that had given him several mini-strokes already, most undiagnosed with strange paralysis in his hands afflicting him, sending him off to Bermuda for various rest cures. The excruciating headaches of hypertension sent him into darkened rooms where he slept with cold washcloths on his head to bring down the thump of cardiac pressure.


  The press gave the Roosevelt-Wilson tête-à-tête front-page space, stressing it was only the second time TR had been back to the White House and how cordial the visit was. There was a definite Roosevelt slant that surely would have irritated the sitting president.


  “Today 300 or more persons who waited to see Mr. Roosevelt’s departure from the White House applauded vigorously as the well known figure appeared in the doorway followed by President Wilson. Mr. Wilson shook hands with Mr. Roosevelt as the latter took his departure and the President smiled as the crowd paid its compliment to the former President by handclapping and the raising of hats. ‘I had a perfectly charming visit with President Wilson,’ said Mr. Roosevelt. ‘By the way, did you know that the President invited me to lunch.’ Mr. Roosevelt answered the question himself. ‘Yes the President invited me to lunch but I was unable to accept as I did not reach the city in time.’”15


  It was a little boy’s wistful desire to be liked at that moment. The president invited him to lunch but he could not make it. Teddy wanted the world to know that. The paper then covered his departure. “As the machine which bore Mr. Roosevelt started from the White House cochere port, the ex-president waved his hand in an adieu to Mr. Wilson. The President bowed, smiled and paused for a moment as the Roosevelt motor passed from the White House ground into the street.”16


  Woodrow Wilson turned and walked back into the White House with the frozen smile still on his face. By the time he reached Ellen the dark sorrow had returned and he resented the energy and time he had lost with the Roosevelt visit. Wilson sat down by the bed in the darkened room and took his wife’s hand. The drowsy heat of the day lulled the president. There was little sound. America was settling in for another lazy summer of the new century. Not much was happening. Two years before, Titanic had sunk on April 15, 1912. That was big news. No one suspected that in less than a month, Archduke Ferdinand of Austria would be assassinated and the world would be engulfed in flames.



  

     CHAPTER THREE


  The Fuse


  1915


  IT WAS A SMUDGE. A CHARCOAL SMUDGE AGAINST A PALATE OF LIGHT blue in Commander Schweiger’s binoculars. A German U-boat 20 commander, Schweiger had despaired of finding any ships to train his torpedoes on. In fact he was heading home, coming out of a fog into a brilliantly clear day after trailing a British destroyer that he could never catch up with and resigning himself to the fact that between evasive maneuvers, Marconi wireless, and the sheer luck of British ships avoiding U-boats on the open seas, his mission was doomed to failure.


  Hours of boredom had not been broken for days by the high excitement of finding a defenseless ship that could be rent asunder by the 350-pound TNT-topped brass torpedoes matched with high-explosive Hexanite that would create a furnace of heat at nine thousand degrees and a pressure that would collapse hulls, bulkheads, and send ships to the bottom of the Atlantic. But then he saw the smudge that transformed itself into “a forest of masts and stacks.”1 He would later tell Max Valentiner that “at first I thought they must belong to several ships . . . then I saw it was a great big steamer coming over the horizon. It was coming our way. I dived at once, hoping to get a shot at it.”2


  He dived to periscope depth and recorded in his log at 1:20 p.m., “Ahead and to starboard four funnels and two masts of a steamer with course triangular to us comes into sight . . . ship is made out to be a large passenger steamer.”3 The ship, growing ever larger in his periscope, was moving at twenty-two knots. The best the U-20 could do was fifteen knots on the surface and nine knots submerged. Many ships simply ran away from the German U-boats. To be sunk, a ship had to stumble across a U-boat, and even then it could stoke up its boilers and make a getaway. The torpedoes had no homing capabilities at all. They were lumbering bullets going forty miles an hour that had to be lined up with rudimentary calculations on speed and distance, and then like a geometry equation, the perpendicular line of their trajectory had to transect the hull of a passing ship. Most of the time the torpedoes missed, didn’t go off, or sunk; sometimes they blew up in the tube, taking the U-boat down.


  U-boat commander Schweiger tempered his excitement even as the four masts grew larger with the thick black coal smoke trailing. The ship suddenly veered away, moving too fast for the U-20 to catch her. “I had no hope now, even if we hurried at our best speed, of getting near enough to attack her.”4


  The problem was, it was a brilliantly clear day. The white splash of his periscope could be easily spotted. It had happened before. Once when he was trailing a British royal steamer she suddenly turned and tried to ram the U-20. Still Schweiger trailed the behemoth in the hope she might change her course, slow down, or even stop. Realistically, he knew none of these possibilities were going to happen. Usually the ship just became smaller and smaller in the periscope and Schweiger gave up the chase. This was why he was shocked to see the ship slow and change course, coming straight for the U-20. Schweiger calculated the ship’s speed at twenty-two knots and the distance from the U-boat at seven hundred meters. “She could not have steered a more perfect course if she had deliberately tried to give us a dead shot.”5 Schweiger was going for a clean shot that should transect the hull at a 90-degree angle. A clean bow shot would put the torpedo in range at a speed of forty-four miles an hour and would reach the ship within thirty-five seconds. Schweiger thought it was odd a ship of this size would have no escorts but that was why he must act quickly. A destroyer appearing on the horizon would change everything.


  Even so, with the clear weather and his shot perfectly lined up, the torpedo’s wake, created by the compressed air turning gyroscopic propellors, would be plainly visible and the captain could reverse engines, turn hard to starboard, or even just slow down and the torpedo would miss her. Worse, the lookouts above the big steamer could spot his periscope and call in destroyers. There was no time to lose. Schweiger ordered the torpedoes to run ten feet below the surface as his firing crew armed the torpedo and flooded the tube. Sinking this ship would be more than enough to satisfy the tonnage requirements of his patrol. At 2:10 p.m., Schweiger gave the order to fire and the torpedo’s gyroscope took over and began to guide the death missile to the iron hull of the Lusitania.


  Passengers on board looked up from shuffleboard games or their books and saw a long white streak growing toward the ship like an underwater chalk line. The torpedo was running only ten feet below the surface and when it came closer, the long silvery fish-like torpedo was visible and the word was passed in stupefaction that this was the dreaded murdering torpedo the voyagers had been obsessed with and was the topic of discussion over many dinners and lunches. The Germans had made it clear that passengers traveled at their own risk and here was this risk in the long dying trail running up to the ship like a phantom from the deep.


  The torpedo disappeared from view, smashing into the iron hull, which set off a contact explosion that set off the TNT and Hexanite, creating a nine-thousand degree fireball of gas that punched through bulkheads, coal bunkers, and boiler rooms, creating a hole the size of a small house that gulped in water at a rate of one hundred tons per second. The empty coal bunkers filled with water and became an anchor pulling the stern up and the ship to starboard. A second explosion sealed her fate as the Lusitania began to sink and took 128 Americans to their watery grave. The fuse to America’s entry into World War I had been lit.

  



  

      CHAPTER FOUR


  Teddy Unleashed


  1915


  THEODORE ROOSEVELT WAS A DRUNK. OR HE WAS INSANE. THESE TWO rumors followed him on the campaign trial of 1912 and beyond. In 1912, Dr. Allan Lane of Cornell (professor of mental diseases) wrote an article, “The Perils of a Progressive Administration.” Lane went right for the throat and warned people away from “the very great danger of electing Presidential candidates about whose sanity there was any doubt.” He went on to finger TR as “the querulent lunatic who may quarrel or find fault with everything and everybody.”1


  The grandson of Alexander Hamilton summed up, saying Roosevelt “is really a psychopathic individual and should be looked upon with pity or properly protected.”2 The second, more insidious rumor that adhered like gum on Roosevelt’s shoe was that he was a pitiless drunk. George Newett, the publisher of Iron Ore, jumped on the bandwagon and proclaimed in his Michigan newspaper that “Roosevelt lies and curses in a most disgusting way, he gets drunk too and that not infrequently and all his intimates know about it.”3 The truth was Teddy Roosevelt was close to a teetotaler and as Henry Adams observed, the man “was drunk with himself and not with rum.”4 Still, Roosevelt had enough and sued Newett for $10,000. Newett’s one witness, newspaperman J. Martin Miller, fled during the trial after passing a bad check. Newett’s defense collapsed and he apologized, TR let the $10,000 go and asked for minimum damages. Six cents.


  But now he was back in court on the other side of the witness stand, defending himself against the charge of slander. TR had been on the witness stand all day in Syracuse fighting off a $50,000 lawsuit by William F. “Billy” Barnes for besmirching his reputation when Roosevelt blasted the New York State Republican chairman. “The State government is rotten throughout in almost all of its departments directly due to the dominance in politics of Mr. Murphy and his sub bosses, aided and abetted when necessary by Mr. Barnes.”5


  Boom. Roosevelt was pulled into a trial on April 19 and had spent many days in the witness chair regaling the jury with stories, anecdotes, and memories. The trial dragged on with Barnes’s attorneys scoring point after point against the former president. TR for his part was reading newspapers during the trial and between testimony. He read the notice posted by the imperial German embassy on April 22:


 
    NOTICE Travelers to embark on the Atlantic voyage are reminded that a state of war exists between Germany and her allies and Great Britain and her allies, that the zone of war includes waters adjacent to the British isles, that in accordance with formal notice given by the Imperial German Government, vessels flying the flag of Great Britain or any of her allies are liable to destruction in those waters and that travelers sailing in the war zone on the ships of Great Britain or her allies do so at their own risk.6




  He had been following the progress of the war
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