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Introduction

What Would Teddy Do?

Theodore Roosevelt remains one of our most revered presidents—regularly named by historians among the top four, along with Washington, Lincoln, and FDR. He defied labels, managing to be both conservative and progressive, and he understood how to balance the two. If he were alive today, how would he address our current sociopolitical climate and advise our president?

One of the things I love about writing presidential biographies is the chance to consider the real connections between our history and our present. There are many parallels between Roosevelt’s time at the turn of the twentieth century and our time, early in the twenty-first.

We find instability in the world, with two large conflicts in progress. The challenges of modernity are complex. We grapple daily with how to wisely employ the potential of technology, how to assure opportunity to all, how to control the powerful surge of immigration, and how to protect our precious planet and natural resources.

Among his other contributions, Roosevelt was a renowned conservationist. He also would have embraced elements of the populist movements of today. He certainly believed in populism and famously praised “the man in the arena,” but he was at heart a moralist and an equalizer. Born to immense privilege, he despised the notion that the nation should be run only by the wealthy. He once stated that the middle class is the foundation of America.

When Donald Trump was inaugurated for his first term in 2017, I had just completed my first presidential biography, Three Days in January: Dwight Eisenhower’s Final Mission. The book’s timing was particularly notable because the focus of the Eisenhower book was the transition period in 1960–61, when Eisenhower was sending out warnings to President-elect John F. Kennedy—warnings he failed to heed, to his regret. President-elects, I’ve learned, don’t usually enjoy getting advice from the outgoing president, especially one of the opposing party, and this was true of Kennedy. He thought Eisenhower was an old codger who didn’t have much of value to say to him. He was wrong, as he soon learned with the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban Missile Crisis. At the end of the book, I spared a word for our new president, mentioning that Trump had a favorable opinion of Eisenhower, and said, “I like Ike” a couple times on the campaign trail. I hoped that Trump could rise above the noise and always ask before any decision, as Ike did, “Is it good for America?”

As I finish this book on Theodore Roosevelt, Donald Trump has just been inaugurated for a second term, on January 20, 2025. America likes bold, charismatic leaders, which might be one reason so many people were drawn to Roosevelt and are drawn to Trump. Trump has expressed admiration for Roosevelt, mainly because of his boldness.

There is no question that Theodore Roosevelt was a larger-than-life character in every sense. I’m sure Trump approves of the way he spoke his mind and fought for his principles. Trump would also find parallels in Roosevelt’s ideas about executive power.

During his time in office, Roosevelt issued more than one thousand executive orders—a huge number. Many of them were related to conservation. He created national parks, wildlife refuges and bird sanctuaries, and more than one hundred and fifty national forests. He also established eighteen national monuments, including the Grand Canyon, the Muir Woods in California, and Arizona’s Petrified Forest. Roosevelt was a firm proponent of executive power, and believed that it should be asserted, as long as the action was permitted by the Constitution. Trump would agree with that. In his first four days of his second term, Trump issued twenty-eight executive orders.

Roosevelt was a deeply passionate man, who cared about many things. But his single-minded mission while in office was to elevate the United States as a leading world power. Rising to the presidency at the turn of the twentieth century, he was dedicated to the ideal of American greatness, and it is not an exaggeration to say that he ushered in the American century.

The Trump administration would no doubt find both positive and negative examples in Roosevelt’s governance. One example it might do well to take to heart. Roosevelt had an oft-repeated principle that he claimed derived from an African proverb. It was “Speak softly1 and carry a big stick—you will go far.”

If Roosevelt were alive today, he might caution our current government not to forget the “speak softly” part. As he defined it, “It is necessary2 to be respectful toward all people and scrupulously to refrain from wronging them, while at the same time keeping ourselves in condition to prevent wrong being done to us. If a nation does not in this sense speak softly, then sooner or later the policy of the big stick is certain to result in war.”

In 1910, Roosevelt outlined his concept of a New Nationalism, which included the ideals of both patriotism and of stewardship. It could be described as “America first” but in service to the world. As the president who ushered in a long era of American leadership in the free world, Roosevelt would consider it essential to our greatness to continue down that path.

To Rescue the American Spirit: Teddy Roosevelt and the Birth of a Superpower is my sixth presidential biography, and in some respects it is a prelude to three of those books: Three Days at the Brink: FDR’s Daring Gamble to Win World War II; the previously mentioned Three Days in January: Dwight Eisenhower’s Final Mission; and Three Days in Moscow: Ronald Reagan and the Fall of the Soviet Empire. All three books focused on our power in the world exerted through the actions of presidents: FDR asserting heroic leadership at the crucial turning point of World War II; Dwight D. Eisenhower, once America’s great general, standing toe to toe with the Soviet Union in the dangerous early days of the Cold War; and Ronald Reagan, a warrior at the negotiating table (and a perfect exemplar of Roosevelt’s “speak softly and carry a big stick” principle), using a masterful diplomatic strategy to bring an end to the Cold War.

This is the legacy President Trump inherits. In every era when the United States faced international crises, there were forces promoting isolation, but they never triumphed. The forces promoting engagement were too strong. Now, as we are forced once again to determine our role in the world, we look to the past for guidance.

I once noted that our debates today seem to spring from our worldview at the time of the Second World War, but I wonder if they might go back earlier than that—to the time when America was shaping its global identity. We can picture Teddy Roosevelt then, in his now-familiar stance, bullish and grinning, full of confidence and optimism, the world at his feet. He could see into the future, and he knew the key to American greatness was taking action with equal measures of power and restraint. Not an easy balancing act. But as Roosevelt advised, “Keep your eyes on the stars and your feet on the ground.”






Prologue

A Midnight Ride

Theodore Roosevelt raced through the night toward his destiny. As a fierce storm battered the rickety buckboard wagon, he gripped the seat and urged his driver on. Only an extreme emergency would have compelled him to make such a treacherous journey, and this was it. He was vice president of the United States, and President William McKinley lay on his deathbed in Buffalo, New York, more than four hundred miles away. An assassin’s bullet had pierced the president’s abdomen, and gangrene had set in.

The assassination attempt had occurred seven days earlier, on September 6, 1901, while President McKinley was touring the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo. Roosevelt was in Vermont delivering a speech, and he rushed to Buffalo, where he was invited to stay with his friend Ansley Wilcox. Wilcox was a fellow reform-minded Republican, and the two men had met while Roosevelt was a civil service commissioner and Wilcox was serving on the New York civil service commission. They had remained close. Roosevelt stayed in town for several days, waiting for word.

Wilcox noticed something intriguing about his friend during that period. Roosevelt refused to believe that McKinley’s wound could be fatal. Throughout those days of waiting, he was deliberately sanguine, fully expecting the president to recover. He never allowed a different thought to enter his mind. Wilcox believed this optimism was a result of Roosevelt’s own rugged strength and resilience. But he also suspected that Roosevelt was repulsed by the idea of winning the presidency through such appalling circumstances. “He could not believe1 it was possible.”

Perhaps it was this stubborn confidence in McKinley’s ultimate recovery that led Roosevelt to make an unfortunate decision on the fourth day after the shooting. When doctors cautiously told him that McKinley was expected to recover, Roosevelt decided to leave. He felt it would ease the nation’s mind if life went on as normal. The problem was, he didn’t just leave Buffalo. He left civilization, and when McKinley’s condition worsened, Roosevelt was extremely hard to locate.

Oblivious to the drama in Buffalo, Roosevelt was far away in the Adirondacks, hiking to the summit of Mount Marcy, accompanied by a seasoned guide named Noah LaCasse. At 5,343 feet, Mount Marcy was the tallest peak in the Adirondacks, and it had been a rough climb over a span of two days. Foul weather sent Roosevelt’s wife, Edith, and their children back down to the Tahawus Club early in the expedition, and he and LaCasse had continued on despite the weather. This was typical for Roosevelt, who welcomed the challenge of treacherous physical conditions. He had spent much of his forty-two years sparring with nature.

As Roosevelt and LaCasse neared the summit, they stopped on a ledge to rest and eat. Suddenly shots rang out, echoing off the mountain. Roosevelt and LaCasse leaped to their feet and shouted into the foggy air. Out of the gloom a figure appeared, calling out to Roosevelt. It was Harrison Hall, a local guide. He said he’d been searching for hours and had feared the vice president was lost. He had fired the gun hoping to alert Roosevelt if he was nearby. There was an urgent telegram. He handed it to Roosevelt.


The President is critically ill. His condition is grave.

Oxygen is being given. Absolutely no hope.



Roosevelt didn’t hesitate. He began clambering down the mountain at a rapid pace, without consideration for his personal safety. He reached the ground in three and a half hours and hurried to find Edith at the club.

The storm had grown worse, and they discussed what to do. It was a thirty-five-mile ride over rough terrain to reach the North Creek train station, where he could catch a train to Buffalo. Though reluctant, Roosevelt considered waiting until daylight to set off. However, as midnight approached, the decision to leave immediately was made for him by the arrival of another telegram:


The President appears to be dying and members of the cabinet in Buffalo think you should lose no time coming.



The urgency of this message convinced Roosevelt to leave at once, despite the bad weather. He quickly made arrangements for the journey.

Imagine the blackest of nights on a slippery path, with any chance of visibility thwarted by the heavy storm. Then imagine the vehicle, a horse-drawn buckboard wagon with a single long seat. The journey was so exhausting and nerve-racking for both drivers and horses that the wagons and teams had to be switched more than once. The first transfer occurred after ten miles, and the second nine miles later. The final stretch, known to be the most dangerous, was undertaken by Mike Cronin, the proprietor of Aiden Lair Lodge, who knew the road better than most. Unknown to Roosevelt, while he was at the lodge waiting for the horse and carriage to be readied, President McKinley passed away.

They traveled over sixteen miles of perilous roads, with Cronin gripping the reins and a pair of horses keeping a steady pace over elevations where a misstep would have sent the inhabitants of that fragile wagon to their deaths. Thank God for the sure-footed steeds. At 4:45 a.m. they emerged out of the darkness at North Creek train station, and Roosevelt gratefully stepped down onto solid ground.

He spotted the solitary figure of his secretary, William Loeb Jr., his body bowed in a solemn pose. Without a word Loeb handed him a telegram from Secretary of State John Hay:


The President died at two-fifteen this morning.



Masking his deep emotion with a somber air, Roosevelt boarded the train to Buffalo, christened the “Roosevelt Special” for the occasion. It was a melancholy journey through the fog-shrouded Hudson Valley, Roosevelt’s mind whirring with the meaning of it all.

He and McKinley had had a complicated relationship. At times they had been combatants. During McKinley’s first term, Roosevelt had thought him too passive in world affairs and had openly pushed him into the Spanish–American War.

Roosevelt had been the hero of that war, leading his Rough Riders into battle. Public acclaim had propelled him into the New York governor’s office and then into the vice presidency. Whatever qualms McKinley might have had about Roosevelt, they were swallowed up by the pressures of electability. Now, only eight months into his term, Roosevelt was facing a new set of possibilities.

He had been preparing his entire life for this moment but had never imagined it would come in this way. His mind would not allow for a sense of satisfaction, only grief. Not so much for the man, as he and McKinley were not close, but for the nation and the office of the presidency, that they could be so vulnerable to the evil in men’s souls. This was the third presidential assassination in thirty-six years, beginning with Lincoln in 1865, followed by Garfield in 1881, and now McKinley.

Roosevelt had performed many roles in his forty-two years, and despite his youth he was one of the most experienced men to ever reach the presidency, based solely on the range of offices held. He had served in New York’s state legislature and the governor’s office, learning the workings of government from the ground up. He had battled against public corruption, first as a civil service commissioner and then as New York City police commissioner. As assistant secretary of the navy, he became a prominent advocate for the nation’s leadership role in the world. Then he put his own body on the line in the Spanish–American War. Fame from his Cuban adventure made him a national figure, and he did not mind exploiting the goodwill of the population to advance his agenda. He was elected governor of New York when he returned from the war and, less than two years later, vice president.

He knew there were those in McKinley’s inner circle who could not stand him, who thought he was too young and too brash to be taken seriously. They were deeply loyal to McKinley, and they understood that McKinley’s choice of Roosevelt as his vice president had been made out of expediency, not love. Would they balk at serving him? Would McKinley’s cabinet stand by him or abandon him? What would his first acts be? In the past he had learned to approach a new position with confidence and never to display doubt or weakness. He also knew how to utilize a charm offensive. He would need to employ all these tools, while defining for himself what it meant to be president of the United States.

More dangers still lay ahead on this journey, as calamity refused to release its grip. Around 7:00 a.m. an apparition rose out of the fog on the tracks: a small handcar with two men pumping, headed straight for Roosevelt’s train. Seconds before they crashed, the conductor laid on the brakes and the two men dove from the handcar. Everyone was safe but rattled by thoughts of what might have been. Roosevelt’s race to destiny was nearly sidelined by an accident of fate. Instead, his train continued on, arriving in Buffalo at 1:34 on the afternoon of September 14.

Wilcox was there2 to greet him, and as they rode back to the house, he filled Roosevelt in on what was happening. McKinley’s body was laid out at the home of John G. Milburn, the president of the board of directors for the exposition. It had been suggested that Roosevelt take the oath of office there. Roosevelt declined. The idea struck him as unseemly while the body of the president was lying in the house. He asked to stop at Wilcox’s house to clean up and eat something, and then he would pay a sympathy call at the Milburn house. Afterward he would return to Wilcox’s and be sworn in there.

By the time Roosevelt returned from his sorrowful duty, Wilcox’s house was bustling with activity. A US district judge named John R. Hazel had arrived to administer the oath, and six of the eight cabinet members were present. Roosevelt met with them in the library and took in their shattered faces. Elihu Root, the secretary of war, spoke on behalf of the others, formally asking Roosevelt to take the oath.

“Mr. Secretary,” Roosevelt replied, “I will take the oath.3 And in this hour of deep and terrible national bereavement, I wish to state that it shall be my aim to continue, absolutely without variance, the policy of President McKinley, for the peace and honor of our beloved country.”

He stood in front of the bay window, and the small group gathered around him as he lifted his right hand and vowed to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution. The following day, Sunday, a private memorial service was held at the Milburn house, and on Monday morning Roosevelt joined the funeral train that would carry McKinley’s body back to Washington. During the ride, he contemplated his future with mixed feelings. As he told his close friend the writer Owen Wister, “I can’t know that I have the ability4, but I do know that I have the will, to carry out the task that has fallen to me.”

Roosevelt’s late father was never far from his mind during those days. The elder Roosevelt had been his model and guide for his entire life, and although his father had been dead since Roosevelt was in college, he often relied on his imparted wisdom at critical moments. In particular, he held on to one piece of advice: “Take care of your morals first,”5 his father had told him before he left for college. That precept governed his private life, but more significantly his public actions. What did it mean to infuse a moral core into a political job, or for that matter a life? He had been answering that question for himself since he sat at his father’s knee.






Part One

Gathering Strength






Chapter One

Morals First

Theodore Roosevelt—“Teddy” to his adoring followers—was a mighty force, usually pictured barreling into the heart of controversy, raising his voice to embrace a crowd of people who hung on his every word. He became one of the most beloved presidents, as well as the most constitutionally significant.

His friend Reverend Ferdinand Cowle Iglehart wrote in 1919—the year of Roosevelt’s death—that he was the third hero to represent an important era1 of our nation’s history. The first, Washington, represented its birth. The second, Lincoln, represented its salvation. And the third, Roosevelt, represented its glory.

Another friend, the noted author William Roscoe Thayer, observed, “Nothing better illustrates the elasticity2 of American democratic life than the fact that within a span of forty years Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt were Presidents of the United States. Two men more unlike in origin, in training, and in opportunity, could hardly be found. . . . But, just as incredible adversity could not crush Abraham Lincoln, so lavish prosperity could not keep down or spoil Theodore Roosevelt.”

Unknown to Roosevelt’s contemporaries was the tremendous impact he would have on the nation for more than a century. They could not have defined his legacy; they only knew that there was something original and notable about this man. They could feel it in his presence.

“I never saw him go into a room3 occupied by friends, or foes, or both, but that he immediately became the central figure,” recalled Elihu Root, who served as both secretary of war and secretary of state during Roosevelt’s presidency. He was “the one great inevitable human factor present.”

Most people think Roosevelt’s greatest quality was his forcefulness—fearless risk-taking, bold adventures, physical prowess. But his true strength was his inner core, the uncorruptible center of his striving. His charisma was grounded in a deeply held value system, which found expression in everything he did. He was an interesting and authentic personality in a profession dominated by pompous, overly cautious, and often hypocritical men. He was thirsty for engagement, desperate to be in the arena. Until he died at age sixty, Roosevelt was on a mission to wring every moment out of life. A century after he left the world, we still think of him as larger than life. Although he was only five foot ten, he is a towering figure in our imaginations.

Beneath the physical man there was a burning curiosity, a deep sense of history.

He was driven by questions: What is the meaning of America? What is the cause of Republicanism? What is the nature of good and evil? What is the responsibility of the citizen?

He despised the political critics who sat on the sidelines and lobbed criticisms without lifting a finger—the cynics who chose to believe that America was rotten and left it at that. He was far more than a glib and energetic force. He was also a constant moral presence who wrestled publicly and privately with what it meant to do good.

Presidents are defined not only by their times. They are defined by our times too. It’s easy to imagine Roosevelt living in our age of social media. He’d be a star. He’d be a force for optimism, a driver of action. He has been called the first celebrity president, which means only that he captured the imagination of the public in a new way. The power of Roosevelt’s personality and his tremendous vigor inspired optimism in the nation, which was manifested in the enthusiasm for breakthrough technologies and modern advances. “I have enjoyed life4 as much as any nine men I know,” Roosevelt once said. He always pushed the envelope in word and deed. He was never just pleased; he was “dee-lighted.”

Roosevelt reached adulthood at the height of the Gilded Age. “It was a time5,” wrote Roosevelt biographer Carleton Putnam, “before the devastation of two great wars had taken their toll of both the human and the economic resources of Western civilization.” But in some ways the era was stagnant. The tender shoots of a fresh century were struggling to rise out of the mulch of the last one, and the public was eager to see them flower.

It has often been said that Theodore Roosevelt dragged America kicking and screaming into the twentieth century, but when he became a national figure, the country was ready to make that leap. It just needed a captain to lead it there. Roosevelt’s exuberance might have had little effect if the people had not been eager to follow him. There had never been a president like Roosevelt. He brought the backroom maneuverings of politics out onto the stage, where Americans could engage in the performance. But he also had the good fortune to be born at a time when the world was turning a corner, and Americans, intoxicated by the prospects of growth and progress, were eager to push against the limits of a more sedate era.

How did this “inevitable” man come to be? Why was he considered such a hero? Historian Gregory Mason asked himself that question in Remember the Maine, reflecting that “All his life6 Roosevelt was an eight-year-old boy . . . [or] at least, a ten-year-old boy. How, then, was he a national hero? The answer is that he was a hero to a nation that was ten years old too, in the development of its personality. . . . We needed a leader who felt his oats as we did, and we had him in the boyish, irrepressible Teddy.”

But it was more than his irrepressible nature that gave Roosevelt such historic heft. Mark Sullivan’s seminal book about the era, Our Times: America at the Birth of the Twentieth Century, captured the depth of Roosevelt’s influence in potent prose:

“It is simple history7 to say that the relation Roosevelt had to America at this time, the power he was able to wield, the prestige he enjoyed, the affection he received, the contentment of the people with him—their more than contentment, their zesty pleasure in him—composed the lot of an exceptionally fortunate monarch during a particularly happy period of his reign.”

He was the people’s champion. He heard their grievances and delighted in the wisdom of their simple longings. He took their side against the powerful despite his own privileged origins, returning to them a measure of power that was their American birthright. They loved him for it.

On October 27, 1858, the four-story brownstone at 28 East 20th Street in New York City was alive with the activity of women. There was the mistress of the house, Martha (“Mittie”) Roosevelt, her three-year-old daughter Anna (“Bamie,” derived from “bambina,” and alternatively “Bye” or “Bysie”), her sister, Anna Bulloch, and her mother, Martha Bulloch, visiting from Roswell, Georgia. Later, Mittie’s mother-in-law, Margaret Roosevelt, would join them. By the evening, a son would arrive.

Although Mittie was close to delivering her second child, when the day began she didn’t know how close. Between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. she had been out in her carriage, taking care of ordinary errands. Returning home, she had a quick lunch of bread, butter, and ginger preserves before lying down for a nap.

Her rest didn’t last long. Mild discomfort turned into severe pain, and then the clarity that labor had begun. Martha Bulloch took charge, sending Anna Bulloch and Bamie to a friend’s house and summoning Mittie’s mother-in-law. There was a brief alarm when their doctor reported that he was ill and couldn’t come, but a substitute was soon found. Mittie’s labor progressed steadily and normally over the next few hours, and at 7:45 p.m. her infant boy slid easily into the world and gave a howl. No chloroform or instruments were required. His features were smooth and pink, and he was a robust infant at eight and a half pounds. They named him Theodore after his father, but they called him “Teedie.”

When this child of promise entered the world, the nation was on unsteady ground, the Civil War an imminent threat. He was born into an extraordinary family, his parents models of their times. Theodore Roosevelt Senior (known as “Thee”) belonged to a prominent and prosperous family of New York merchants whose ancestor Claes Martenzen Van Rosenvelt arrived from the Netherlands in 1649. Claes’s son Nicholas, a politician, changed his name to Roosevelt. Nicholas’s sons formed the beginning of the two branches that ultimately became a dynasty. One branch in Oyster Bay, mostly Republican in their politics, would give rise to Theodore Roosevelt. The other branch in Hyde Park, mostly Democrat, would give rise to Franklin D. Roosevelt. Eleanor Roosevelt straddled both branches. Born into the Oyster Bay clan and the niece of Theodore, she married Franklin of Hyde Park. Although these family estates were outside Manhattan, both sides of the family inhabited central positions in the heart of New York City.

By the 1850s, New York City had become a booming metropolis. It was a vital port city, the financial heartbeat of the nation, a center of commerce, and a cultural pioneer. Its population of half a million strained against its borders, demanding constant expansion, which led to the creation of five boroughs by the end of the century.

Thee’s parents, Cornelius Van Shaack and Margaret Barnhill Roosevelt, raised five sons in a house on 14th Street and Broadway (later Union Square). Margaret Roosevelt’s granddaughter Corinne once reported hearing that her grandmother was always referred to as “that lovely Mrs. Roosevelt8” with those “five horrid boys.” Not that they were actually horrid—just energetic, one would imagine. Thee was the youngest of the brood.

Thee and Mittie were pictures of beauty and strength. Roosevelt Sr. was a big, handsome, high-spirited man, passionately devoted to his family and to the good of the community. His family wealth put him in the higher echelons. Seemingly beloved by all—from his upper-crust peers to the poor and sick among them—he was a born philanthropist. It was what he loved most, even above business, and his devotion was not just lip service. He was particularly interested in preventing cruelty to children; as a trustee for the Children’s Aid Society he took on the cause of the homeless, exploited newsboys, setting up a lodge where hundreds of them could sleep. Teedie once heard his aunt say that when Thee walked his children to Sunday school at the Presbyterian church on Madison Square, he reminded her of Great Heart, the character in the Paul Bunyan tales.9 In the eyes of the poor newsboys whose cause he championed, he might as well have been Bunyan himself.

It wasn’t just the poor that held Thee’s attention. He viewed himself as a champion of the life and future of the city and was involved in designing its tapestry, both as a financial center and as an American epicenter of art and science. Along with other wealthy benefactors, he founded the American Museum of Natural History, signing the charter in 1869, and he was among the founders of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Mittie was a contrast to her husband in looks and personality. She was small and beautiful, with a fair complexion, pale blue eyes, and rich, abundant dark hair. Her style was soft and charming, the traits of a Southern woman. From the Bulloch family of Roswell, Georgia, she was the daughter of James Stevens Bulloch and his second wife, Martha (“Patsy”) Stewart Bulloch. Martha had been married before, to John Elliott, a much older US senator, who died a decade after their marriage. James Bulloch brought a son, James Dunwoody, to their union, and Martha brought three children—Susan, Georgia, and Daniel. They had four children of their own—Anna Louisa, Charles (who died young), Irvine, and Mittie.

James Bulloch was a prosperous cotton planter and slaveholder who built the family a plantation in Roswell—a traditional white-columned estate above a lush valley. The home was such a classic of the era that some have speculated it was a model for Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind and Mittie the model for Scarlett O’Hara. Bulloch died suddenly in 1849, and Martha became the head of the family at the age of forty-nine.

Thee’s road to love was both direct and convoluted, through unexpected associations. Mary, the wife of Thee’s older brother Weir, was the sister of Hilborne West, a medical doctor and the lover of Mittie’s half sister Susie. Then nineteen, Thee was intrigued by Hilborne’s stories of the grand plantation in Roswell, Georgia, and asked to visit. There he met fifteen-year-old Mittie.

Their attraction was muted due to age and circumstances, but the spark was there. When they parted, Mittie gave Thee a small gold thimble to remember her by.

They would not meet again for two years. Thee set off on a tour of Europe that lasted until April 1852. In the spring of 1853, Mittie was visiting Susie and Hilborne in Philadelphia. It happened that Thee was in town, and they met. Mittie was touched when Thee told her he treasured the thimble. She decided to make a brief visit to New York City to visit other extended family—but also because the interest had been rekindled between her and Thee. From there things moved fast. Very quickly, marriage was on the table.

Dutifully, Thee wrote to Martha asking for Mittie’s hand in marriage. Martha replied:


MR. ROOSEVELT, DEAR SIR,

I have never interfered10 with the matrimonial designs of my children and never will when the object chosen is a worthy one. Therefore, I refer the matter back to Mittie and yourself.



It turns out that Thee had already asked Mittie, and she had accepted, so it was a good thing her mother was so agreeable. In fact, considering that Thee was a Northerner, she was generous in her praise for him, and there were signs that Thee and his mother-in-law would get along just fine.

Thee and Mittie’s undying devotion to each other was fully demonstrated in their letters, written while they were apart during their engagement. Departing from the more circumspect tone of the day, they expressed themselves fully.


Roswell, July 26th, 1853

THEE-A-TE, DEAREST THEE-A-TE

I promised to tell you11 if I cried when you left me, I had determined not to do so if possible, but when the dreadful feeling came over me. That you were indeed gone, that I could no more look into those loving eyes, I could not feel myself pressed against the manly heart which beats so truly for me.

New York Aug 2nd 53

DEAREST MITTIE

How can I express12 to you the pleasure which I received today in reading your letter? I felt, as you recalled so vividly to my mind the last morning of our parting, the blood rush to my temples and I had, as it was in store, to lay it (the letter) down for a few moments to regain command over myself.



The agonizing went on month after month, with Thee’s letters growing into lengthy epistles of longing and angst. Thankfully the wedding was scheduled for December. A longer courtship might not have withstood the weight of their tortured love.

December finally came, and with it the wedding on Thursday, December 22, at Bulloch Hall. It was cold, and a heavy rain the night before made travel difficult. The inclement weather continued on the wedding day, with snow threatening. But the atmosphere inside the estate was aglow.

Only Thee’s parents were on hand to represent the Roosevelt family. It was their first visit to the Deep South. They stood by awkwardly, trying to look accepting of their new Southern kin, while Thee and Mittie only had eyes for one another.

The wedding, lavish by any standard, was considered “the social event of the season13 in Roswell.” The community came out to help bake cakes and decorate the columned Bulloch home. A special treat, homemade ice cream, would be served, which required ice to be shipped in from the North.

Mittie, in white satin, came down the elegant staircase as Thee waited below in the parlor, behind a closed door. When the door opened to reveal his bride with her attendants, he was elated.

After the wedding, the Roosevelts moved temporarily into the 14th Street mansion with Thee’s parents while their own home was being prepared. Each of the Roosevelt sons received a gift of his own brownstone, and Thee’s was a four-story house at 28 East 20th Street, between Fifth Avenue and Grammercy Park. It was next door to his older brother Robert’s brownstone, at number 26. Among his other achievements, which included a term in Congress and an appointment as ambassador to the Netherlands, Robert was a dedicated conservationist, and he would introduce young Teedie to those concepts.

Thee and Mittie’s first child, Bamie, was born on January 7, 1855. Bamie suffered from a curvature of the spine, and the search for a cure for her disability inspired one of her father’s most important philanthropic efforts. During Bamie’s childhood he became interested in the modern methods of Charles Fayette Taylor, an orthopedic surgeon who pioneered the movement cure—specific physical therapies for spinal problems—and invented the Taylor brace.

Roosevelt had a vision of a hospital dedicated to orthopedic care for poor children. Finding it hard to raise much public interest, he enlisted Mittie to hold an event under the guise of a social tea. They invited afflicted children and had them display the brace in use. It was brazen but effective. The guests, among them Mrs. John Jacob Astor, were so impressed by the children’s plight and the modern remedy that they willingly opened their pocketbooks. Donations raised that day started the New York Orthopedic Dispensary and Hospital on East 59th Street.

Wanting to be near her daughters—Susie in Philadelphia and Mittie in New York City—Martha rented out Bulloch Hall in 1855, and she and Anna moved in with Susie and Hilborne. In 1857 they continued north, moving in with Thee and Mittie. Mittie’s mother and sister were present for young Theodore’s birth, as well as his younger brother Elliott’s, and also to witness the coming of the Civil War from a Northern berth.


We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearth-stone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.



On March 4, 1861, newly inaugurated president Abraham Lincoln stood on the East Portico of the U.S. Capitol and called upon the citizenry to summon its “better angels” and avoid severing the Union in two. His face was heavy with the sad knowledge that his words would be unable to stop the course of events. All around him were signs that the nation’s capital was preparing for war. A little more than a month later, it would be upon them.

War brought a painful reckoning to the Roosevelt household, with one side of the family solidly on the Union side, and the other loyal to the South. Roosevelt later noted that his mother was “entirely unreconstructed until the day of her death,” and those sympathies were not buried too deeply during the war, especially while her mother and sister lived in New York.

In the Roosevelt household, the children could be forgiven for having a confusing picture of the war and its purpose. Their grandmother filled their small heads with colorful, happy stories of life on the Georgia plantation, where the eccentricities and adventures of the enslaved people of the household caused much amusement. Those people, she told them, were a beloved menagerie of entertaining personalities. She completely sidestepped the profound question of the day that had brought the nation to war. Her granddaughter Corinne wrote later in life that Martha said “slaves were treated as friends of the family14 and [in Martha’s telling] they became to us her little Northern grandchildren, figures of great interest.” Never described were the horrors underpinning the slave system and the complete control exerted over other human beings, which was hardly familial.

Thee embodied the Northern spirit and character and was a stalwart supporter of Abraham Lincoln, while Mittie held on to her family loyalties, which were strengthened by having two brothers fighting in the war.

Theirs was not the only family to struggle with mixed loyalties. It was a common plight. None other than Ulysses S. Grant and his wife faced the painful rift. Julia Grant’s Missouri family was sympathetic to the Confederacy, yet her husband led the Union army. She often traveled with Grant and supported him unconditionally, but in the deepest recesses of her heart she agonized over the plight of her Southern countrymen.

Thee made one concession. He could not face fighting against his own kin by marriage. He hired a substitute soldier to take his place, which was an acceptable practice at the time for those with resources. It became a source of hidden shame for him, though he went on to make an important contribution to the war effort.

Thee found his mission not on the battlefield but with the families of those who fought.

Noting that the soldiers were well cared for but that their families suffered from the absence of their breadwinners, he helped create a bill to form volunteer allotment commissioners who would go out into the fields and sign men up to send portions of their pay back home. The bill easily passed, and President Lincoln appointed Roosevelt one of three commissioners to perform the duty. Leaving Mittie and the children behind, Thee tirelessly traveled to the soldiers’ camps and encouraged the soldiers to arrange payments to their families. As he wrote to Mittie:


January 1, 1862:

I have stood on the damp ground talking to the troop[s] and taking their names for six hours at a time. . . . The men looked as hard as I have often seen such men look in our Mission neighborhood, but after a little talking and explaining my object and reminding them of those they had left behind them, one after another put down his name, and from this company alone, they allotted while I was there $600.00. I could not help thinking what a subject for a painting it would make as I stood out there in the dark night, surrounded by the men, with one candle just showing glimpses of their faces—tents all around us in the woods.

One man, after putting down five dollars a month, said suddenly, “My old woman has always been good to me, and if you please, change it to ten.” In a moment, half a dozen others followed his example and doubled their allotments.



Thee made an effort to understand his wife’s divided loyalties, and even to accept them. The tone of a letter to Mittie underscores this acceptance:


I wish we sympathized15 together on this question of so vital moment to our country, but I know you cannot understand my feelings, and of course I do not expect it.



Thee also understood that his wife, mother-in-law, and sister-in-law had a familial stake in their Southern loyalties. Mittie’s half brother, James Dunwoody Bulloch, was a purchasing agent for the Confederacy and had traveled to Liverpool, England, where he was organizing warships. Her brother Irvine served on two ships, CSS Savannah and CSS Alabama. Martha’s younger son, Daniel, remained in Georgia, but when news came that he was suffering from tuberculosis, she was unable to go to him due to blockades by the Union.

Thee’s daughter Corinne would later romanticize the relationship to the Bullochs, writing, “The fighting blood16 of James Dunwoody and Irvine Bulloch was the same blood infused through their sister [Mittie] into the veins of their young kinsman, the second Theodore Roosevelt, and showed in him the same glowing attributes.” She noted how admirable it was that the two families coexisted, some under the same New York roof, without “a moment of estrangement.”

Perhaps Thee wouldn’t have been so understanding of the trials his wife’s family suffered had he known the full extent of their clandestine household activities or the truth of his in-laws’ angry sentiments. As Martha wrote her friend Susan West, “If I may judge17 all of the embittered feeling of the South by myself, I would say they would rather be buried in one common grave than ever again live under the same government. I am confident I should.”

With Thee away, the Bulloch women secretly organized shipments of clothing, medicine, and other supplies to the South. They also avidly followed the news as best they could via friends and contacts. Roswell was in the path of Sherman’s army, and one can only imagine the depth of Martha’s anxiety as she contemplated the siege of Bulloch Hall. Although it would survive intact, Martha grew increasingly worried about the situation in Georgia.

Teedie was too young to understand much about the war, but he understood enough. On one occasion when Mittie had disciplined him, he thought unfairly, he decided to get back at her. When he said his evening prayers, he very deliberately prayed18 for God to bless the Union army and help them win, a prayer he thought would offend his mother. Mittie was quite amused by this; hiding her laughter, she solemnly assured Teedie that she would forgive him this once if he promised not to repeat his behavior.

Martha didn’t live to see how her hometown or her Southern family fared at the end of the war. She died in August 1864, the year before it ended. When the war ended and Bulloch Hall was sold, the Southern connection faded from the Roosevelts’ lives.

After the war Thee and Mittie settled into a busy family routine with their four children—Bamie, Teedie, Elliott (“Ellie,” born in 1860), and Corinne (“Conie,” born in 1861). Theirs was a life of privilege with a level of advantage those living in the tenements far below 14th Street could not have fathomed. Wealthy families like the Roosevelts inhabited large properties, from which they regularly escaped for lengthy world travels and summers in the country. Their expectations were formed at birth—that life would be open and aspirations easily fulfilled. The determination felt by some of them to make a difference, while laudable, was made possible by wealth. This was the arena in which the young Theodore Roosevelt was raised. And yet, sometimes life throws a stumbling block into the path of those whose way is mostly smooth—as if to demonstrate that character building requires impediments. For Teedie the impediment was asthma.

Teedie was a frail and sickly child, frequently suffering severe asthma attacks that tore him inside out and robbed him of breath. Medical scientists were so desperate to find a cure for asthma that all manner of potential remedies were thrown at the disease—some of them bizarre. Thee and Mittie tried many of them on their poor son, including some that were meant to poison the ailment out of him. The most drastic involved forcing Teedie to smoke cigars, the theory being that in the harsh side effects, including violent vomiting, asthma would be overcome. The cigar was often accompanied by a stiff cup of black coffee, whose bitter acid might shock the asthma into retreat. A more soothing and temporarily effective treatment was taking Teedie to the country for fresh air. There his strangled breathing pathways found some relief, and his spirits were lifted as well. He discovered a love of nature that would become a dominant force in his life.


I was fortunate enough19 in having a father whom I have always been able to regard as an ideal man. It sounds a little like cant to say what I am going to say, but he did combine the strength and courage and will and energy of the strongest man with the tenderness, cleanness, and purity of a woman. I was a sickly and timid boy. He not only took great and untiring care of me—some of my earliest remembrances are of nights when he would walk up and down with me for an hour at a time in his arms when I was a wretched mite suffering acutely with asthma—but he also most wisely refused to coddle me, and made me feel that I must force myself to hold my own with other boys and prepare to do the rough work of the world. I cannot say that he ever put it into words, but he certainly gave me the feeling that I was always to be both decent and manly, and that if I were manly nobody would laugh at my being decent.



His father was strict about instilling a sense of decency in his children. “He would not tolerate20 in us children selfishness or cruelty, idleness, cowardness, or untruthfulness,” Roosevelt wrote of him. He recalled only one incident of corporal punishment, when he was four and bit his sister. The punishment was not described, but it made such an impression on him that it never happened again.

His father also had a playful side, as if part of him longed to be back in carefree childhood. He loved being with his children and they with him. As children everywhere do, they raced to greet him when they heard his key in the door each evening, and they followed him to his room while he changed clothing, examining the contents of his pockets, including trinkets they considered treasures.

Despite his frailty, Teedie was recognized as a special child. His sister Corinne once observed, “Our parents realized21 fully the unusual quality of their son, but I do not think they fully realized the extraordinary quality of leadership which . . . was later to prove so great a factor.”

Indeed, the fullness of his personality was revealed early. Precocious, mischievous, game for every adventure, he fought back against the impression that he couldn’t stand toe-to-toe with other children. His childhood clan was composed of his siblings and cousins, and in their midst he thrived.

Bamie was less than four years older than Teedie, but he saw her as more removed, in closer alignment with the adults. In a diary notation of 1869 he wrote, “When I put ‘we 322’ I mean Ellie Conie and I. When I put ‘big people’ I mean Papa Mama and Bamie.”

Even as a child, Bamie always seemed more mature than her siblings. Her remarkable self-possession, intelligence, and insight, which would be her calling cards throughout her life, formed early. Biographer Betty Boyd Caroli in part credits Bamie’s experience during the Civil War for her ability to maneuver so smoothly in the world, regardless of conflicts.


Six years old23 when the fighting started, . . . Bamie was the only one of the four Roosevelt children mature enough to comprehend the tensions resulting from the southern, pro-Confederate Bullochs living among the loudly anti-Confederate Roosevelts. She quickly learned to accommodate both sides, going merrily to her paternal grandparents’ house at Broadway and Fourteenth Street, where much of the adult conversation centered on decimating the hated “rebels,” and then returning to her own home a few blocks away and listening to Grandmother Bulloch talk about how much the southerners needed help.



The skills Bamie learned in this environment helped her become a powerful force in the family. Beloved by her brother Theodore, who looked up to her, she would play an essential role in his life as a supporter and confidant.

Elliott, two years younger than Teedie, was the charmer of the family, with an engaging personality and a physical ability that often eluded his older brother. That didn’t stop them from being fiercely competitive with one another. Elliott was also extremely bright and might have accomplished much, but his life was short-circuited by alcohol in early adulthood. With a family inheritance to support him, he drank and dabbled and died when he was only thirty-four. His major contribution would be to father a future First Lady of the United States, Eleanor Roosevelt.

Corinne, the youngest of the four, was born during the first year of the Civil War. She idolized Teedie and would continue to champion him into adulthood. She would make a name for herself as a writer and Republican official, and she was a cheerful, steady presence in public and private.

All the children were heavily influenced by their father’s moral lessons, imparted through his words and his actions, but none more so than his namesake, Theodore. In adulthood, after his father had passed away, when he was
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