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Introduction

I suspect that this book began unconsciously as a love letter to America from a foreigner who sees it both as a second home and as an inspiration. I first visited the United States in 1964 as a young officer cadet of the Royal Air Force, on a NATO exchange. Within five years, having sailed across the Atlantic on the SS France to land in time for what sounded like a promising rock festival at Woodstock, I was installed as a resident tutor at Harvard’s Kirkland House on a Harkness Fellowship. Two months later, I was traveling in a bizarre road convoy that had cars and coaches from half the colleges in New England clogging I-95 and passing jokes and joints back and forth through car windows as we went to demonstrate in Washington against the Vietnam War. The oddity was made the greater by the studied courtesy of my hosts in the city, the parents of a friend whose father was a navy captain based at the Pentagon.

Each decade of my life since has been marked and enhanced by the wondrous contradictions of the American experience. In the 1970s, I was part of Senator Edmund Muskie’s presidential campaign, and also evaded arrest outside the Justice Department as the antiwar demonstrations grew more heated and machine-gun posts were installed on the steps of the U.S. Capitol. In 1972, I was in Miami as a young reporter for the Democratic and Republican conventions, watching Governor George Wallace enter the convention hall in his wheelchair while the Youth for Nixon delegates in their straw hats chanted, “Four more years.” I sat on the beach with Hunter Thompson the night after Senator George McGovern won his nomination, before I caught the morning plane to visit the new Disney World at Orlando.

In the 1980s, I flew in from glasnost Moscow to lecture on the Chernobyl disaster and on the new phenomenon of perestroika and watched the ecstatic Washington crowds greet Mikhail Gorbachev at that extraordinary moment of the Cold War that the Washington Post dubbed “Gorbasm.” By the end of the decade, I was counting dead birds on the oil-drenched beach of Knight’s Island in Alaska’s Prince William Sound as the Exxon Valdez spewed out its cargo, and sipping beer on President George Bush’s speedboat as we raced to see the seals on the rocks outside Kennebunkport, Maine. In the 1990s, as the U.S. bureau chief for The Guardian, I renewed an old Oxford acquaintanceship with Governor Bill Clinton in Little Rock, was sheltered from an angry mob by a shotgun-wielding Korean family in the Los Angeles riots, went to White House parties, and traveled on Air Force One.

There is no land on earth more enthralling, more welcoming, or more generous than America. And as I stood in Oklahoma City looking at the wreckage of a terrorist bomb, and in the smoking wreckage of a black church in Georgia, and as I plucked a bullet from the charred earth of the Branch Davidian compound at Waco, Texas, no country had seemed so bafflingly alien in its appetite for violence and extremism. America has been, throughout my life, a country that has known the best of times and the worst of times, sometimes almost simultaneously.

The paradoxes of the country are surreal. It is not easy to conceive how one country can embrace such extremes of wealth and poverty as the gilded oasis of Palm Springs, California, and the very different desert of the Oglala Sioux reservation at Pine Ridge, North Dakota. A country with over a million law graduates also has well over a million of its fellow citizens behind bars. The nation that provides much of the world with its graduate schools, with nearly 2 million people pursuing master’s degrees and doctorates, depends upon a deeply flawed public school system, almost a fifth of whose products are functionally illiterate. Perhaps the American system needs the constant, threatening, and warning presence of the price of failure as a social spur to achievement and success. As Gore Vidal has suggested, “It is not enough to succeed. Others must fail.”

The cult of the winner is a powerful one, in a land in which sporting contests are seldom permitted to end in draws, in which schoolchildren vote for their classmate “most likely to succeed,” and in which college entrance is based on rigid competition. And there is no doubt that America has been the outright winner in the twentieth century’s game of nations. It began the century just starting to feel its strength and to assert itself on the world stage, and ended it, as French foreign minister Hubert Vedrine put it, not as the only superpower, but as something altogether new.

America had become “the hyperpower,” Vedrine suggested. It not only dominated by the usual criteria of wealth, military power, and global influence but also boasted the most advanced and innovative technologies. It enjoyed the most far-reaching cultural and commercial influence, all resting upon a democratic system of free speech and free markets that had, with the end of the Cold War, become the most self-confident ideology on the planet. Its military supremacy was unmatched since the days of ancient Rome, and its reach was incomparably wider. For the relatively modest investment of some 3.5 percent of its annual GDP, the defense budget’s lowest share of national wealth since 1940, the United States by the late 1990s could maintain with ease an unmatched military power. Even 3.5 percent of the GDP meant that the Pentagon was outspending the next nine military powers combined.

The striking paradox is that the wielder of this awesome power was famously reluctant to deploy it, or at least to put the men and women of its professional forces at risk, particularly since cruise missiles and stealth warplanes allowed and even encouraged devastatingly accurate and virtually invulnerable bombardments. The country has always been uneasy about “foreign entanglements,” ever since George Washington’s farewell address warned his countrymen against them. America has always been of the world, explaining in the founding document of its nationhood the need for “a decent respect for the opinions of mankind,” without being overly eager to join it. The only nation that has rivaled America’s hyperpower status, Britain in the nineteenth century, was less fastidious. Lord Palmerston, the British foreign secretary who coined the term Pax Britannica at the height of its sway, had a saying: “Trade without rule where possible, trade with rule where necessary.” America found rule to be as unnecessary as it was uncongenial; the overwhelming reality of its influence was sufficient to avoid the formal trappings and entanglements of empire.

Some presidents sought to correct this national reluctance. Teddy Roosevelt built a canal and a fleet to prod his people into a global assertion, once the manifest destiny of continental expansion had been achieved. He was not even partially successful. It was Woodrow Wilson, that unwilling, almost apologetic interventionist, who finally took the nation into world war, but only with the understanding that he might then outlaw war altogether. The U.S. Senate rejected even this most noble of justifications for remaining a member of Europe’s great power system, and it refused to ratify his Treaty of Versailles. Nonetheless, Roosevelt and Wilson between them set the parameters of American engagement with the world in the twentieth century. Roosevelt wanted it to become dominant as the richest and most powerful of nations; Wilson sought a moral dominance that would lead the way to a new kind of world altogether, based on international law rather than on military force. The history of the second half of the century suggests that these two goals were not entirely incompatible. John Kennedy and Ronald Reagan, two presidents who secured a particularly cherished place in the nation’s heart, acted on the assumption that the country’s military and moral dominance were two sides of a single coin. The country was great because it was good, and it was good because it was great. As fortunate in the crises and the opponents they faced as in their rhetorical ability, Kennedy and Reagan were broadly able to reconcile the Rooseveltian and Wilsonian traditions of military and moral leadership. Lyndon Johnson, less astute in choosing his foreign confrontation, was not. Perhaps the most politically gifted of the postwar presidents, Johnson, during his five years in office, brought Americans back to the deeply uncomfortable and divisive thought that a great power was not necessarily a good country, and that a good power might not always be inclined or even able to assert its military greatness.

The United States, against its instincts and traditions, was forced into a global role. It was bombed into war by Japan in 1941, and lured into remaining in Europe after 1947 by the blunt British warning that it alone could no longer afford to sustain the old continent against the Soviet threat. Either the United States had to assume the role or watch Stalin’s empire spread into Europe’s resulting vacuum of power by default. Even then, the deployment of American power in the Cold War was limited. It mounted an airlift to relieve West Berlin, rather than seeking a military confrontation on the ground, despite its brief monopoly of the atomic bomb. It stood by as East Germans, Hungarians, Czechs, and Poles successively rose against their Soviet masters.

America’s power, when deployed, was repeatedly withdrawn or its punches pulled. The country accepted a bloody draw in Korea, defeat in Vietnam, and a stalemate with Cuba, in part because the conflicts were seen as limited ones, which didn’t need to be fought to a finish with every available weapon, and in part because of public opinion. Behind the public doubts over America’s minor wars lay a principled conviction that America was differently founded and more honorably directed than the traditional great powers of Europe with their realpolitik and empires of exploitation. This persistent American ethic required that its assumption of global power was as spasmodic as it was hesitant. It unfolded only under explicitly moralistic and usually utopian banners, from “the war to end wars” to the defense of the Free World and the expansion of the Four Freedoms and free markets.

The enduring irony of the American century is that this new country of European immigrants started its global rise in Asia with the conquest of the Philippines, and fought five wars there. And yet the United States still sees its grand strategic challenge for the twenty-first century in the economic prowess of Japan and the rising forces of China and India. Asia remains the problem, because its ancient civilizations remain more resistant to American values. By contrast, the American grand strategy in World War II and the Cold War had essentially resolved its European problem. The American century opened with three distinct threats to American equanimity: the British Royal Navy, the ambition of the German Empire, and the rising challenge of Russia. It closed with the European powers locked into an American-led military alliance and an American-inspired economic system, and with Russia making its own historic and strategic choice to align itself with the West. The greatest fruit of American power was to create a congenial and unthreatening Europe, a task made easier because America itself was Europe’s greatest creation.

A distinctively American culture emerged from beneath its European shadow as the century began, through the exploitation of the technologies of the gramophone, radio, film, and TV. The crucial factor was the expansive appetites of the American market to nurture and then to export a homegrown American sound, an American voice, an American vision, and an American sensibility. Every city on earth is now defined by the skyscrapers pioneered by Louis Sullivan, and their suburbs are shaped by the aesthetic of Frank Lloyd Wright, the mass-production techniques of Levittown, Long Island, and the requirements of the automobile culture unleashed by Henry Ford. To a stunning degree, modern life has an American taste—working with Windows 95 on an IBM clone, eating at McDonald’s, drinking Pepsi, staying in touch through CNN, relaxing to Hollywood entertainment, and paying for it all on American Express.

The key to America’s twenty-first century will be, just as it was to the twentieth, the absorption of the new wave of immigrants. It is striking how few of the Americans celebrated in this book were not native-born: Albert Einstein, Emma Goldman, and Lucky Luciano. Each of them made his or her way by dissidence, an overt challenge to the rules and ethics of the new country. It would be interesting to see, in a similar book that might be written a century hence, whether the new Asian and Hispanic Americans might feature more prominently. In any event, they are redefining the planet’s first multiethnic democracy, creating a global Americanism of what had been an essentially European and African mix. That hackneyed phrase “the melting pot” is precisely the wrong metaphor to capture the way in which American culture managed to preserve so many of the distinctive cultural traditions of its immigrants. The result has been more of a long-simmering stew, in which the individual components retained their distinctive shapes and textures while producing a common flavor.

A central reason for this, and for the remarkable American refusal to establish a European form of class system, has been the way in which America insisted almost from its birth on the primacy of the individual. Enshrined in its system of property ownership as well as in the Constitution, the almost endless availability of land meant that most Americans until the 1890s could realistically and easily expect to become property owners. The right to own land by homesteading remains to this day in Alaska, but for most of the United States, the twentieth century was a long experiment in how the cherished traditions of individualism and self-reliance, property ownership and local self-government could survive the closing of the frontier.

In some ways, they have not. The signal difference between America in 1900 and in the year 2000 is that the role of the federal government has swollen to dwarf almost every other source of power and wealth. In 1901, the federal government’s revenue was $588 million, barely 3 percent of the GDP. By century’s end, the government’s income had grown three thousand–fold, and even in a time of peace and prosperity was routinely taking 20 percent of the national wealth. A small standing army had become a vast global force. And yet the costs of central government in the United States remained strikingly low by comparison with most other advanced countries, less than half of the usual rate in Europe. The balance of power between citizens and the nation-state had shifted heavily, but not overwhelmingly so. Local communities in different states could impose different rules on crime, the death penalty, gun ownership, alcohol consumption, local taxes, and education systems, to a degree extraordinary almost anywhere else on earth.

America has thus remained a land in which the concept of the individual retains a real as well as a symbolic force. Herbert Hoover overstated the case, but he was not altogether wrong, in a speech in 1928, when he suggested that “we were challenged [at the end of World War I] with a peace-time choice between the American system of rugged individualism and a European philosophy of diametrically opposed doctrines—doctrines of paternalism and state socialism.” The cult of the individual has reinforced the American resistance both to labels of class and to ideologies, and created a two-party political system without an organized socialist movement. And while being a deeply materialist society, America has also been consistently wary of believing in those great impersonal economic and social forces that have underpinned most ideological positions, but in whose tides individuals become the pawns of history.

The one exception to this has been the belief in the great impersonal force of America itself, its mission to expand into and dominate its continent while also acting as a beacon and a model for the world. “We speak of the American Way of Life as though it involved the ground rules for the governance of heaven,” John Steinbeck suggested. “We are able to believe that our government is weak, stupid, overbearing, dishonest and inefficient, and at the same time we are deeply convinced that it is the best government in the world, and we would like to impose it on everyone else.” Americanism has been the one ideology to have flourished, although more as a comfortable assumption than as a cause or rallying cry. It proved particularly agreeable to the national temperament because it was so undemanding. By imposing so few constraints upon the citizen, it sustained the constitutional and legal primacy of the individual and the right laid down by the Founding Fathers to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

That is the prime reason why this book seeks to describe and explain the American century through the lives and careers of a handful of individual Americans. It is not a country to be understood by looking simply at its economic history, its political struggles, or its diplomacy. It has never been a nation-state in the European sense, a singular actor on history’s stage with an agreed-upon or imposed consensus on the national interest. The president does not even have the legal right to declare war without the authorization of Congress, which is itself designed to be at least as responsive to the views of individual voters and campaign contributors as to the disciplines of party.

If I have come to one profound conclusion about the United States, after half a lifetime studying, traveling, working, and living in it, it is that the motto on the national coinage is unusually revealing: E Pluribus Unum, “from the many, one.” And the most agreeable aspect of this, for the historian as for the country itself, is that the Pluribus tend to be far more important, more revealing, and incomparably more interesting than the Unum. This is the story of some of them.


1.
Teddy Roosevelt
and the American Ambition
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In 1901, the year that Theodore Roosevelt inherited the presidency after the assassination of William McKinley, America’s biggest oil field was tapped at Beaumont, Texas, producing 110,000 barrels a day. Guglielmo Marconi received the first wireless transmission across the Atlantic. J. P. Morgan bought out Andrew Carnegie to form U.S. Steel, thereby controlling two-thirds of American steel production. King C. Gillette launched his safety-razor company in Boston, and the first American bowling tournament was held in Chicago. With oil, steel, and radio, consumer goods, brand names, and sports for the masses, the American century had begun.

“We stand on the threshold of a new century big with the fate of mighty nations,” Roosevelt had told the Republican convention of 1900, seconding the nomination of McKinley. “Is America a weakling, to shrink from the work of the great world powers? No. The young giant of the West stands on a continent and clasps the crest of an ocean in either hand. Our nation, glorious in youth and strength, looks into the future with eager eyes and rejoices as a strong man to run a race.”

When he accepted the nomination for vice president, Roosevelt was forty-one. He was the governor of New York and a certified national hero after leading the charge of his Rough Riders up San Juan Hill in the decisive battle of the Cuban campaign of the Spanish-American War. He had also played a crucial part in the most significant feature of that war. As assistant secretary of the navy, and a powerful voice for war within the administration, he had ordered Commodore George Dewey to take the Pacific Fleet to Hong Kong, and to keep his ships fully stoked in order to launch an instant attack on the Spanish fleet in the Philippines once war was declared. That telegram was sent two months before the formal declaration of war on April 25. By May 1, news had arrived of Dewey’s stunning victory in Manila Bay, destroying Spain’s Asiatic squadron without the loss of a single American life.

America’s Pacific empire had been launched that same year, again with passionate lobbying and careful naval deployments by Roosevelt, when President McKinley formally annexed the islands of Hawaii. Now the old Spanish colony of the Philippines was falling under American sway. It was all going according to the plans Roosevelt had been devising with his partners in what became known as the “expansionist” lobby. His oldest friend, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, was a key member, along with Charles Dana, editor of the New York Sun; the naval historian Alfred Thayer Mahan; and the aggressive Commodore George Dewey.

Roosevelt’s appointment as assistant secretary in 1897 represented the expansionists’ opportunity, and Roosevelt’s address to the Naval War College on June 2 was the occasion when their grand design was first paraded on the public stage. His credentials were sound, after the publication of the second of his thirty-eight books, The Naval War of 1812. It remains a classic, although he was but twenty-three when he wrote it. A copy was ordered to be placed aboard every U.S. Navy ship, and Britain’s proud Royal Navy paid Roosevelt the compliment of asking him to write the relevant chapter in their own official history. As well as splendid history, its preface contained a sharp warning that the U.S. Navy could not do nearly as well in a similar war in the 1880s: “It is folly for the great English-speaking Republic to rely for defense upon a navy composed partly of antiquated hulks and partly of new vessels rather more worthless than the old.” The U.S. Navy, if not its elderly senior ranks, understandably saw him as a useful political friend and valuable strategic thinker, and his address to the Naval War College was eagerly anticipated. He delivered a masterful performance.

“All the great masterful races have been fighting races, and the minute that a race loses the hard fighting virtues then it has lost its proud right to stand as the equal of the best,” Roosevelt declared. “No triumph of peace is quite so great as the supreme triumphs of war.”

He defined the danger for America at a time when Britain, Germany, and Japan were engaged in a naval arms race—the need for a crash building program, and the development of the dockyards, seamen, and ammunition stocks that were required in an age when most wars were decided in the first ninety days. Widely published in the press, the speech caused a national sensation. It was accompanied in the Navy Department by his orders for a flurry of war planning, for possible conflict with Japan over Hawaii, with Spain over Cuba. “I do not fear England—Canada is hostage for her good behavior,” he wrote to Mahan.

The fact that such a lobby had to be organized, and the apathetic nation had to be persuaded of its global destiny, is of central importance. America had been built largely by people who had turned their backs on Europe and its quarrels. Its first president had warned them against foreign entanglements, and ever since George Washington’s day, Americans had been keen and venturous traders but reluctant expansionists in any region but their own ever-open frontier to the west. As a historian of that West, Roosevelt was an admirer of Frederick Jackson Turner, whose seminal 1893 address, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” had made the point that the empty West had finally filled with settlements. “The frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history,” Turner concluded. What now would be the new horizons for “American energy … continually demanding a wide field for its exercise?”

Turner offered no answer to his own question, but Roosevelt did. The wide world, the great race among the Great Powers, was to be the new canvas for American visions. But Americans, still introspective, still suspicious of the merits and the costs of foreign quarrels, were not easily persuaded. The wide oceans themselves provided adequate security for the young nation, and the isolationist current remained powerful enough to deter activist foreign policy presidents until the 1940s. Roosevelt’s genius was to turn isolationist sentiment to his strategic advantage. He argued that the security of isolation could be upheld only by regional expansion, by fortifying the protective moats with advance posts in Hawaii and the Philippines, and by building the Panama Canal to facilitate the swift passage of the fleets from one coast to the other. The canal itself required further protective expansion into the Caribbean, which itself required war to evict the Spanish from their colonies. Roosevelt promoted America’s advance as a series of defensive measures.

Beyond these practical and strategic considerations, however, Roosevelt’s speech carried a potent spiritual theme, insistent on the kind of state and people he wanted America and Americans to be: “There are higher things in this life than the soft and easy enjoyment of material comfort. It is through strife, or the readiness for strife, that a nation must win greatness. We ask for a great Navy, partly because we feel that no national life is worth having if the nation is not willing, when the need shall arise, to stake everything on the supreme arbitrament of war, and to pour out its blood, its treasure, and its tears like water, rather than submit to the loss of honor and renown.”

Much of this was the general rhetoric of the day, the same bellicose calls to greatness that were being heard from the Kaiser’s Germany, the same references to the future of the race that were commonplace in Britain. The concept of life as a contest to be won, a series of challenges to be met and overcome, ran through the school textbooks of the day as it did through the poetry of Roosevelt’s friend Rudyard Kipling. Social Darwinism, the view that the iron laws of evolution and the survival of the fittest governed nations and races as well as species, was deployed throughout the countries of the self-proclaimed “civilized” world to justify their martial patriotism and their empires with scientific sanction.

Roosevelt was very much a product of this time, of that Victorian era that combined belief in scientific progress with a marked preference for deep sentimentality and heroism in its literature. On his first family grand tour to Europe in 1869, when he was ten, a visit to the home of the novelist Sir Walter Scott made a deep impression on the young Theodore, and his diary records that Loch Lomond stuck in his mind because it was there they had laid to rest the Lady of the Lake. His second trip across the Atlantic, to the Middle East at the age of fourteen, was memorable not only for his father’s gift of a gun, with which he shot his first bird (a Nile warbler) but also for the learning of German in Dresden and the discovery of the Song of the Nibelungen. The legends of the old Teutonic gods, with manly feasting in Valhalla for those who died in glorious battle, were to recur repeatedly in his speeches, as they did in the speeches of the young Winston Churchill, a similar type of young patrician-turned-politician in the heroic mode. Like Roosevelt, Churchill combined books and journalism, expeditions and splendid little wars in the tropics into a stellar public career. Indeed, Churchill’s famous wartime speech about “blood, toil, tears and sweat” was a direct quotation from Roosevelt’s address to the Naval War College.

Wars for empire and wars against savages, brave deeds and the nobility of valor, were simply part of the customary mental furniture of a well-read European or North American youth of the late nineteenth century. For Roosevelt, they were also part of a family tradition. His mother, a southerner, recalled the family estate being burned by Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman in the Civil War, while his uncle James Bulloch held a treasured place in Theodore’s memory as the builder of the Confederate warship Alabama. He recalled how his mother would “talk to me as a little shaver of ships, ships, ships and the fighting of ships, till they sank into the depths of my soul.”

It was a comfortable childhood, with holidays abroad and summers in the Adirondacks and private tutors, with an easy passage to Harvard. When his father died while Theodore was still in college, and having already published his first book (on the birds of the Adirondacks), he inherited an income of eight thousand dollars a year. He went to Columbia Law School, but the success of his book on the War of 1812 and the attractions of politics lured him from the law into public life. At the age of twenty-three, he was elected to the New York State Assembly and campaigned energetically against machine politics. Then election defeats sent him off to try ranching in the Dakota Territory. He loved it, became friendly with cowboys, and made several arrests as a deputy sheriff. He lost a lot of money, but he wrote a splendidly patriotic book about Thomas Hart Benton, the Missouri senator who was the apostle of what Roosevelt called America’s “manifest destiny to swallow up the land of all adjoining nations who were too weak to withstand us.”

Roosevelt came back into public life as a civil service commissioner in 1889. Characteristically, he made this sinecure of a job into a driving force for reform, and he wrote more books and articles to make money to support his fast-growing family. Hero Tales from American History, swiftly written for boys, made it clear he wanted the next generation to grow in the same heroic and patriotic mold in which he had been shaped. He became commissioner of police in the new reform administration of Mayor William L. Strong, who had been elected in New York City. Roosevelt swiftly sacked the corrupt old chief of police and astutely used his friendships with two prominent reporters, Jacob Riis and Lincoln Steffens, to trumpet his achievements. None too popular in New York for his vigorous enforcement of the laws against Sunday drinking, he was becoming a celebrity in the rest of the country. “Must be President some day—a man you can’t cajole, can’t frighten, can’t buy,” noted Bram Stoker, the author of Dracula, after observing him in action at the police court.

At the same time, Roosevelt was itching for a wider canvas for action. During the brief crisis in 1895 over British claims in Venezuela, he wrote to the Civil War veteran Gen. James Wilson: “If I were asked what the greatest boon I could confer upon this nation was, I should answer, an immediate war with Great Britain for the conquest of Canada.” Almost any war would do. He thought of fighting Japan for Hawaii, and Spain for the sake of Cuba. “If you have the lust of battle in you, you will have a pretty good time after all,” he told University of Chicago students on a speaking tour. Still in Chicago, for a Washington’s Birthday address, he mourned “an unhappy tendency among certain of our cultivated people to lose the great manly virtues, the power to strive and fight and conquer.”

Roosevelt was the kind of man to take these ideas of social Darwinism to their logical conclusion. In his multivolume history of the American frontier, The Winning of the West, the expansion into the North American continent is portrayed as “the crowning and greatest achievement” of the English-speaking peoples. In this racial epic, the original inhabitants of the West are seen as “a few scattered savage tribes, whose life was but a few degrees less meaningless, squalid and ferocious than that of the wild beasts with whom they held joint ownership.”

“The most ultimately righteous of all wars is a war with savages, though it is apt to be also the most terrible and inhuman. The rude, fierce settler who drove the savage from the land lays all civilized mankind under a debt to him,” he wrote. “It is of incalculable importance that America, Australia and Siberia should pass out of the hands of their red, black and yellow aboriginal owners, and become the heritage of the dominant world races.”

And yet Roosevelt, a man inclined to let his gift for rhetoric run away with him, and who entered the White House with such racially authoritarian views, was signally fair in dealing with Native American rights. He vetoed a bill passed by Congress that would have allowed settlers in Oklahoma to “buy” 500,000 acres of Kiowa, Apache, and Choctaw land for $1.50 an acre, and raised the minimum price to $5 an acre. For this and other actions, the state of Oklahoma took the administration to the Supreme Court, which finally upheld Roosevelt’s decisions.

Paradox was in the nature of the man. He was a sickly weakling who built his powerful frame through constant exercise and willpower; a big-game hunter who believed in conservation and using the power of government to preserve the wilderness and its wildlife. The craze of the period for teddy bears began, and the most enduringly popular of all soft toys was named after him, when he pointedly insisted on saving a bear cub when out hunting. He was famous for the phrase “Speak softly and carry a big stick,” whereas he seldom spoke softly, and despite his boasts, the U.S. Navy never seriously challenged for mastery of the seas. When he demanded four new battleships from Congress, it grumpily agreed to two, although it funded only one a year, at a time when the British and German fleets were building four new Dreadnought-type battleships a year. Roosevelt’s shipbuilding program resulted in an obsolescent fleet, with mixed twelve-inch and eight-inch guns, and limited to a speed of eighteen knots. They were no match for the twenty-one-knot Dreadnought-style ships, with their full battery of twelve-inch guns. Roosevelt’s naval legacy was made plain in the 1914 edition of Jane’s Fighting Ships, which listed the numbers of frontline battleships and battle cruisers available to each power: Britain, thirty-four; Germany, twenty-one; United States, eight; France, four; Japan, four.

Perhaps the greatest paradox regarding Roosevelt is that he spoke much of the glories of battle and the need for the national test of combat but was careful as president to keep the country out of war. Indeed, he became the first president to win the Nobel Peace Prize, for his efforts in brokering peace in the Russo-Japanese War. The paradox is shared, as in a mirror image, by Woodrow Wilson, that man of peace who spoke of the glories of remaining out of wars almost as much as Roosevelt spoke of the joys of fighting them, but who became the president who took the United States into the conflict that is still known as the Great War.

There are striking parallels between the presidencies of Roosevelt and Wilson. They were each simultaneously popular and scholarly writers who could earn their living by the pen, and at the same time impress the academic world and attract a far wider general audience. There was a sharp contrast in their appearance, between the stocky and bustling Roosevelt and the tall, spare, and self-controlled Wilson. The two personalities could hardly have been more different: Roosevelt was gregarious, combative, and enthusiastic; Wilson was austere, cool, and reserved. But in their joint commitment to broadly progressive reforms, and in their similar plunges into global affairs, their joint domination of the two opening decades of the new century becomes almost a single era. Indeed, Wilson might never have been elected in 1912 but for Roosevelt’s quixotic decision to run as an independent candidate for the Bull Moose party, which resulted in splitting the anti-Wilson vote.

Both their presidencies faced similar challenges. As the century began, America had the fastest-growing economy on earth and, thanks to mass immigration, one of the fastest-growing populations. Its railway boom had created railway magnates and iron and steel magnates (who were naturally strong supporters of Roosevelt’s naval program), and its teeming cities were giant markets for grain and meat from the prairies and for luxuries like sugar and tobacco. Businessmen began to forge conglomerates and trusts to take advantage of the new opportunities for profit. Some took the opportunity to conspire to create monopolies and raise prices, but in many cases the motive was also to rationalize making what had been a series of far-flung regional and local markets into a coherent national one. But the sugar trust and the tobacco trust became notorious, and the way the railroads fixed prices so that farmers subsidized manufacturers, and the South and West subsidized the industrial Northeast and Midwest, provoked outrage.

In turn, these developments provoked their own response. Labor unions organized against exploitation, and public interest groups lobbied against bad food and bad housing, against drink and prostitution. A new kind of journalist, the muckraker, exposed in the new mass media the evils of tumultuous growth. McClure’s magazine was selling 350,000 copies by the time Roosevelt entered the White House. In its pages, Lincoln Steffens condemned “Pittsburgh—Hell with the Lid Lifted” and “The Shamelessness of St. Louis,” which inspired other journals and journalists to expose other outrages. Upton Sinclair worked in the Chicago meat-packing industry and wrote The Jungle, the savage novel about its filth and degradation. Roosevelt read it and wrote to Sinclair, “The specific evils you point out will, if their existence be proved, and if I have power, be eradicated.” Ida Tarbell spent five years investigating Rockefeller’s Standard Oil group, and she produced devastating accounts of fraud, chicanery, bribery, and violence, which made an overwhelming case for such a gross and powerful organization to be brought under public control.

Roosevelt and Wilson were progressives, not only by virtue of their outrage and conviction and because it was politically popular to claim the title but also because the tenor of the times required it. Prosperity was creating a mass middle class, which wanted its food and its cities to be wholesome, and which had the energy and articulate skills, and, thanks to the muckrakers, the ammunition, to mount their own campaigns. In city after city, the immediate targets of these progressive reformers were the political bosses and their election-winning machines. Roosevelt and Wilson, each in his own time, made temporary truces with the machine bosses in order to get elected, then used their power as state governors and as presidents to attack them.

But it was more than specific abuses and specific targets that explain the great political restlessness of the time. There was something in the air, perhaps as vague as the coming of a new century, perhaps as ambitious as the desire, now that America was complete, her West tamed and her frontier closed, to make her worthy of the land. These moods are indefinable. But in almost every aspect of life, from art to architecture, from foreign policy to civic politics, from education to medicine and psychology, new ideas and new ambitions strode onto the stage to disparage the old.

A new generation of historians insisted on challenging the great myths of the American nation. Charles Austin Beard, in his An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, investigated the Founding Fathers and concluded that the “first firm steps toward the formation of the Constitution were taken by a small and active group of men immediately interested through their personal possessions in the outcome of their labors.” Thorstein Veblen used the new art of sociology to pillory the idle rich in The Theory of the Leisure Class, which noted, “Elegant dress serves its purpose of elegance not only in that it is expensive but also because it is the insignia of leisure … pointedly suggesting that its wearer cannot when so attired bear a hand in any employment that is directly and immediately of any human use.” The patrician historian Henry Adams wrote, “Politics, as a practice, whatever its professions, has always been the systematic organization of hatreds.” He expected little from its practitioners, since “practical politics consists in ignoring facts.” Adams expected even less from the avowed reformers: “Power is poison—its effect on Presidents has always been tragic.”

Certainly there was tragedy in the fate of Wilson, who collapsed of a stroke and witnessed the frustration of his great dream of a League of Nations, and of Roosevelt, who died after condemning his Republican party to defeat and suffering Wilson’s rejection of his plea to be given command of an American division in France. And yet the two presidents were able to introduce sweeping reforms of the trusts and the abuses that the muckrakers exposed, and they invented the modern presidency in the process.

“I did not usurp power, but I did greatly broaden the use of executive power,” Roosevelt wrote in his autobiography. “I acted on the theory that the President could at any time in his discretion withdraw from entry any of the public lands of the United States and reserve the same for forestry, for waterpower sites, for irrigation and other public purposes. Without such sanction, it would have been impossible to stop the activity of the land thieves.” Before Roosevelt, some 40 million acres of public lands had been made into reserves; he added another 190 million acres, and Senator Robert La Follette, his usually admiring radical critic, concluded, “This is probably the greatest thing Roosevelt ever did.”

There were other achievements. He challenged the color bar and outraged much of the white South by inviting Booker T. Washington to the White House. He became the first president to intervene directly in strikes, and he summoned the coal owners and miners to the White House to arbitrate a settlement. He revived the little-used powers of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act and brought suit against the massive Northern Securities Company, through which J. P. Morgan had brought together the Union Pacific, the Burlington, and the Northern Pacific railroads. The outraged Morgan, who had put ten thousand dollars into Roosevelt’s New York gubernatorial campaign, went directly to the White House to demand a deal. “That can’t be done,” said Roosevelt. Then Morgan wanted to know if his other interests would come under similar attack. Not unless they had done something wrong, Roosevelt replied, and he later wrote, “Mr. Morgan could not help regarding me as a big rival operator, who either intended to ruin all his interests or else could be induced to come to an agreement to ruin none.” Then Roosevelt moved against Morgan’s beef trust.

These high-minded reforms, which challenged the financial base of his Republican party, were deployed by a ruthless political operator, one who deliberately delayed the statehood of Oklahoma, New Mexico, and Arizona for fear that they would vote Democratic in the 1904 election. In his first term, Congress set strict limits on his reforms, only authorizing his Bureau of Corporations, which had the power to examine the books of any business in interstate commerce, when Roosevelt promised no more regulatory measures. Once reelected, he returned to the fray, pushing into law the Hepburn Act, which gave the Interstate Commerce Commission the power to fix maximum railroad rates. This was the crucial precedent on which the state’s right to intervene in business affairs—to set prices and regulate the market—was based. This required a clever ploy: to intimidate the Republicans in Congress with a threat to reform the tariff and then to drop the tariff in order to win the regulatory principle.

The constant theme of Roosevelt’s reforms was to insist that there was a common interest of the nation as a whole, and that the president was the man elected to define it and protect it. “When I became president,” he wrote later, “the question as to the method by which the United States government was to control the corporations was not yet important. The absolutely vital question was whether the Government had power to control them at all.”


The big reactionaries of the business world and their allies and instruments among politicians and newspaper editors … demanded for themselves an immunity from government control which, if granted, would have been as wicked and as foolish as immunity to the barons of the twelfth century. Many of them were evil men. Many of them were just as good men as many of these same barons, but they were as utterly unable as any medieval castle owner to understand what the public interest really was. There have been aristocracies which have played a great and beneficent part at stages in the growth of mankind, but we had come to the stage where for our people what was needed was a real democracy; and of all the forms of tyranny the least attractive and most vulgar is the tyranny of mere wealth, the tyranny of a plutocracy.



During his presidency, Roosevelt shrank from the title of Progressive, dismissing many Progressives as “rural Tories” who wanted to abolish big business rather than control it. And while some of the trusts were tamed, and Northern Securities and Standard Oil were broken up, Roosevelt did not want to dismantle the extraordinary wealth- and job-creating machine that the U.S. economy had become. He was ready to work with J. P. Morgan when required. During the panic of 1907, Morgan and John D. Rockefeller jointly stepped in with cash to shore up the market. It may not have been a direct reward, but Roosevelt’s immediate approval of the merger between U.S. Steel and the Tennessee Coal and Iron Company reassured business that the Republican White House remained broadly on their side. “The action was emphatically for the general good,” Roosevelt commented. “It represented the only chance for arresting the panic.”

Roosevelt claimed that, as president, it was his job to be on everyone’s side. “It was again and again necessary to assert the position of the President as the steward of the whole people,” he recalled in his autobiography. This put him, on occasion, above party allegiance, and Roosevelt went to some pains to claim that the president had to rise above and then blend the two competing traditions that had dominated the philosophy of American politics since the birth of the republic, between the strong federal state of Alexander Hamilton and the decentralized democracy of Thomas Jefferson. “Men who understand and practice the deep underlying philosophy of the Lincoln school of American thought are necessarily Hamiltonian in their belief in a strong and efficient national Government, and Jeffersonian in their belief in the people as the ultimate authority, and in the welfare of the people as the end of government.”

This was a neat debating point, but politics is about taking sides in order to make decisions. Roosevelt tried to have it all ways. His Square Deal policy sought to be evenhanded between labor and capital and to flay both the radical socialists and corrupt businessmen alike. “We seek to control law-defying wealth, in the first place to prevent its doing evil, and in the next place to avoid the vindictive and dreadful radicalism which if left uncontrolled it is certain in the end to arouse,” he wrote to his attorney general, Charles Bonaparte. “We stand with equal stoutness for the rights of the man of wealth and for the rights of the wage-worker.” The probably inevitable result was that he satisfied neither, and much of the task of reform still awaited the future presidency of Woodrow Wilson. More immediately, Roosevelt’s attempt at evenhanded-ness threw his own party into a crisis, which ended, during the Taft presidency, which succeeded Roosevelt’s, with a split that Roosevelt led.

By the time he left the White House in 1909, Roosevelt claimed, “the Republican party became once more the progressive, and indeed the fairly, radically progressive party of the Nation.” If true, it was at the price of a severe breach between the president and his party’s leaders in Congress, which he admitted in his autobiography. “We succeeded in working together, although with increasing friction, for some years, I pushing forward and they hanging back. Gradually, however, I was forced to abandon the effort to persuade them to come my way, and then I achieved results only by appealing over the heads of the Senate and House leaders to the people, who were masters of both of us.” By the end, he confessed, “Relations were quite as bitter as if we had belonged to opposite political parties.”

Roosevelt was simply too big and ambitious a political phenomenon for any conventional party structure to contain him. So in one of those intuitive leaps into the future that marked his career, he invented that crucial component of the modern presidency: the media presence that soared beyond politics directly to the people. It was indeed a bully pulpit, but only for those who knew how to use it, and Roosevelt always had an instinct for the media. When his troopship landed at Montauk upon its return from the fighting in Cuba, he strode straight to the little knot of reporters to extol the prowess of his regiment and give them a story. “This is a pistol with a history,” he confided, brandishing his weapon. “It was taken from the wreck of the Maine. When I took it to Cuba I made a vow to kill at least one Spaniard with it, and I did.”

In his own assessment of his presidency, Roosevelt claimed three great achievements: brokering the peace between Russia and Japan; sending the battleships of “the Great White Fleet” around the world to advertise the presence of a new naval power; and building the Panama Canal. Each achievement was somewhat clouded. Russia and Japan each wanted peace anyway, for their own reasons. And far from heralding a new era of American influence in the region, it was the very modesty of American naval power in the Pacific that encouraged each of them to accept Roosevelt as an almost disinterested neutral. The voyage of the Great White Fleet had made for splendid newspaper headlines, but in reality, this first display of American naval ambition was marked by appalling logistical difficulties. Its dependence on friendly ports for refueling, as well as the dire shortage of cruiser and destroyer escorts, made it a highly vulnerable parade. It was not, for established naval powers, an immediate military threat, although it laid down a portentous marker for the future. If Roosevelt’s intention had been to intimidate, he did not wholly succeed. But if—as Roosevelt publicly claimed—the voyage was a gesture of goodwill, he failed; for the historian of the Japanese navy, Shigera Fukudone, it marked the moment when “the Japanese Navy made the U.S. Navy its sole imaginary enemy.”

The Panama Canal was an overdue act of commercial and strategic logic for the Americas as a whole, which Roosevelt carried off in a high-handed manner that would sour U.S. relations with Latin America for decades to come. Finding Colombia too corrupt and too slow for his purposes, Roosevelt encouraged and supported a coup on the isthmus, thus carving the infant state of Panama from its Colombian trunk, and then carving, in turn, a strip of U.S. territory through Panama, the Canal Zone, through which the waterway would run. Possibly there was little alternative if the canal were to be achieved. In any event, the stupendous engineering feat was finally complete by 1914. By that time, the paternalist relationship between the United States and its southern neighbors had been made clear in Roosevelt’s corollary to the original Monroe Doctrine, which asserted the right to unilateral police action throughout the region: “Brutal wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of the ties of civilizing society, may finally require intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere the United States cannot ignore this duty.”

Roosevelt, in retrospect, had through temperament and personal conviction prodded his country onto the world stage before it was fully ready to play the part. Possibly because no American president could quite so crudely affront the anticolonial tradition in which the country had been born, he was not a full-blooded imperialist. The Philippines were given decent government, education, and a promise of independence. Marines were sent to Cuba, restored order, and left again. This was arrogant and intrusive, but it was not the naked conquest of the European way. Roosevelt’s actions always had limits, even if his rhetoric and ambitions raced far ahead.

The voters of the day were reluctant about foreign commitments, most visibly when faced with the ambiguous role he played in the Moroccan crisis of 1905, when for the first time American diplomats were told that supporting the Franco-British alliance against Germany was in the U.S. national interest. In fact, the American people were not much interested in foreign affairs at all. And who could blame them when the real drama of the age was unfolding on their doorsteps? It was in Roosevelt’s America that the first true movie, The Great Train Robbery, filled theaters and Ziegfeld launched his famous Follies. And it was in Roosevelt’s final year in office that Mary Pickford became the first film star. It was in America that the first black man became the heavyweight boxing champion of the world, and whatever Jack Johnson’s feat represented in the popular mind, a deeper national tradition began in 1910 as W. E. B. Du Bois organized what would become the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

It was in Roosevelt’s America that Henry Ford launched his Model T, and where the Wright brothers launched their first flight. Roosevelt himself had ensured that they got a contract to build planes for the military. Here lay the final irony: that a man who prided himself on his modernity and clear vision of a great American future should end his life so thoroughly out of tune with his times. The new kind of war that the invention of the Wright brothers heralded, and that the mass-production techniques of Henry Ford made possible, saw the Wrights’ technology used to bomb civilians in their cities. The war that unfolded in Europe as Roosevelt languished out of office, with no party to lead, brought tanks and barbed wire and poison gas to obliterate those Boys Weekly heroics that had marked Roosevelt’s life and temperament.

He may have been the last leader of any democratic nation to be able to glorify war in public speeches and to summon its young men to feats of valor and the grandeur of sacrifice. The squalid reality of the Western Front was a universe away from the grandiose racial mission of conquest and mastery to which Roosevelt always thrilled. By the time of his death, eight weeks after World War I ended, Roosevelt was a very old-fashioned man whose most enduring legacy was to take into federal protection almost 200 million acres of the American wilderness he loved. In that sense, he was still ahead of his time.


2.
Emma Goldman
and the American Dissident
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Ten days after three Pinkerton security guards and ten strikers were killed in a lockout battle at the Homestead steel plant just outside of Pittsburgh, a young Russian immigrant named Emma Goldman joined the Saturday-night parade of prostitutes on Manhattan’s Fourteenth Street to sell her body for the revolutionary cause. It was, Emma assumed on that humid evening of July 16, 1892, the only way she could raise fifteen dollars. She needed the money to buy a revolver to kill Henry Clay Frick, the hated industrialist with the Homestead workers’ blood on his hands. Her lover and partner in a thriving ice-cream-parlor business, Alexander Berkman, had already gone to Pittsburgh to prepare for the assassination.

Emma Goldman was twenty-three, five feet tall, with light brown hair “falling loosely over her forehead, full lips, strong white teeth, a mild, pleasant voice with a fetching accent … a saucy, turned-up nose and very expressive blue-gray eyes,” recorded Nellie Bly of the New York World, who later interviewed the fiery young anarchist in the Tombs prison. Bly was sufficiently charmed to conclude that the young immigrant charged with “incitement to riot” and condemned by Judge Randolph Martine as “a dangerous woman” should instead be seen as “a modern Joan of Arc.”

Prostitution was not exactly Emma’s strong suit, although she had borrowed money to buy some high-heeled shoes and fancy lingerie. On that humiliating New York evening, she rejected customer after customer who inquired after her services, dismayed by her own lack of determination. Finally, an aging gentleman took her to a bar, bought her a drink, and suggested that she was in the wrong trade. He sent her off with ten dollars, barely enough to pay for the shoes. She still needed money, and so she wired her sister Helena, saying that she had fallen sick and asking for fifteen dollars. Emma sent the money she received to Berkman, who used it to buy a gun and a new suit in order to look the part of a contractor with strikebreaking labor to sell. He then called on Frick at the Pittsburgh Chronicle-Telegraph building, carrying the gun and a dagger in his belt. Berkman shot the businessman twice and then stabbed him twice in the legs before being overpowered by attendants, who also removed the small capsule of fulminate of mercury that Berkman was trying to bite to commit suicide after the deed.

Frick survived and was back at work within a month. The strike collapsed, in part because the skilled and essentially conservative men of the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers were appalled by the assassination attempt carried out in their name. They did not share Berkman’s conviction that “the awakening of the American worker, the long-awaited day of his resurrection” was at hand. American workers, however grim the recession or their pay and conditions of labor, proved highly resistant to the blandishments of Communist ideology. Unlike the superficially similar industrialized economies of Europe, the economy of the United States never generated a mass Socialist party capable of winning power through elections. This was to be a cardinal example of that “American exceptionalism” that made the country unique. But it also created something of a vacuum on the Left, which made radical leaders like Emma, who were outside the mainstream of American politics, all the more prominent. Almost by definition, radicals who were not connected to a powerful political base in Congress became “extremists,” or at least they could be portrayed as such in the popular press.

Emma, of course, was an extremist at this stage of her career. She had conspired in an assassination plot. Berkman was tried and convicted of attempted murder and sentenced to twenty-one years in prison. Had he been given the death penalty, Emma was planning to blow up the courthouse where his trial took place. It was as well she did not try. Before the assassination attempt, she and Berkman had tried to practice with dynamite but had failed even to make it explode.

For the next three decades, Emma was to become the best-known revolutionary in America, and probably the best-known woman radical on earth. Before being deported from the United States in 1919, in a squalid series of legal maneuvers born of antiradical hysteria, she made the career of a conservative young lawyer named J. Edgar Hoover. He used her expulsion as his springboard to a power he would wield and abuse for the next fifty years. Dispatched as part of a shipload of Red deportees to the infant Soviet Union, she was dismayed by the perversion of her revolutionary ideals that she found there. Unshakeable in her belief in free speech, she condemned Lenin to his face in his Kremlin office for the authoritarian ways of the young Bolshevik state. Hounded from country to country until she found stable exile in Britain and France, she was barred for life from entering the United States. She was given a brief ninety-day respite for a lecture tour in 1934, but after that, she returned only in death, in 1940. She was buried on the site of the Haymarket riot and bombing in Chicago, the event that had made her an American dissident.

Emma had arrived in the United States seven years before the attempted killing of Frick, drawn by the immigrant’s perennial dream of freedom. She was also escaping an abusive and bullying father, who was trying to make her marry against her will. Abraham Goldman was from the Jewish Pale of Settlement, the Baltic and Polish lands that the tsars had conquered in the eighteenth century and turned into a vast and leaky ghetto where Russians ruled over German landowners and Polish peasants and all of them despised the Jews. He had lost his wife’s inheritance in a failed business venture in Kaunas, Lithuania, run a small state-owned theater in the town of Popelaan, and moved back to live with his wife’s family in the old German city of Königsberg, where Immanuel Kant had taught philosophy. Jews were subject to regular pogroms and once young Emma watched, appalled, as a Russian peasant was beaten bloody by an overseer. Königsberg nonetheless remained a city of learning. Emma wanted to become a doctor, an unusual career choice for a woman at the time, and she passed the tough entrance examination for the German gymnasium, or high school. But she could not go, because her religious teacher refused to give her the required certificate of good character, judging her to be insufficiently respectful of authority.

From the Pale, to which Jews were supposedly confined, the family bribed their way past Russian guards and across a frozen stream in 1881. They headed for the tsarist capital of Saint Petersburg, and Abraham borrowed money from his wife’s parents to open a small grocery. It was an unruly time. Tsar Alexander II had just been assassinated after a campaign of repression against a series of radical movements, one of which had included Emma’s maternal uncle, who barely escaped exile to Siberia. The agitation, inspired by economic misery and tsarist rule, found its focus in a series of popular but supposedly subversive books, from Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons to Chernyshevsky’s What Is to Be Done? Emma read them avidly, taking as her heroine Chernyshevsky’s beguiling character Vera Pavlovna, whose fictional life struck so many chords with her own. Vera rejects her mother’s attempt to force her into marriage, embraces free love with a young medical student, and starts a needlework cooperative as a way to finance her own medical studies.

The right to love as she chose, to pursue a career in medicine, and to work collectively without making profits for an employer and for the propertied class that profit produced were to be constant themes of Emma Goldman’s life. They were all to prove far more complicated than her young idealism assumed when she arrived in America aboard the German steamship Elbe at the end of 1885. The Statue of Liberty had been shipped to New York from France that year, not yet erected onto its plinth, but already promising the freedom Emma expected to find: “Ah, there she was, the symbol of hope, of freedom, of opportunity! She held her torch to light the way to the free country, the asylum for the oppressed of all lands,” she recalled of that moment, as she and her sister Helena hugged each other at the sight.

Once ashore, appalled by the way the immigrants were treated by the New York authorities, the sisters went to join their sister Lena, who had settled with her husband in Rochester, New York. Emma found work in the sewing factory of Leo Garson, chairman of the United Jewish Charities. He turned out to be more businessman than philanthropist, paying a near-starvation wage of $2.50 a day. Worse, she wrote later, Garson would “exact labor in his factory for nothing, but also insisted on the pleasures the young female wage slaves could give him. He had them, or out they went.”

Emma found another job, and in her loneliness, she became engaged to a fellow young Russian immigrant, Jacob Kersner. Her parents arrived from Russia, and Kersner moved into the crowded Goldman apartment as a lodger. In Emma’s memoirs, she claimed to have bowed to what seemed like the inevitable, and she married Kersner. She immediately found him to be impotent, however, and divorced him within the year and left for New York. He followed her, and she relented and remarried him briefly, returning to Rochester before leaving him again, already plunging into radical politics.

She had been outraged by the hanging of four anarchist labor leaders convicted on the vaguest of evidence of the Haymarket bombing, which had taken place during her first year in America. On the day after the Chicago police had shot a striking worker, a protest rally in the city’s Haymarket was dynamited, and seven policemen were killed. The person who threw the explosives was never identified, and in a mood of hysterical vengeance, August Spies and the other anarchists were convicted of conspiracy and hanged in November 1898. The evening after the execution, Emma, calling at her parents’ home, heard one of the guests say the anarchists were murderers who deserved their fate, and Emma leapt upon the woman. Hauled off by other guests, she threw a jug of water at the offending woman, crying, “Out—or I
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