


[image: cover page]







[image: ]
[image: ]
Credit fm1.1







[image: title page][image: title page]





Copyright © 2016 by Darrin Lunde

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

www.​crownpublishing.​com

CROWN is a registered trademark, and the Crown colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Lunde, Darrin P.

Title: The naturalist : Theodore Roosevelt, a lifetime of exploration, and the triumph of American natural history / Darrin Lunde.

Description: First edition. | New York : Crown, 2016.

Identifiers: LCCN 2015036683 | ISBN 9780307464309 (hardback)

Subjects: LCSH: Roosevelt, Theodore, 1858–1919. | Nature conservation—United States. | Natural history museums—United States. | Naturalists—United States—Biography. | Conservationists—United States—Biography. | Presidents—United States—Biography. | BISAC: BIOGRAPHY & AUTOBIOGRAPHY / Presidents & Heads of State. | NATURE / Animals / Wildlife.

Classification: LCC E757 .L95 2016 | DDC 973.91/1092—dc23

LC record available at http://​lccn.​loc.​gov/​2015036683

ISBN 9780307464309

ebook ISBN 9780307464323

Cover design by Christopher Brand

Cover photograph: © Corbis

See this page for photography credits

v4.1_r1

a





For Sakiko







[image: ][image: ]




Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Introduction

PART I

The Museum Naturalist

Chapter 1 The Seal on Broadway

Chapter 2 Collections Make Museums

Chapter 3 The Mind but Not the Body

Chapter 4 Full-Bore Birder

Chapter 5 Egypt, Land of My Dreams

Chapter 6 Alone at Harvard

PART II

All Hunters Should Be Nature Lovers

Chapter 7 Roosevelt Rebels

Chapter 8 Hell with the Fires Out

Chapter 9 Change in the West

Chapter 10 Winchester Naturalist

Chapter 11 Real Men and Mousers

 Photo Insert

Chapter 12 A Tiffany Knife to the Heart

Chapter 13 Who’s a Nature Faker?

PART III

Roosevelt’s New Naturalism

Chapter 14 I Am Going to Africa

Chapter 15 A Railroad Through the Pleistocene

Chapter 16 Bwana Tumbo—Mr. Big Belly

Chapter 17 Deep in Prehistoric Thought

Chapter 18 Bent on Mischief

Chapter 19 Hunters and Naturalists

Epilogue The End of the Game

Acknowledgments

Sources and Notes

Bibliography

Photography Credits

About the Author







[image: ][image: ]



Imagine what’s behind a closed door in a natural-history museum. Back rooms lined with jars of snakes in alcohol, a vault full of hippo skulls, an attic of elephant bones. Rooms stacked with thousands of stuffed birds, basement vats of alcohol-preserved gorillas, or a closet of tanned zebra hides. All these things are hiding from museum patrons, beyond exhibitions and displays. This is the unseen world of a natural-history museum, awash with scientific specimens. Stuffed, skeletonized, or preserved whole in jars, nearly all these animals were collected by museum naturalists.

Millions of these specimens will never be displayed; the public will never see them. Instead, they are collected for scientific study, which is essential to understanding the world’s great diversity of life. Every known animal species—every bird, mammal, fish, frog, and snake—was named based on museum specimens. Virtually everything we know about the morphology, geographic distribution, and ancestral relationships of animals is derived from the vast collections of specimens housed in museums. Natural-history museums represent our record of life on Earth.

Some of these rooms may have been partially filled by Theodore Roosevelt, who (among many other things) was an intrepid museum naturalist. From early childhood through his years in the White House, Roosevelt studied animals by shooting them, stuffing them, and preserving them in natural-history museums, and we should be thankful he did. One of the country’s greatest museums—the American Museum of Natural History—was founded in his living room when he was just a boy. He lived in an age when natural-history museums commissioned scientists to explore and document uncharted terrain, collecting specimens for both study and exhibit. Whether sent to the deepest jungles of central Africa, the high Himalayas, or the deserts of the American West, these museum naturalists camped out in the remotest parts of the world for weeks and months at a time. They slung guns over their shoulders and fought their way into the last unknown regions of the world, all in the name of zoological exploration. Part scientist, part explorer, they collected animals by the thousand—and, for such a naturalist, collect meant kill and preserve, a fact easily forgotten today.

From a very early age, Theodore Roosevelt devoted a great deal of his energy to building up his own natural-history collection. He was seduced by the challenge of collecting something rare. Although hunting birds and mammals for science has a higher purpose (nature’s mysteries are best revealed with a dead specimen in hand), for Roosevelt, collecting specimens also satisfied his desire for adventure.

Museum naturalists might be thought of as hunters for science, their “trophy rooms” the vast collections housed in natural-history museums. Despite the size of their stores, the collections of these institutions aren’t limited to taxidermy exhibits. More valuable to scientists are museum study skins, prepared to be densely packed in rows of cabinets full of drawers. Bird specimens lie breast up, their wings tight against the body, and bill pointing forward. Mammal specimens lie prone, arms and legs extended, their cleaned skull in a box or vial set to the side. Museum study skins represent a compromise: they are stuffed so that they show all the external features of the animals, but in a way that will allow many examples of the same species to be stored neatly and compactly behind closed doors.

Museums put their specimens in taxonomic order, meaning one can walk down an aisle of cabinets to browse through similar species of a kind. There might be a long run of, say, voles in the rodent section of a collection, and opening drawer after drawer would gradually reveal the many different species of voles—pine voles, red-backed voles, prairie voles, and so on—each species distinguished by particular traits.

The real value of all these collections, and the thing that drives any zoological collector to want to gather more specimens in the field, is posterity; these collections are kept in perpetuity, providing a historical record of past expeditions while at the same time documenting biodiversity. Wandering the various storerooms of such a museum is like traveling around the world, thanks to the efforts of what probably amounts to thousands of years of cumulative human effort in assembling these collections from every corner of the globe.

Museum specimens are traditionally identified by a paper tag attached to the preserved animal’s leg. Often yellowed with age and annotated in tight cursive, the tag gives the precise location of an expedition, the exact date the animal was trapped or shot, and the name of the naturalist who captured it. Thus, the collector is forever tied to his specimens. But who were these early museum naturalists? And why was Theodore Roosevelt so inspired by them?

Museum naturalists have seldom been well understood, but as a member of their ranks, I have some insight. I’ve spent my entire adult life working as a museum naturalist, and, like Roosevelt, I have specialized in mammals—the kinds of specimens you get by trapping and shooting. Starting out at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City before moving on to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C., I have personally collected thousands of specimens while on expeditions for these institutions. I know something of the romance of being a museum naturalist and of the passions that motivated Roosevelt’s desire to become one.

I started working for the American Museum of Natural History right after college graduation, and the ensuing years now seem like a string of continuous expeditions to the remotest regions of South America, Africa, and Southeast Asia. I have lived and worked in deep wilderness for weeks and months at a time, often toting a shotgun. Camped miles from civilization with no communication with the outside world, I spent most of this time setting traps by day or roaming the jungles alone at night in search of animals to shoot. I have been charged by forest elephants while working in the Congo Rainforest, and contracted serious tropical diseases while working in the jungles of South America. Dangers of a more human nature have included sidestepping wildlife traffickers while working in the mountainous border regions of Southeast Asia. I know firsthand what it means to be the kind of museum naturalist who embarks on these extreme sorts of specimen-collecting expeditions. Our brand of zoological exploration has remained virtually unchanged since the heyday of collecting expeditions more than a century ago; indeed, this timelessness makes the profession even more alluring to some.

Most museum naturalists were largely self-motivated and began collecting animals at a very early age. Driven by adventure, many struggled to gain acceptance as “real” scientists; collecting expeditions can seem like extreme forms of camping and sport hunting rather than serious scientific study. Yet the privations of museum collecting are substantial enough to ward off all but the most ardent adherents. Tropical disease, strained family relations, financial ruin, and the threat of violent death offer constant bedevilment, but those who persist ultimately end up at the largest and most prestigious natural-history museums—the American Museum of Natural History, Chicago’s Field Museum of Natural History, and the Smithsonian Institution, to name just a few. These remain the ultimate centers of gravity for the very best museum naturalists.

From the time Theodore Roosevelt was a young boy until very near his death, he collected animal specimens for museums—and yet this fundamental aspect of his life has never been fully presented from the perspective of a museum naturalist. Natural-history museum collections and their collectors have always remained somewhat hidden from the public, not so much by design, but because our work tends to be overshadowed by our museums’ public exhibits.

I got my start as a naturalist in much the same way Roosevelt did. We both grew up in New York City, but we both had access to the country and craved the chance to explore the natural world. We were enthralled with animals—birds and mammals especially—and obsessed with building serious boyhood natural-history museums. We were introduced to guns at an early age and developed a lifelong passion for hunting. Taxidermy was something we studied for a time, but I suspect that Roosevelt, like me, only did so because it was an essential skill for building museums. As was true for Roosevelt, simply being a scientist was never enough for me; we needed to get our hands dirty and catalogue the world through our experience, not just our study. The traditional museum collector pursues the thrill of discovery as eagerly as he does scientific results. Roosevelt and I may have both sought adventure, but our pursuit is no less real or sincere than that of the traditional scientist in a lab coat.

Today, we all tend to limit our interactions with nature. We glimpse it through binoculars and telephoto lenses and rarely examine an animal in our hands or contend with its death as something that is perfectly natural. Theodore Roosevelt and those who built the field of museum naturalism did something few would dream of today: they had visceral experiences with nature. They collected animals for science and hunted them for sport, in the process developing a very intimate connection to the way nature really works.

The depletion and degradation of natural habitats since Roosevelt’s time and the rising number of endangered species preclude the vast majority of us from experiencing nature in this way, but understanding Roosevelt’s motivation and perspective is the key to understanding his life as a naturalist. He wrote detailed and often graphic accounts of many big-game hunts because he knew that our more visceral connection to nature would only fade with time. He knew he was witnessing the end of an era and that public sentiment about such hunting would change. Much as Roosevelt strove to conserve species and their habitats, he was also intent on preserving the memory of his own time.

Roosevelt described himself as a hunter-naturalist, meaning he applied the skills of a hunter toward being a better naturalist. Some people mistakenly use this same term to describe a hunter who might also have a secondary interest in nature, but for Roosevelt, being a naturalist always came first—and hunting was essential to that role. His seemingly contradictory legacies as both a conservationist and a big-game hunter are perplexing to many today, but we can only understand these legacies when we see how both sides worked together. Specimen collecting, hunting, and the acceptance of death were the propulsive forces that shaped Roosevelt’s maturation as a naturalist. Sensing a growing separation from wildlife and our once strong connection to the land—the consequence of urbanization—Roosevelt strove to counter these trends.

Born in the world of natural-history museums, tempered on wilderness hunting expeditions, and promulgated by his most celebrated executive decisions, Roosevelt never apologized for his honest way of seeing nature. We today have his love of nature to thank for the laws promoting the fair chase of game animals; the land set aside as national parks, wildlife reserves, and bird sanctuaries; and even many individual specimens in our most important natural-history museums.

This is the story of one man’s determination to experience nature without sentiment or judgment. “Death by violence, death by cold, death by starvation—these are the normal endings of the stately and beautiful creatures of the wilderness” was one of Roosevelt’s retorts to his more saccharine detractors. He may come off as unusually cruel or harsh today, but he understood the reality upon which all life ultimately depends. The most important legacies of Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency—the beginnings of the conservation movement and his protection of millions of acres of wilderness—are rooted in his unique brand of naturalism. Roosevelt was a great champion of a certain kind of nature study—one that advocated for, as he put it, “soundness of head” rather than mere “softness of heart.”
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The country is the place for children, and if not the country, a city small enough so that one can get out into the country.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT
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Along the cobblestone streets of New York City, a small and somewhat pink-faced boy wandered down Broadway, dwarfed by the towering wall of storefronts at his side. Still sporting a full head of baby curls, the child seemed barely old enough to be out in the city alone, and he looked frail, as if he might have been sick.

Horse-drawn carriages rattled by, dropping off elegant women in hoop-skirted dresses and big hats. Gathering their billowing raiments up with their fingers, they floated in and out of stores showcasing velvet gloves, mink stoles, and fancy sweets. This was “Ladies’ Mile”—that stretch of Broadway between Union and Madison Squares where New York’s fancy boutiques competed for space and well-heeled customers.

Jostled by the swarms of fashionable shoppers, the boy continued along Broadway, glancing through the storefront windows, until he passed a familiar grocery, where something caught his eye. Amid the usual cartons of fruits and vegetables was an object strangely out of place, splayed out on a slab of wood. It was the dull mass of a seal, dead less than a day. Placed on display to attract paying customers, its corpulent body drew the child’s attention.

Sliding his hand along the seal’s glossy-smooth pelt and peering deeply into its clouding eyes, he was overwhelmed with interest. Its eyes were so big, and they were fringed with delicate eyelashes just like his own. Curious onlookers stood back, only a brave few leaning in for a closer look, but the little boy remained transfixed. It was probably a harbor seal, still fairly common in New York Harbor. So transfixed was the boy by this exotic creature that he raced home for a notebook and ruler, returning moments later to measure the carcass and jot down a few notes on its color and appearance. The eight-year-old boy then wrote a detailed natural history of seals based entirely on that one dead animal.

Theodore Roosevelt’s life changed forever in that encounter, for it marked, as he later noted, “the first day” of his career as a naturalist. Recalling the event in his autobiography decades later, Roosevelt wrote that the seal filled him with “every possible feeling of romance and adventure.” It was so unlike anything he had ever seen before. Touching that seal, he would have felt the stiffness of its long, graceful whiskers, and, gently lifting up its lips, he would have seen the gleaming white teeth. The ears were just tiny holes, barely noticeable in its dense fur. Squeezing the front flippers, he would have felt that they were just like greatly enlarged hands, the individual finger bones completely encased in the flesh of the flipper with tiny claws extending from the tip. Feeling the seal’s body with his own hands, he could appreciate all the similarities to his own basic anatomy, but he wanted to get closer—to take the animal home, perhaps to dissect or stuff it. He had read about how naturalists kept animal specimens to study them, and now he had a chance to practice naturalism himself.

—

BORN ON October 27, 1858, to Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and Martha Bulloch Roosevelt (known as “Mittie”), Theodore was one in a long line of Roosevelts to have lived in Manhattan, the descendant of some of New York’s early Dutch settlers. The family had always been well-off, but Theodore’s paternal grandfather, Cornelius Roosevelt, amassed an incredible fortune through real estate speculation. From his redbrick mansion on the southwest corner of Broadway at 14th Street, Cornelius settled each of his five sons in nearby homes. Theodore Sr. was given a four-story brownstone just a short walk uptown, on East 20th Street. It was here that Theodore Roosevelt Jr. was born and raised with his older sister, Anna (nicknamed “Bamie”), younger brother, Elliott (“Ellie”), and their baby sister, Corinne (“Conie”).

Tall, bearded, and with fierce blue eyes beneath heavy brows, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. looked grim, but to those who knew him well, Mr. Roosevelt was benevolence personified. Although he was a partner in the Wall Street investment banking firm Roosevelt & Son, he preferred to think of himself as a philanthropist, and he took great pleasure in championing charitable causes. He especially adored children, even spending Sunday evenings serving meals to destitute newsboys and street urchins.

To his own family Roosevelt Sr. represented strength and courage, tenderness and great unselfishness. He was so admired by his children that they went to great lengths to compete for his attention. Theodore Jr. later recalled that his father was “the best man I ever knew” but added that he was also “the only man of whom I was ever really afraid.” What Theodore feared most was his father’s stern disapproval—for Theodore, nothing was more important than earning the respect of his father.

Perhaps more than anything, Mr. Roosevelt was shaped by his views as a “muscular Christian.” A popular movement with British and American Protestants of the Victorian era, muscular Christianity taught that Jesus was not only morally strong but also physically sturdy. Masculinity—as shown in the will to fight for a cause—was seen as integral to Christian morality. Muscular Christianity was the answer to a growing concern among men that the world was becoming overly feminized, a reaction to the increasing number of sedentary occupations in the industrializing world and women’s growing role in the church. The movement stressed physical activity and spending time outdoors, urging cold-water swims and vigorous mountain climbs.

In sharp contrast to the muscular Christians and her robust, rugged husband, Martha Roosevelt was meek and genteel, a southerner who had grown up in a Georgia plantation house. While Mr. Roosevelt worked tirelessly, Mrs. Roosevelt was physically frail and often complained of fatigue. She was obsessively hygienic and had a penchant for immaculate white dresses, which she wore year-round. One acquaintance described her as “the purest woman he ever saw. No matter how dirty, hot, and ruffled everyone else looked, Mrs. Roosevelt seemed so cool and clean. No dirt ever stopped near her.” To her children, she was distant, like a delicate china doll—beautiful to look at but fragile and cold.

Young Theodore Jr. inherited his mother’s frailty. No amount of money could spare him the almost constant stomachaches, headaches, coughs, fevers, and nausea he suffered. But Theodore’s most chronic and persistent struggle was with asthma. He was plagued by the horror of battling for a shallow gasp of air, only to have anxiety trigger still more severe struggles for breath. Theodore’s asthma attacks lasted from a few hours to several days of nonstop wheezing, and it was never entirely certain that he would survive to adulthood.

At the time, asthma was a poorly understood condition, which doctors mistakenly attributed to a narrow chest. There were no effective treatments, so the sufferers and their families were often left to devise their own desperate cures. Roosevelt Sr.—so distraught by his son’s ill-health—once summoned a horse and rig from a neighboring stable so that he could take young Theodore on a vigorous nighttime ride, attempting to force air into the small boy’s lungs.

Fearful of letting the sickly boy out of their sight, his family rarely allowed him far from their watchful eyes, and (except for a very brief period) he never attended school. Although trapped inside all day, fearing his next asthma attack, Theodore sought solace in his father’s library—a dark, windowless room on the first floor of their town house. Lined with bookcases of “gloomy respectability” and cluttered with coarse horsehair chairs that scratched his bare legs, the library was, nonetheless, a sanctuary for the young boy. Sitting on his favorite velvet stool or standing with one leg propped against a wall and his neck bent sharply downward, he lost himself in books.

In these tomes, Theodore found adventure. One of his favorites was Scots medical missionary David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa. Although it was too large and heavy for a small boy such as Teddy to carry properly, he dragged the book around the house, begging people to read it to him. Livingstone had left his native Scotland to devote his life to evangelism in South Africa, but he was much better known for his explorations of the African continent than for his religious work. Missionary Travels documented those exploits and was illustrated with detailed engravings. Roosevelt may have been too young to understand the words, but the pictures in Livingstone’s book spoke clearly: a desperate man pinned to the earth by a snarling lion; men with spears and shields driving whole herds of zebras, elands, and antelope into giant pitfall traps dug into the earth; a dugout canoe being violently tipped by an enraged hippopotamus, the passengers flailing their arms and leaping to escape.

The man squirming under the lion’s paw was David Livingstone himself. He had been trying to help some villagers by shooting one of the lions raiding their cattle corrals. Firing both barrels of his muzzle-loading rifle, he only wounded the lion, which charged him as he hastily reloaded. The animal sprang onto Livingstone, bit into his shoulder, and pulled him down to the ground. “Growling horribly, he shook me as a terrier dog does a rat,” Livingstone explained. “It caused a sort of dreaminess, in which there was no sense of pain nor feeling of terror, though I was quite conscious of all that was happening.”

Even more influential to young Teddy than Livingstone’s writings were the books of novelist and adventurer Captain Thomas Mayne Reid, whose yarns of hunting, animal lore, and natural history were enormously popular during Roosevelt’s youth. Described as adventure novels but also as juvenile scientific travelogues, Reid’s writing displayed no stylistic pretensions, and he made it very clear that his books were written for boys. His accurate descriptions of the natural world—everything from mammals and birds to plants—became the mise-en-scène of all Reid’s books.

Reid championed the genre of the hunter-naturalists—those intrepid men of the nineteenth century who were at once avid huntsmen and students of nature, and he counted himself among their ranks. “I have ridden wildly with the hunter and strolled quietly with the naturalist,” Reid explained. “I excel not in the chase, I excel not in a knowledge of natural history—but both I love.” To Reid, the adventure of the hunt and the quiet study of nature were intimately connected.

One of Reid’s books in particular must have been especially inspiring to young Roosevelt, presaging much of his naturalist career. The Boy Hunters details the lives of three brothers who are sent off by their father on an expedition to shoot a white buffalo for a great museum in Europe. Most important, Reid took the boys and their mission seriously, making very clear from the outset that they were capable of this feat. It’s likely that Roosevelt’s first impressions of naturalism were formed by countless hours spent with The Boy Hunters. Here were children free to roam outdoors in the fresh air all day. They traipsed through the woods with guns and knives; they were crack shots and fearlessly killed charging bears and menacing alligators. They collected gunnysacks full of specimens, preserving them in little natural-history museums of their own making.

Equally significantly for Roosevelt, Reid wrote about the father of these young hunters. Unable to join the hunt because of an old soldiering injury—one that left him with a wooden leg—the father sent his boys off on their buffalo-hunting expedition with a great sense of pride, boasting to his neighbors about his strong “boy men.”

How Theodore must have wanted to have such adventures; how he must have wanted his father to be proud of his bold and enterprising character. Trapped indoors on East 20th Street, Theodore could only read with rapture the novels of Thomas Mayne Reid and others, the sole antidote to his sickly life indoors. Adventure stories gave him an escape into a world full of exciting possibilities, but the excitement was always out of reach—until he stumbled upon that dead seal on Broadway.

Years later, Roosevelt admitted in his autobiography that the moment he discovered the creature, all the stories he had read sprang to life before him. Adventure suddenly seemed attainable, and, for the first time, Roosevelt thought maybe he could pursue the life of a hunter-naturalist, just like a character in a Thomas Mayne Reid book.

Inspired, Roosevelt returned daily to that storefront to check on the dead seal. He tried to persuade the shopkeeper to give him the whole animal, but since the carcass was already starting to decay, young Theodore had to settle for just the head, which, perhaps together with a few equally pleased flies, he proudly carried home.

Roosevelt wanted to clean the seal head to save its skull, and from his readings he would have been familiar with at least some of the methods used for cleaning skulls. One technique is bacterial maceration, which requires placing the bone in a vat of warm water for days and weeks at a time. Bacteria gradually build up, rotting the meat off and turning the water into a brown mushy soup. This method literally stinks, and it is a slow, disgusting process. If Roosevelt prepared his seal skull using this technique, his parents would have shown unbelievable tolerance, especially in light of his mother’s aversion to filth.

Another method involves placing the skull in a chamber of flesh-eating insects. Any invertebrate inclined to eat flesh will do, including ants, woodlice, or even maggots—but flesh-eating beetles of the dermestid family are the most efficient. “Bugging” a skull yields superior results, because all those little mouthparts quickly pull flesh off without harming bone.

But Roosevelt most likely prepared his treasure by boiling it until the meat cooked off. Boiling is the fastest and most intuitive of all bone-cleaning methods, and there is an early reference to Roosevelt once asking a cook to boil a woodchuck carcass for him. The animal can’t just be plopped into a pot and boiled intact; first the carcass has to be gutted and skinned, and the major muscle masses have to be carefully removed. Even after boiling, a certain amount of scraping is required to remove the last stubborn bits of gristle adhering tenaciously to bone, and the boiled brain still has to be sloshed out the back of the skull—not an easy job for the squeamish.

Holding the finished skull in his hands, he would have seen for the first time how the seal’s teeth worked—lower molars interlocking neatly with the uppers. The suture lines—the places where the different bones of the skull fuse together—would have been obvious, and Roosevelt might have easily learned all the bones’ names: frontals, parietals, nasals, occipitals. He could estimate the size of the eyes by placing a ruler across their bony orbits. In the back of each eye socket he would have seen the tiny hole for the optic nerve to pass through to the brain. Inside the nose he would have seen the delicate, scroll-like bone that supports the membranes responsible for the sense of smell. Instead of simply seeing drawings in his favorite books, he could touch the skull, hold it, and look inside it.

What Roosevelt read inspired him to build his own natural-history museum—he had learned how the Reid boys had “artistically preserved by stuffing” the skins of birds and mammals. Roosevelt recruited his brother and sisters to help him, along with his two cousins, Emlen and West. With the seal skull acting as the centerpiece of his budding collection, Roosevelt founded what he ambitiously called “The Roosevelt Museum of Natural History.”

All that is known of Theodore’s earliest days as a nascent museum curator comes from a brief history recorded on just a few pages of handwritten notes. Roosevelt’s Record of the Roosevelt Museum begins very officially: “At the commencement of the year 1867 Mr. T. Roosevelt, Jr. started the Museum with 12 specimen…” Housed in Theodore’s bedroom, the “museum” soon grew to include hundreds of prizes: mice, shrews, and birds. The only organizing principle for the museum’s collection was to accumulate as many specimens as possible. The Roosevelt children worked furiously to add to the pile, though it wasn’t just the younger family members who were expected to contribute to the eager curator’s trove.

Writing to his parents while they were visiting Georgia in the spring of 1868, nine-year-old Teddy stressed that he expected them to collect a few specimens from their exotic southern locality: “In your letter you write to me to tell me how many curiosities and living things you have got for me,” he prodded his mother. Writing his father, he was even more direct, goading him to cut off the tail of a “tiger-cat” belonging to a friend, adding that it would be on prominent display in his museum. Even the family nurse was enlisted, as one breathless letter to her reveals: “I have one request to make of you. Press plenty of plants and leaves and get a good many seeds for me, and some beetles and butterflies, get feathers and wood too. Get as many live things as you can.”

Though small and frail, Theodore had boundless energy for building his collection, and although his parents were not especially inclined as naturalists, their delight that their sickly son had found an outlet ensured that his interests—no matter how fanatical or foul-smelling—were never really challenged. The values of the time also dovetailed nicely with little Teddy’s keen interest, and Theodore Sr.’s interest in muscular Christianity likely contributed to his encouragement. In the Victorian era, nature study was a moral good. Studying God’s word in the Bible and studying His works in nature were considered twin facets of the same truth. British philosopher William Paley’s Natural Theology had been influential since 1802, arguing that since natural objects showed evidence of design, they also showed evidence of a designing god. Being a very religious man himself, Roosevelt Sr. no doubt saw young Theodore’s passion for natural history as a way of bringing him closer to the creating hand of God.

Of course, Theodore’s museum ambitions went well beyond what might be considered typical, and he amassed zoological specimens as if they were the sole measure of his self-worth. While other children might have been content with a small collection of seashells or some neatly pressed flowers, Roosevelt’s collection included some truly grotesque finds. When he acquired a live snapping turtle—an aggressive pond-dweller covered in algae and decorated with a gruesome frill of leeches—the entire household rebelled. Still, the collection increasingly became the center of his young life. No longer a pastime or mere escape from his dreary existence indoors, he was making meaning out of his fieldwork. As his museum grew, it came to embody his prowess as a naturalist.

But while Roosevelt’s naturalist ambitions were openly encouraged, the location of the museum was not as easily tolerated. The housekeepers were the first to protest, and after they received the approval of “the higher authorities” (his parents), it was agreed that Theodore’s museum had to be moved, preferably as far away from the family’s daily life as possible. In the end, his collection of dead animals was relocated to a far back hallway at the top of a flight of stairs where it would bother no one. For Theodore, the relegation was only a minor setback—not nearly as traumatic as when someone carelessly disposed of some mice he was keeping in a top dresser drawer, an event he perhaps overstated as a “loss to science.” At least the relocation of the Roosevelt Museum gave Theodore the assurance that his prized collection was safe from the trash heap.

Ironically, had he been healthy or grown up in the country instead of the heart of New York City, Roosevelt’s passion for nature might never have blossomed so extravagantly—for it was the very fact that it offered an antidote to his own limits, one so ripe with complexity, that he was drawn to the natural world. He often felt that he was just a sickly city kid; even when his father took him to the country for his health, Roosevelt was always burdened with the knowledge that he would be returning to the city just as soon as he was well. For young Theodore, his museum provided a measure of assurance that he would always be close to the natural world—he need only go to the top stairs of a back hallway to commune with nature and play the part of the brainy naturalist and muscular adventurer.
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In gathering animals for study, Roosevelt was participating in a tradition his father could be proud of: one that went all the way back to the Bible, from the second chapter of Genesis, when God brought all the animals to Adam to see what he would name them. If one takes this passage of the Bible literally, animal taxonomy was one of the first responsibilities of man, a duty he was entrusted with even before procreation. It follows that practically everyone has a deep-rooted instinct to collect, an impulse to control and categorize the world around him or her. To collect is human, even spiritual. This fundamental need is perhaps what led to the forerunner of today’s natural-history museums—the cabinets of wonders and curiosities.

The word cabinet was originally used for a room that might include books, coins, and paintings, in addition to natural-history curios. But even in the early days, there were always a few specialists in naturalia. One of the earliest naturalist enthusiasts was the Danish physician and antiquary Ole Worm. A woodcut print from his Museum Wormianum dating to 1655 shows something akin to a natural-history pawnshop, with bins of crystals, corals, and dried puffer fish strewn among other oddments. A stuffed lemur sat on a top shelf in a corner, and on the walls hung dried snake skins, iguanas, and an armadillo. Stuffed birds were suspended from the ceiling alongside benthic fish and a shark. Many of these objects were thought to have medicinal, even mystical, powers, and the Wormianum looks as much like a sorcerer’s storeroom as it does a museum.

More than a century later, fascination with these types of collections had only grown. One of the most famous was in London, where the British naturalist Sir Ashton Lever had turned his home into his Holophusicon (meaning, “all nature museum”). Surviving watercolors of the interior show glass-fronted display cases containing thousands of stuffed birds and mammals against clean white backgrounds. Lever loved the exotic, favoring showy birds-of-paradise, colorful parrots, flamingoes, and unusual mammals such as sloths, shrews, and a giant kangaroo. He even had a full-size stuffed Asian elephant in his collection.

The Wormianum and the Holophusicon were just two of many antecedents to Roosevelt’s boyhood museum. Traveling through Europe when he was only eleven, Teddy compared some of the Continent’s old cabinets to his own collection. After visiting one in Germany, he was pleased to find that out of 101 animals on exhibit there, he already had two of the reptiles and three of the birds in his own collection back home.

Roosevelt was not unique in starting his own museum. Following the Revolutionary War, Americans were quick to imitate the European aristocrats who kept such collections, largely prompted by envy of Europe’s cultural primacy and a desire to assert their membership in the same scientific milieu. Even Benjamin Franklin had his own collection. Natural history was a new and popular science on both sides of the Atlantic, but it was especially well suited to Americans, given their easy access to wilderness. Unlike most other cultural pursuits, for which wealth and education were absolutely requisite, anyone with access to the outdoors could participate in natural history, and Americans took to building cabinets of natural curiosities. It was in the early days of this new nation, anchored by democratic ideals, that public natural-history museums were born, beginning with the museum of a patrician Pennsylvanian named Charles Willson Peale.

Soft-spoken and warm, Peale had served with George Washington at Trenton and stayed with him through the long winter at Valley Forge. He was among America’s founders and he hoped to make his living painting portraits of his famous cohorts. Opening a small studio and gallery off to the side of his Philadelphia home, Peale hung examples of his work for the public to glimpse the visages of famous Americans, one of few opportunities for the general population to see the likenesses of their most renowned citizens. But a pile of about fifty gigantic bones positioned unceremoniously on the gallery’s floor attracted more interest. These were the fossil remains of a large prehistoric creature discovered on the frontier; Peale was making some drawings of the bones, not realizing that his patrons would be so taken with them. The fragmented skeleton also awakened in him a long-simmering passion for natural history, and, seeing the public’s own interest, Peale was inspired to turn his gallery of art into a museum of natural history.

Peale’s museum was designed to “diffuse a knowledge of the wonderful works of creation.” He was several decades ahead of his time in anticipating the triple-bore function of a modern natural-history museum—to keep vast collections of specimens and support scholarly research in addition to offering popular exhibits. No other museums, in either Europe or America, had these lofty goals.

To populate his museum, Peale first had to learn how to preserve his specimens. A few published guides detailed how to skin and stuff animals, but chemical preservation was still a mystery. The available books emphasized the use of dubious concoctions of cinnamon, tobacco, and pepper, which allegedly preserved animal skins long-term. One paper even suggested using myrrh and frankincense as preservatives.

Live insects posed great peril to these early museums. Beetles and moths could devour animal skins with indiscriminate efficiency, and if these insects were able to access a collection, a curator might be surprised one day to find nothing but a pile of frass (as insect excrement is called) and some stray bits of stuffing and wire in the place where prized taxidermy specimens were once kept. But nothing solved the problem until a French alchemist and naturalist developed a poisonous deterrent.

Ornithologist Jean-Baptiste Bécoeur invented arsenical soap in the latter half of the eighteenth century. His formula was simple: arsenic, lime, camphor, and salts mixed into plain white soap that could be moistened and painted on the inside of a skin before the bird or animal was stuffed and sewed up. Even as a child, Roosevelt was allowed to have arsenic for insect-proofing his specimens, but he had to take special care to make sure that the toothbrush he used for applying the poison was kept separate from his own. He had a close call once when someone mistakenly placed his arsenic toothbrush next to the washbasin.

Despite Bécoeur’s advancement in collection-related pest control, taxidermy was still very much a crude and imperfect art. Peale struggled to teach himself the basics using the inadequate guides available, and he overcame those limitations in some creative ways. With his artist’s eye, he thought that specimens should be displayed in naturalistic poses, grouped together with natural objects in lifelike scenes. In one of the earliest examples of a habitat diorama, he painted scenic backdrops for many of his bird mounts, creating immersive experiences for his viewers.

Eventually, Peale’s collection outgrew his home studio, and he moved the museum to the high-ceilinged and bare-wooden-floored rooms of Independence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence had been signed just a few years earlier. He organized his collection to showcase the perfection of creation, and a walk through the museum unfolded as a long march through the animal kingdom.

Despite some early successes—and the expansion of the Peale Museum brand to Baltimore and New York—his family struggled financially. To counter this, and to keep his doors open, Peale had to indulge the whims of his admission-paying visitors, but he did his best to balance monetary priorities with the educational spirit upon which the collection was first founded. Eventually, Peale’s sons took over, and they added sensational crowd-pleasers such as a calf with two heads and six legs, a “learned dog” named Romeo who barked out the answers to questions, and Signor Hellene, a one-man band simultaneously playing the viola, Turkish cymbals, tenor drum, Pandean pipes, and Chinese bells.

Attempting to tread a middle ground between serious science and entertainment, the Peales eventually reached the point where they could no longer compete with the rise of a new kind of institution—called the dime museum—that pandered exclusively to the lower levels of popular taste, trivializing museum exhibitions to mere sensationalism. In just a few short decades the Peales were forced to close their museums. Even more tragic, their collections were dispersed, and many specimens were bought by the man whom some considered to be the most notorious dime museum huckster of all—P. T. Barnum.

Phineas Taylor Barnum, of later circus fame, was the genius behind the largest and most outlandish of all the dime museums. Situated in Lower Manhattan at the corner of Ann Street and Broadway, Barnum’s American Museum of the 1850s was an immaculate white building festooned with banners and covered with colorful posters on all five stories of the exterior. The main gallery on the first floor was filled with glass cases of stuffed animals. There was even a taxidermy shop where you could drop off a dead pet and have it stuffed and ready to take home by the end of the day. Barnum proudly described his American Museum as an “encyclopedic synopsis of everything worth seeing in the curious world.”

By 1864, P. T. Barnum was boasting that he possessed more than 850,000 curiosities. A self-proclaimed proponent of the art of money-making, he was famous for enticing paying customers with outlandish hoaxes, and part of the fun of going to the American Museum was never quite knowing what was real and what was merely a clever trick. Barnum’s modus operandi was to turn obvious deceit into a game, baiting the public and the press alike and then sitting back to enjoy the spectacle (and the profits) of a public itching to see his hyped-up exhibits. He also mastered the art of manipulating the press, building suspense so well that people were drawn to his shows even after some of the exhibits were revealed to be bogus.

But Barnum’s most outlandish trick played on the tools of the naturalist trade. After obtaining a taxidermy mount of what appeared to be a mermaid, Barnum was careful not to display it right away. Instead, he went on a PR offensive, spinning a yarn about the discovery of the strange specimen he called the “Fejee Mermaid” in the local newspapers. According to Barnum’s fiction, the specimen had been recently discovered in the far-off Hawaiian Islands, and a hitherto unheard-of scientist was on his way to exhibit it in the United States for only a very short time. For weeks Barnum craftily fed the newspapers updates about the imaginary scientist and his mermaid, building a great sense of anticipation of their arrival. When the Fejee Mermaid was finally put on exhibit, with placards suggesting a voluptuous feminine creature of outsize proportions, people flocked to Barnum’s museum, where, instead of a sea siren, they found an extremely shriveled “mermaid” only eighteen inches long. The mermaid, of course, was an obvious fake—the work of Japanese craftsmen stitching together a monkey torso and a fish tail as a novelty item for sailors.

To Barnum, it was all just fun, but serious naturalists were incensed. Barnum had made a mockery of their science, buying up Peale’s prized specimens and turning natural history into a farce. Among those who had been for a long time upset by Barnum’s charades were New York City’s most respected elites, including Theodore Roosevelt Sr. To these educated men, Barnum symbolized everything that was wrong with America, including the decline of serious scientific inquiry. To their minds, Americans—with their vast reserves of wilderness and wildlife—deserved a grand public natural-history museum. It was a small handful of such individuals—the elder Theodore Roosevelt among them—who played a key role in pioneering serious natural-history museums in America. They sought a return to Peale’s original idea of a natural-history museum housing collections of specimens for science, and they were willing to donate substantial amounts to make this kind of public museum a reality; they just needed to find the right flag-bearer.

—

MUSEUMS ARE THEIR collections, and the vitality of a natural-history museum depends on naturalists actively collecting new specimens for science. Without avid specimen hunters, natural-history museums never would have progressed beyond the cabinets of curiosity, those static collections owned by a few wealthy individuals. Through the sheer volume of their findings, it was the specimen collectors who brought natural history to the general population, making museums out of otherwise esoteric groupings. One of the most influential of these collectors was Spencer Fullerton Baird, the force behind the creation of one of America’s largest natural-history museums—the National Museum of Natural History at the Smithsonian Institution—and someone who served as an important historical role model for Roosevelt. More than any other naturalist, it was Baird whom Roosevelt looked to for inspiration.

Born to a well-off family in 1823, Baird grew up in the Cumberland Valley in rural southern Pennsylvania, which was something of a naturalist’s paradise. His hometown of Carlisle was surrounded by trees so high that he thought it “an almost impossible feat to kill a squirrel or wild pigeon on the top, with one shot.” In Baird’s time, even very small boys could be experts with shotguns, and they caromed though the brush after school in search of targets. Such shooting was encouraged as a warm-up to the more adult pastime of sport hunting, and since few game laws were in place, the boys killed birds freely. But the songbird slaughter was considered appropriate only up to a certain age. As soon as most boys were old enough to join their fathers and uncles on more gentlemanly game-bird hunts they quit blasting at bluebirds and buntings to hunt waterfowl and partridge. But not Baird. He kept hunting all kinds of diminutive animals well into adulthood. Songbirds and swifts, swallows and wrens—they were all fair game to the fully bearded Baird, and he hunted them relentlessly.

Hunting means different things to different people, but most hunters fall into one of two distinct kinds. Most are either meat hunters, who hunt for food, or sport hunters, who hunt for the challenge. These two categories dominate the general public’s imagination, but there is a third group whose adherents are more focused on getting as close to nature as possible. This third group of hunters—the least understood of them all—are the nature hunters.

Baird was a nature hunter, and, like Theodore Roosevelt, he tapped these instincts as a very young boy. Typically, these sorts of hunters know much more about wildlife than meat and sport hunters do, and they have a much greater interest in the lives of the animals they hunt. They seek an active, participatory role in the natural world, their goal being intense involvement with wild animals in their natural habitats. These hunters enter the wild not to dominate nature but to become a part of it. The hunt brings an awareness of nature that never comes from being a mere spectator.

Museum collectors are the ultimate nature hunters. They “hunt” as part of their naturalism. As a young specimen collector, Baird was hooked on gathering specimens for his boyhood collection—“I well remember when a lad of eight, uniting together with two or three friends…in combining our joint natural history curiosities into a museum, which attracted a good deal of curiosity.” He was entirely self-motivated, for few members of the extended Baird family considered nature study anything worth pursuing.

Baird kept his bird collection in an antique wooden secretary-cabinet that his grandmother—the only family member who supported his ambitions—had given him for that purpose. Much as Roosevelt would do decades later, Baird shot and stuffed birds nearly every day, looking forward to their seasonal migrations the way other children look forward to Christmas. Part of his excitement came from the mystery and surprise of nature. Hundreds of different bird species passed through the Cumberland Valley, and, in addition to the thrill of adding something new to his collection, there was always the chance of making his own scientific discovery. So little was known of the birds of the eastern United States in Baird’s time that stumbling upon a species that had not yet been formally identified was a real possibility for a young boy.

One evening, while staying up late to prepare some study skins, Baird noticed that two of his birds were unlike any he had seen before. He had shot them in a swampy place, and although they looked somewhat like little tyrant flycatchers (then called Muscicipa pusilla), there was something not quite right about them. Puzzling over the birds for days and checking all the published sources, he excitedly concluded that the birds must be new to science.

Baird understood the steps for describing a new species: discuss what makes it different, compare it to other named forms to make sure it was not already identified by someone else, propose an original scientific name, and publish the findings in a peer-reviewed journal. But he was hesitant, intimidated at the prospect of authoring a scientific paper. The process was especially daunting for Baird, who had been birding in academic isolation. All the specimens, notebooks, and theories he had collected were kept locked up in his grandmother’s cupboard in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. But Baird must have known that this was his best—perhaps only—chance to really move his career forward, and so, with much trepidation, he decided to draft a letter to none other than John James Audubon, the famed ornithologist.

Audubon’s name was, and still is, synonymous with birds, and Baird penned his first letter to him with great tact, emphasizing that he was “but a boy, and very inexperienced.” He continued with detailed descriptions of every species of bird in his collection that he thought Audubon might be interested in: “This letter is already too long, yet perhaps you will pardon me for adding a few remarks about some of the Birds found around Carlisle.” If Baird convinced Audubon of anything, it was that he had a deep and abiding passion for bird study.

Audubon, like many other nineteenth-century American ornithologists, was entirely self-taught. There were no schools offering training in ornithology, and Audubon had learned by experience. He shot birds and then propped them up on twigs in his studio so that he could paint them while still fresh. He also made hundreds of study skins, building up a large reference collection to use when painting.

Baird was just fifteen when he first wrote to Audubon, and, although forty-three years his senior, Audubon was impressed. “Although you speak of yourself as being a youth,” he wrote, “your style and the descriptions you have sent me prove to me that an old head may from time to time be found on young shoulders!” Baird’s timing was perfect. Audubon and his colleague, John Bachman, were in the middle of preparing The Viviparous Quadrupeds of North America—a book that was to include descriptions and illustrations of every mammal on the continent. There were hundreds of species, and Audubon needed to secure the corresponding number of specimens to produce accurate renderings. To accomplish this mass collecting, he was planning to outsource the task, recruiting an army of boy hunters. Responding to Baird, he revealed his grand plan: “Assisted as we hope and trust to be, by numerous friends and acquaintances in different portions of our Wide Union, we expect to collect, not only new species, but much of the valuable matter connected with their geographical range, and particular habits….You may be able to send us valuable intelligence respecting the Shrews, Mice, Rats, Squirrels, etc., found in your immediate vicinity…and by saving and forwarding specimens to us, be able also, in all probability, to place into our hands, objects never before known to the World of Science….Please collect all the Shrews, Mice, (field or wood), rats, bats, Squirrels, etc., and put them in a jar in common Rum, not whiskey, brandy or alcohol. All of the latter spirits are sure to injure the subjects.”

Thus deputized, Baird spent the next year collecting specimens and exchanging letters with the famous artist. When he finally made the trip up to New York to meet his epistolary mentor, though, Baird found Audubon “very unlike my preconceived idea of him.” Audubon was an eccentric obsessed with collecting specimens, although brilliant when it came to painting them. He became a mentor to Baird, giving him bird specimens and teaching him how to draw. The generous Audubon also brought him to the taxidermy shop of John Bell—a naturalists’ hangout and the place where a young Theodore Roosevelt himself would one day learn the art of specimen-stuffing. He also introduced Baird to all the important players in the nascent field of American ornithology.

Baird’s family probably looked at Audubon as a bad influence, luring the boy further from an occupation that might one day secure him a decent livelihood and deeper into the unprofitable world of natural history. Baird wanted nothing more than to be the curator of some great museum, to the exclusion of all other pursuits. Borrowing Audubon’s idea of employing teams of eager young boys in specimen collecting, in 1846 Baird published a twelve-page pamphlet outlining techniques for preserving plant and animal specimens, embedding in the pages an invitation to send any specimens to Baird himself.

In a life-changing decision, Baird spent two months in Washington, D.C., volunteering to help sort the zoological collections of the United States Exploring Expedition. Spanning the years 1838 to 1842, the “Ex Ex squadron” (as it was called) was the U.S. government’s first survey of the Pacific Ocean and surrounding lands. Several naturalists were included as part of the expedition, among them William Peale’s son Titian, who collected barrels of botanical and zoological specimens that were ultimately sent back to Washington. It was Baird’s job to curate and identify all these specimens before their ultimate transfer to the nascent Smithsonian Institution.

The Smithsonian was also out to prove itself. The institution had only recently been founded when James Smithson—the bastard son of a noble Englishman who had great admiration for America’s democratization of science—bequeathed his entire fortune to the United States of America, “to found
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