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Former president Theodore Roosevelt waves to the New York crowds gathered to greet him on his triumphant return from Africa and Europe, June 8, 1910. Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt smile at the camera in front of the smokestack at the right. This and two other photographs made from the same vantage point the same day are the only known images that include all three of the most celebrated Roosevelts.
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Preface

Emotional Archeology

One drowsy summer afternoon in 1908, in the fifth-floor offices of the law firm of Carter, Ledyard & Milburn, at 54 Wall Street in Manhattan, the junior clerks were idly talking about their dreams for the future. Most hoped just to become partners one day.

But one clerk had far bigger dreams. He didn’t plan to practice law for long, he said. Instead, he intended to go into politics and eventually become president of the United States. The speaker was just twenty-five years old. He was then considered a charming lightweight, an enthusiastic dancer and golfer; he had been an undistinguished student and was now an indifferent lawyer. But no one laughed: his name, after all, was Franklin Roosevelt.

His fifth cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, was already president, the youngest and perhaps the most popular president in American history. And his rise to that office had once appeared just as unlikely as their fellow clerk’s chances now seemed.

Twenty-eight summers later, on August 30, 1936, that same once-distracted law clerk was in the Black Hills of South Dakota. He was now in fact, as he had brashly predicted he would be, the president of the United States. He was struggling—now with a kind of focus and energy no one could have predicted and in spite of the after-effects of infantile paralysis that had left him unable even to stand unaided—to lift his country out of the greatest economic cataclysm in its history.

The president was there in South Dakota to offer some extemporaneous remarks from his open touring car at the unveiling of the massive head of Thomas Jefferson, the second presidential countenance to be carved out of Mount Rushmore. George Washington’s image had been dedicated six years earlier; the future faces of Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt’s lifelong hero and distant cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, were unfinished, indistinct and unformed in the hard rock.

“This is the second dedication,” FDR declared, head tilted up, confident grin in place. “And there will be others by other presidents.” (In fact, only four portraits would ever be carved from the rock.) “And I think that we can perhaps meditate a little on those Americans ten thousand years from now.… I think we can wonder whether our descendants—because I think they’ll still be here—what they will think about us. And let us hope that at least they will give us the benefit of the doubt, that they will believe that we have honestly striven in our day and generation to preserve for our descendants a decent land to live in and a decent form of government to operate under.”

The previous ten thousand years had seen the human race emerge from its primitive existence, had watched countless civilizations rise and fall, had witnessed mankind’s astonishing inventiveness and its astounding brutality, and yet this man, humbled, even humiliated, by disease, unable to use his legs, his country ravaged by hard times, was certain that ten thousand years from then there still would be a human race, there still would be a United States of America, and there still would be people who would derive inspiration from the ideals the four men on the mountain—and now he—embodied. He had come a long way.
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ABOVE AND FOLLOWING IMAGES FDR arriving at Mount Rushmore for the unveiling of the mammoth carving of Thomas Jefferson, here still hidden by a vast American flag; and making his dedicatory remarks from the backseat of his car
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For nearly three decades, as we have worked together on other projects, Geoff Ward and I have talked about making a documentary film series having to do in some way with the Roosevelts. In the intervening years, there have been good films about each of them but none about them all. In his two accounts of FDR’s early life, Before the Trumpet and A First-Class Temperament, Geoff argued both that Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt would never have become the extraordinary individuals they became had it not been for the great example of Theodore Roosevelt—Eleanor’s uncle and Franklin’s cousin—and that the partisanship of their time and ours had obscured the fact that there was far more that united than divided them. That story—a complex family drama that touches on historic events spanning a century—is the one we’ve chosen to tell in this book and in the seven-part television series upon which it draws.

We decided to subtitle our work “An Intimate History” not because we wished to descend into the contrived dramas of psychobiography, but because we have always seen character and personal history as central to an understanding of the public person. Just as biography can often be an accurate barometer of an age, so too can an individual’s inner motivations and experiences illuminate and reveal their actions on the larger stages of politics and society and war.

In this approach, we have consciously not subscribed to easy sentimentality or nostalgia—the enemy of any good history—but neither have we retreated to the supposed safety of merely excavating the dry dates, facts, and events of the past. We are interested in an emotional archeology that can painstakingly reassemble that past and its most compelling characters, reflecting both their inner as well as their outer lives. This kind of investigation embraces an ancient classical notion of “heroism”—not a modern one that demands only an impossible bland perfection. It implicitly acknowledges and explores not only a hero’s obvious strengths but his or her equally evident flaws as well. It is the negotiation—sometimes the war—between these qualities that in the end defines real heroism. That is certainly true of the two men and one woman whose lives this book explores.

All three Roosevelts—Theodore, Franklin, and Eleanor—overcame the specific gravity of their upbringing, the traumas and ingrained patterns of childhood. Theodore, a sickly, asthmatic child, not expected to survive to adulthood, remade himself and his fragile body, and then had to repair his grief-stricken heart as nearly unspeakable tragedy overtook him as a young man. He learned to outrun his demons, to remain in the frantic constant motion that would characterize, but also bedevil, his professional and personal life.

Eleanor endured a childhood of humiliation, loss, and fear, and the strategies she employed to survive, including a compelling need to be useful to others, became the hallmarks of the most important first lady and one of the most important women in American history. Her moral compass, born of that early childhood suffering, made her right on almost every issue she confronted in later life.

And Franklin, whose pampered childhood produced his extraordinary and inspiring self-confidence, would have to put all of that and more to use as he struggled with the polio that threatened every ambition. Through it all, as he had been taught since boyhood, he would show almost no sign of unhappiness; unpleasant things were simply never to be outwardly acknowledged. That mask served him well in public and yet left a trail of deviousness and disappointment among his closest friends and associates, and left large areas of his personal life devoid of meaningful companionship. Yet he would expertly manage two of the three greatest crises in American history, the Depression and the Second World War. (Lincoln, the president only just beginning to emerge on Mount Rushmore when FDR visited in 1936, had handled the worst, the Civil War.) And in the end, despite the affliction he tried to hide, despite the demons he could not outrun, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, patrician to the core, developed an authentic empathy for his fellow citizens, an understanding of their needs and aspirations, that seems almost mystical to us today.

It does not seem to be true that history runs in cycles or that we are condemned to repeat what we do not remember. Our world is chaotic. We know we are mortal. So human beings seek always to superimpose some frame, some order on the randomness of events, to find some meaning in it all precisely because of that inevitable mortality. Ecclesiastes says that there is nothing new under the sun, suggesting that human nature itself never changes. That may be all that we need to understand, to help us tell and organize our stories. That truth might appear fatalistic, even discouraging, but it also means that we can often divine in history, and particularly in biography, the way human beings are. Sometimes that human nature is reassuring and inspirational. Sometimes it is unsettling. But it is always useful.

This is what we seek as we explore the lives of Theodore, Franklin, and Eleanor Roosevelt. Not the patterns, but the behavior and example, not the bromides and certainty, but the acceptance of not knowing the mysteries of one another. In some sense, all biography ends in failure; even those closest to us remain inscrutable to the end. How can we seriously expect to know and fully comprehend three beings born more than a century before us? We can’t fully, of course, but we are nonetheless obliged to try, to find, in the free electrons their lives give off, signals that might prove helpful to our present. In this regard, the three Roosevelts excel magnificently.

This is, as we have said, an intimate history. Seen close-up, for all their seeming difference from the rest of us—their riches, their fame, their historical importance—the Roosevelts seem familiar. They dealt, as we deal, with great public questions that are still achingly present in their urgency: What is the role of government? What can a citizen expect of that government? What are the qualities of lasting leadership? What is the correct balance between principle and pragmatism? But more than that, as individuals, they wrestled in their personal lives with issues familiar to everyone everywhere: betrayal and forgiveness, grief and self-doubt, courage and cowardice, loyalty to family and the need to be one’s own self. And in the pages that follow we’ve done our best to provide clues to the ultimate mystery posed by the Roosevelts’ lives: How is it that these three utterly different people, each of whom endured so much pain and loss and fear—“wounded people,” Geoff Ward calls them—could leave us such a legacy of hope?

—Ken Burns
Walpole, New Hampshire
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Theodore Roosevelt at eighteen months
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Franklin Roosevelt at thirteen months
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Eleanor Roosevelt at age four
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CHAPTER 1

Get Action

1858–1901
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Fresh from the Cuban battlefield and not yet forty years old, Theodore Roosevelt campaigns for governor in downtown Kingston, New York, 1898.
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Hyde Park and Oyster Bay

When Theodore Roosevelt was asked about Claes Martenszen van Roosevelt, the Dutch peasant who founded the Roosevelt clan in America, he liked to call him “our common—very common—ancestor.” In his autobiography, TR wrote that the first American Roosevelt had come to New Amsterdam around 1644 “as a ‘settler’—the euphemistic name for an immigrant who came over in the steerage of a sailing ship in the seventeenth century instead of the steerage of a steamer in the nineteenth century.”

Roosevelt was an ex-president when he wrote that, but he harbored further ambitions and was still interested in winning as many votes from comparative newcomers to America as he could. As a rule, the nineteenth-century Roosevelts rarely thought of themselves as the descendants of immigrants. Thanks to canny marriages and shrewd business dealings over seven generations, they had become patricians, members of one of New York’s oldest and most prominent families, their fortunes built on banking and imported window glass, West Indian sugar, and Manhattan real estate. They were known for their dignity and decorum. People like the Roosevelts, one old New Yorker remembered, were “the only nobility we had. Men could not stand straight in their presence.”

“To be a Roosevelt,” one member of the family remembered, “was to be something distinctive—usually vital and energetic, often brilliant, generally intolerant, and always highly vocal.… [T]hey were openly and even zealously critical of each other.”

All the Roosevelts worked and lived in Manhattan, but two branches of the family would become known for the places where they had their summer homes—north of the city on the Hudson River at Hyde Park, and to the east, on the north shore of Long Island at Oyster Bay.
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By the summer of 1900, when this photograph was taken of “Springwood,” the country home of James Roosevelt, his branch of the Roosevelt clan had spent its summers at Hyde Park, New York, for two generations. Mr. Roosevelt can be glimpsed on the porch, reading his morning newspaper.
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In the summer of 1874, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. rented this big pillared summer home at Oyster Bay, Long Island. His daughter Corinne remembered that “much to the amusement of our friends, we named [it] ‘Tranquility.’ Anything less tranquil … could hardly be imagined.… It was the forerunner of the happiest summers of our lives.” Corinne and Edith Carow, who would become Theodore Jr.’s wife, are believed to be the figures on the lawn; his father and mother rest in the shade of the piazza.
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By 1650, when Laurens Block painted this watercolor of New Amsterdam, the first American Roosevelt, Claes Martenszen van Roosevelt, had already established a farm for himself just north of what would become Fourth Avenue and Twenty-ninth Street. As the village grew into a great city over the next two centuries, his descendants grew steadily in wealth and influence as well.
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Teedie, Mittie, and Great-Heart

When Theodore Roosevelt Jr. was born at the Roosevelts’ Manhattan townhouse on Twentieth Street on October 27, 1858, his grandmother pronounced him “as sweet and pretty a young baby as I have ever seen.” His mother was initially less enthusiastic: she said he looked like a combination of the attending physician and “a terrapin.”

Martha Bulloch Roosevelt was witty and charming, her eldest son wrote, “a sweet, gracious, beautiful Southern woman … entirely ‘unreconstructed’ to the day of her death.” She had grown up on a Georgia plantation surrounded by slaves, and would fill her eldest son’s imagination with family tales of duels and chivalry and derring-do. But she herself seems to have been too delicate for daily life. She did bear four children—Anna (known as “Bamie,” for “bambina”), Theodore Jr., Elliott, and Corinne—and she deeply loved her husband. But she was subject to frequent attacks of neurasthenia that made her take to her bed and sometimes sent her away from her family to one spa or another for weeks at a time. “She seemed like an exquisite ‘objet d’art,’ ” her younger daughter recalled, “to be carefully and lovingly cherished.… Owing to delicate health she was not able to enter into the active life of her husband and children, and therefore our earliest memories … turn to my father.”

To a degree remarkable for a man of his time and class, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. acted as both mother and father to the children who clamored for his attention. “We used to wait in the library in the evening until we could hear his key rattling in the latch of the front hall,” his eldest son wrote, “and then rush out to greet him.”

Their father was widely admired beyond his household as well. His wealth permitted him to indulge his whims—ensuring that he had a yellow saffronia rose for his buttonhole each morning, driving one of New York’s fastest four-in-hands through Central Park, leading family excursions to Europe and the Middle East. But he also had what he called a “troublesome conscience,” and used his income to become something new in New York—a serious philanthropist who gave half his time each week to one or another of a dozen charitable organizations, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Children’s Aid Society, the Newsboys’ Lodging House and the American Museum of Natural History. Friends on the street greeted him with, “How much this time, Theodore?” He made sure that all of his children understood that there was a price to pay for their good fortune; that they had an obligation to help others.

The Civil War would divide the Roosevelt household. Theodore’s father and all three of his paternal uncles were ardent supporters of the Union cause; one of them, his next-door neighbor, Uncle Robert Barnwell Roosevelt, immediately joined the New York State militia.

But when his father, just twenty-nine, also wanted to sign up, his wife refused to allow it. Her family supported the Confederacy. “Mother was very frail,” Bamie remembered, “and felt it would kill her for him to fight against her brothers.” He reluctantly gave in. Instead of serving in uniform, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. paid $300 each for two substitutes, helped persuade President Abraham Lincoln to establish the Allotment Commission, and then spent the better part of two years moving from army camp to army camp, talking soldiers into sending at least a portion of their pay home to their families. It was hard, exhausting work, but the fact that he had kept out of combat would haunt him all his life. He felt, Bamie wrote, that “he had done a very wrong thing in not having put every feeling aside and joined the absolute fighting forces.” His decision would haunt his son as well, leaving him with a question he could never quite resolve: How could his father, the father he would always remember as “the best man I ever knew,” have failed to fight for the Union? It was a failure for which Theodore Jr. would feel compelled to compensate again and again.


    [image: ]

Theodore Roosevelt Jr.—“Teedie” to his parents—at a year and a half
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Martha Bulloch Roosevelt—“Mittie” to friends and family—at twenty-two. She was talkative and vibrant and, according to a member of the family, did “everything by impulse … with an air of self-confidence”—qualities she passed on intact to her eldest son.
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Theodore Roosevelt Sr. at thirty. “My father combined strength and courage with gentleness, tenderness, and great unselfishness,” his namesake remembered. “No one whom I have ever met approached his combination of enjoyment of life and performance of duty.” His children called him “Great-Heart,” after the protector of the weak in The Pilgrim’s Progress, without a hint of irony.
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By the time this photograph was taken, Theodore Roosevelt’s birthplace at 28 East Twentieth had been turned into a store and office building, its historical significance marked only by the easy-to-miss sign in the second-story window. Theodore’s grandfather Cornelius van Schaack Roosevelt had given the brownstone to his parents as a wedding gift; his uncle, Robert Barnwell Roosevelt, and his family lived in a matching house next door. Both buildings were razed in 1916.
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The birthplace reconstructed: After TR died in 1919, the Women’s Roosevelt Memorial Association, led by his sister Corinne, raised private funds with which to buy the site, build an accurate replica of the old family house, and convert the adjacent building into a museum. Since 1963, it has been a National Historic Site under the National Park Service.
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A House Divided

I wish we sympathized together on this question of so vital moment to our country,” Theodore Sr. once wrote Mittie from the field, “but I know you cannot understand my feelings, and of course I do not expect it.” She ignored his feelings, in fact, and while he was gone, with her sister and mother in Manhattan she secretly made up bundles of scarce goods to be smuggled through Union lines to their Confederate kin. Over the course of the war, young Theodore recalled, he developed “an alert understanding” of the tensions within his home, “and once, when I felt that I had been wronged by maternal discipline during the day, I attempted a partial vengeance by praying with loud fervor for the success of Union arms when we all came to say our prayers before my mother in the evening.”

The end of the Civil War would bring an end to what Theodore’s younger sister Corinne called “difficult and troublous” times between her parents.

But while his father was away, three-year-old Theodore had begun to suffer the recurring allergic asthma attacks that would make him an invalid for much of his boyhood. Night after night, he wheezed and coughed, fearful that he would not be able to breathe deeply enough to stay alive.

He was thought too frail for school, and accompanied his mother to one resort after another in the hope that mineral waters would somehow cure him. He was subjected to electric shocks, too, made to swallow ipecac to make him vomit, endured mustard plasters and massage so rigorous it made his chest bleed. During especially acute attacks he was forced to down black coffee and smoke cigars. Nothing worked, though time spent with his father seemed sometimes to calm him. “I could breathe,” he remembered. “I could sleep, when he had me in his arms. My father—he got me breath, I could sleep when he had me in his arms, he got me lungs, strength—life.”
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Confederate Captain Raphael Semmes on the deck of the warship Alabama: built by Theodore’s maternal uncle, James Bulloch, she captured or burned sixty-five Union merchant ships before being sunk by the USS Kearsarge off the French coast in 1864.
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A carte de visite portrait, signed and presented by Abraham Lincoln to his friend Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and treasured by Theodore Jr. all his life

Credit 1.11

[image: ]

On April 25, 1865, six-year-old Theodore and five-year-old Elliott Roosevelt—the tiny figures in the second-floor window of their grandfather’s mansion at Broadway and Fourteenth Street—watch as Abraham Lincoln’s funeral procession passes below.
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Hip! Hip! Hurrah!

In the spring of 1869, the Roosevelts began a yearlong trip to Europe, hoping that travel abroad might somehow improve ten-year-old Theodore’s health. He kept a journal in which he displayed characteristics that would stay with him all his life: strong opinions and insatiable curiosity; a highly developed sense of drama; a craving always to be at the center of things; and a love of the outdoors that helped him in his struggle to breathe.
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    The Tower of London—where, Theodore proudly wrote, “I put my head on the block where so many had been beheaded”
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    The paddle steamer RMS Scotia, the pride of the Cunard fleet, took the Roosevelts to Europe; she carried only first-class passengers, was the fastest ship across the Atlantic, and was the second largest vessel on earth.
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    Theodore, photographed in Paris, and the boyishly grandiloquent cover of the journal he faithfully kept while away from home
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    MAY 12TH. We sail in the English steamship, Scotia.… We three jumped around the deck and played.… I was a little seasick …

JUNE 18TH. EDINBURGH. We saw the Melrose Abbey (a mere ruin) and then crossed the Tweed (quite a decent brook) to Dryburg Abbey where there was the tomb of Sir Walter Scott.

JULY 10. We all went to the Tower of London … and I put my head on the block where so many had been beheaded.

AUGUST 21. SWITZERLAND. We went through the Grimsel Pass and I, Papa and a Scotch gentleman walked far ahead and had fresh cream and raspberries. I walked 20 miles and Papa 22 miles.

AUGUST 23. SWITZERLAND. In the afternoon we … threw paper balls at [the] waiter and chambermaid and rushed around upstairs and downstairs to dodge them.

SEPTEMBER 24. VENICE. I was sick with asthma and did not sleep at all.

SEPTEMBER 26. TRIESTE. I was sick of the asthma. I sat up for four successive hours [and Papa made me smoke a cigar {to help me breathe}].

SEPTEMBER 30. VIENNA. Father and I went to a Natural History Museum. In the department of nests I recognized two with birds which I had seen wild at home. Their names: “Baltimore Oriole” and “Waxen Chatterer.”

OCTOBER 27. COLOGNE. It is my [eleventh] birthday and the first of my birthdays that it snowed on.… Papa played tag with us [and] told us a story of a runaway slave and at five we had dinner, and afterwards I received my presents.… Splendid!

NOVEMBER 22. PARIS. Mama showed me the portrait of Edith Carow and her face stirred in me homesickness and longing for the past which will come again never, alack, never.

DECEMBER 8. NICE. [We] tossed bread on the heads of waiters and ran about generally. I read till Mama came in and then she lay down and I stroked her head and she felt my hands and nearly cried because they were feverish. We had a fine sociable time …

DECEMBER 14TH. SAN REMO. The beggars came round.… Papa bought two baskets of doughy cakes. A great crowd of boys and girls and women. We tossed the cakes to them and I fed them like chickens with small pieces of cake and like chickens they ate it.… We made [them] give three cheers for the U.S.A. before we gave them cakes.

DECEMBER 31, 1869. MT. VESUVIUS. I began the ascent of the snow-covered [slope and] soon passed the rest far behind.

JANUARY 31, 1870. ROME. We saw the Pope and we walked along and he extended his hand to me and I kissed it!! Hem!! Hem!!

SUNDAY, APRIL 17. FONTAINEBLEAU. Today was the happiest Easter I ever spent. Mama, Papa and all we children went in the woods to hunt for violets and see if the bunnies had [laid] any eggs. [We] had Sunday school in the woods and picked cowslips and heard the cuckoo sing. We had such a happy time.

MAY 25. This morning we saw land of America … New York!! Hip! Hip! Hurrah!
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Seeing this portrait of his seven-year-old playmate Edith Carow made Theodore long for home; leaving her behind, he wrote as his voyage began, had been “verry hard.”
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You Must Make Your Body

Happy to be home, Theodore returned to the activities he enjoyed most—reading books of history and science and adventure and running what he grandly called the “Roosevelt Museum,” a constantly expanding collection of “curiosities and living things.” He kept live mice in his shirt drawer and dead ones in the icebox, tied turtles to the laundry tubs, and took lessons in taxidermy, a noisome hobby that made family maids reluctant to enter his bedroom.

“My triumphs,” he recalled, “consisted in such things as bringing home and raising—by the aid of milk and a syringe—a family of very young gray squirrels, in fruitlessly endeavoring to tame an excessively unamiable woodchuck, and in making friends with a gentle, pretty, trustful white-footed mouse which reared her family in an empty flower pot.”

Unable to win his rightful place in his loving but fiercely competitive family through size and strength, he learned the power of words and charm and book learning to call attention to himself. He talked incessantly, his thoughts sometimes tumbling so far ahead of his words that some visitors thought he suffered from an impediment.

There was nothing wrong with Theodore’s mind, his father told him in 1872, but sickness, his father said, was “always a shame and often a sin.” To overcome asthma, he told his fragile son, “[y]ou must make your body.” Theodore did his best to comply, spending hour after hour on rings and parallel bars set up on the third-floor piazza of the family home. He took boxing lessons from an ex-prizefighter, too, so that his younger brother, Elliott, wouldn’t have to shield him from bullies anymore.

When he was fourteen, his father presented him with a gun; when he couldn’t manage to hit anything with it, Theodore Sr. bought him spectacles that opened up the world still further. He began to think of pursuing a career in science.

The Roosevelts went to Africa in 1873 and spent several months sailing on the Nile, while work was finished on a new family house on West Fifty-seventh Street. By then, Theodore was fit enough to spend whole days in the saddle, shooting some two hundred birds for his collection.

He would never fully conquer asthma, but his struggle against it reinforced his belief that life itself was an ongoing battle. His father gave him the credo by which he would continue that struggle: “Do things. Be sane. Don’t fritter away your time; create, act, take a place wherever you are and be somebody; get action.”
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Theodore at eleven
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The freshly completed American Museum of Natural History dominates the still largely unbuilt Upper West Side of Manhattan, 1880. Over the years, the museum became a sort of Roosevelt family project. Theodore Sr. was one of its founders; the documents of incorporation were signed in his parlor. Both his son Theodore and his distant cousin Franklin Roosevelt would contribute specimens to its collections.
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Theodore’s rendering of a pet mouse, one of the prize exhibits in his personal “Roosevelt Museum”
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A Superabundance of Energy

In the summer of 1875, the United States was in the third year of a depression. Factories were shuttered. Banks had failed. A million workers had lost their jobs, and most of those who continued to work saw their wages cut by a quarter. Striking coal miners and railroad workers battled state militias.

None of it affected the Roosevelts, now enjoying their second season in the rented house they called “Tranquility” at Oyster Bay. “These Roosevelts were without inhibitions to an unusual degree,” a summer playmate remembered, and “so rarely gifted that [they] seemed touched by the flame of divine fire.”

All five Roosevelt children were photographed that summer. Each had a distinct personality.
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    Bamie, shown here with the father she adored, was nineteen in 1875 but old beyond her years. She suffered from a deformation of the spine, and had become an adviser rather than a playmate to her younger siblings, who always saw her as one of “the big people.”
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The rest of the Roosevelt children: Elliott, at the right, was fourteen that summer—handsome, athletic, and charming, but already persuaded that he could never match the achievements of his older brother. Twelve-year-old Corinne, her back to the tree, was the baby of the family, witty, sensitive, and worshipful of her brothers. But the focus of everyone’s attention was fifteen-year-old Theodore, at the left. He seemed infatuated with everything—so long as it provided him with the opportunity to excel. As a cousin later remembered, “He always thought he could do things better than anyone else.” He was rugged, exuberant, aggressive, and in almost perpetual motion: riding, swimming, shooting, competing in the long jump and hundred-yard dash against his brother and his cousins. He rarely won; he always tried. “His energy seems so superabundant,” his father wrote, “that I feel it may get the better of him in one way or another.” The young woman seated on the grass is Theodore’s sometime sweetheart, Edith Carow.
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See Here, Roosevelt

In the fall of 1876, Theodore Roosevelt descended on Harvard. His sister Bamie had picked out and furnished his Cambridge rooms. A manservant was hired to black his boots and keep things tidy. “If you asked me to define in one word the ‘temper’ of the Harvard I knew,” one of Roosevelt’s Harvard contemporaries recalled, “I should say it was patrician, strange as that word may sound to American ears.” Roosevelt fit right in, choosing his friends exclusively from classmates he called “the gentleman sort,” concerned that he not become “very intimate” with anyone whose “antecedents” he didn’t know.

But he was also uniquely himself. A young Cambridge woman who met him during his freshman year remembered him as freakish, “with stuffed snakes and lizards in his room, with a peculiar violent vehemence of speech and manner, and an overriding interest in everything.” He quickly wearied of the dry kind of science being taught and spoke up so often in his geology class that the professor snapped, “See here, Roosevelt, let me talk.”
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Mrs. Richardson’s boardinghouse at 16 Winthrop Street in Cambridge, where Theodore lived throughout his time at Harvard
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    A flyer providing the first-known opportunity to hear Theodore hold forth
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    An undergraduate makes his way across Harvard Yard during Theodore’s sophomore year: “When it was not considered good form to move at more than a walk,” a classmate remembered, “Roosevelt was always running.”

Credit 1.24

[image: ]

Theodore, ready for rowing. He hurled himself into sports at Harvard: rowing, wrestling, boxing. A classmate was initially amused to watch him work out in the gymnasium: Roosevelt must be a “humble-minded chap,” he wrote, “to be willing to give such a lady-like exhibition in a public place.” But he changed his mind when he watched him ice-skate on Fresh Pond for three hours in the face of a freezing wind that drove everyone else off the ice.
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He Was Everything to Me

Corruption had been a central issue in the presidential election of 1876. Republicans abandoned the struggle over the status of freedmen in the South in the interests of a more lucrative ongoing battle with the Democrats over the spoils of office. Everything seemed to be for sale, and bosses in both parties were determined that it stay that way.

In 1877, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. allowed the new Republican president, Rutherford B. Hayes, to nominate him as collector of customs as a symbol of his administration’s commitment to civil service reform. But in the end, the old, corrupt machine crushed his nomination. He said he was relieved. “To purify our Customhouse would have been a terrible undertaking,” he told his son. But he did feel “sorry for the country as it shows the power of partisan politicians who think of nothing higher than their own interests. We cannot stand so corrupt a government for any great length of time.”

Two days after his appointment fell through, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. collapsed. On February 9, 1878, he died of cancer of the bowel. He was only forty-six. His eldest son rushed home from Harvard too late to say goodbye. Theodore was shattered. “Sometimes when I realize my loss I feel as if I should go wild,” he wrote. “He was everything to me.… I have lost the only human being to whom I told everything.… With the help of my God I will try to lead such a life as he would have wished.” His father’s example would be a touchstone for Theodore Roosevelt to the end of his life.

Still mourning at Oyster Bay that summer, Theodore suffered a second blow. He and his childhood friend Edith Carow had always been close and may have had an understanding that they would marry. But in the summer house one afternoon they quarreled and ended their relationship. Neither ever told anyone what had come between them. Theodore later admitted to Bamie only that “we both of us had … tempers that were far from the best.” Afterward, he tried to outpace his anger and his grief—rowing furiously back and forth across Long Island Sound, galloping so hard he injured his horse, shooting a neighbor’s dog when it dared bark at him.

Finally, he fled to the Maine woods to hike and hunt, finding there what he would always find in wildness—a world in which to restore himself.
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Nineteen-year-old Theodore Roosevelt, still grieving three months after the loss of his father. “I often feel badly that such a wonderful man as Father would have had a son of so little worth as I,” he noted in his diary. “I realize more and more every day that I am as much inferior to Father morally and mentally as physically.”
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This portrait of Theodore Roosevelt Sr., painted by Daniel Huntington from a photograph, is one of four commissioned by his children after his death. Without him, Bamie recalled, “we all had to work out our own salvation.”
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The Sunny-Faced Queen

Theodore Roosevelt now had a sizable inheritance—so large, he remembered, it allowed him to live “like a prince” in Cambridge. “Funnily enough, I have enjoyed quite a burst of popularity since I came back,” he wrote his mother after returning to Harvard. “Please send my silk hat at once. Why has it not come before?”

Everything seemed to go his way. “I stand 19th in the class, which began with 230 fellows,” he boasted to his sister Bamie, and “only one gentleman stands ahead of me.” He edited a newspaper, won election to Phi Beta Kappa, and was asked to join three of the college’s most prestigious organizations, the Dickie, Hasty Pudding, and the Porcellian Club. And somehow he found the time—as an undergraduate—to begin writing a 498-page history, The Naval War of 1812, that would eventually influence a generation of naval planners.

He also fell in love. Alice Lee was seventeen when he first met her at a classmate’s home. She was tall, blond, full of life. “See that girl?” Theodore said. “I am going to marry her, she won’t have me, but I am going to have her!” It took him a year to win her. She was his “sunny-faced Queen,” his “bright bewitching darling.” “So pure and holy,” he wrote, “that it almost seems profanation to touch her.” She called him “Teddy” and “Teddykins.”

They were married in Brookline, Massachusetts, on October 27, 1880. “Alice looked perfectly lovely,” a guest remembered, “and Theodore was so happy, and responded in the most determined Theodore-like tones.” Edith Carow was among the guests and made a point of outdancing everyone else.

“Our intense happiness,” Theodore noted in his diary a few days after the wedding, “is too sacred to be written about.” Together, he and Alice began planning a big hilltop house of their own at Oyster Bay—a fourteen-bedroom “cottage” to be called “Leeholm” in her honor.
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Alice Hathaway Lee. Theodore’s pursuit of her was so intense that he once ordered a pair of dueling pistols, intending to challenge another suitor to a duel. A cousin hurried to Cambridge to calm him down.
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Theodore (middle row, third from the left) with fellow members of Harvard’s oldest and most exalted final club, Porcellian. “I am delighted to be in [the club],” he told Bamie. “There is a billiard table, magnificent library, punch room &c, and my best friends are in it.” On Sundays, the boys enjoyed champagne breakfasts.
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In a formal group photograph in the summer of 1880, Theodore (front row, second from right) seems unable to tear his gaze away from the fiancée he was to marry on his twenty-second birthday in October. “I worship you so that it seems almost desecration to touch you,” he told her, “and yet when I am with you I can hardly let you out of my arms.”
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So Much Enjoyment in the Country

That same fall of 1880, there was another marriage in the extended Roosevelt clan.

Fifty-six-year-old James Roosevelt belonged to the Hudson River branch. His summer home was “Springwood,” a sprawling estate high above the river’s eastern shore, near the village of Hyde Park. There he lived the life of an English country gentleman, his money made in coal and railroads and investments. Springwood delighted him. “I often wonder,” he once wrote, “why men are satisfied to live all their lives between brick walls and thinking of nothing but money and the so-called recreations of so-called society when there is so much enjoyment in the country.”

His servants and tenant farmers all called him “Mr. James.” He was an Episcopalian and a Democrat who took both his religious and civic duties seriously. But he had been a widower for four years. His late wife, a distant cousin, had died of heart disease. Their only child, a son, James Roosevelt Roosevelt, nicknamed “Rosy,” had married an heiress to the Astor fortune and moved away.

In his loneliness, Mr. James had once suggested marriage to Theodore Roosevelt’s sister Bamie. Although she thought him the “most absolutely upright gentleman” she ever knew, she gently turned him away—he was older than her late father would have been had he lived—and then invited him to dinner to meet a friend of hers, Miss Sara Delano. “He talked to her the whole time,” Theodore’s mother, Mittie, remembered. “He never took his eyes off her.”

Sara Delano was twenty-five, less than half James’s age, tall and regal, a member of a French Huguenot clan that had flourished in America even longer than the Roosevelts had. Her father, Warren Delano, who had made himself a millionaire selling tea and opium in the China trade, had “the true patriarchal spirit,” Sara remembered, and supervised every detail of family life within the big walled estate he’d built at Newburgh, twenty-five miles downriver from Hyde Park. No Democrat could ever work for him, Warren Delano once explained, because, while not all Democrats were horse thieves, it had been his experience that all horse thieves were Democrats.

His five daughters attracted what he called an “avalanche of suitors,” but he was startled when Mr. James asked for Sara’s hand. James was a business associate and Mr. Delano’s rough contemporary, after all, and he was a Democrat. Before he gave his approval, Mr. Delano had to be convinced that Sara was, as he said, “earnestly, seriously, entirely” in love.

She was. James Roosevelt and Sara Delano were married on October 7, 1880, just six months after they met. A guest remembered that several women wept at the thought that “such a lovely girl should marry an old man.”

On January 30, 1882, at Springwood, they had a son. Sara and her baby very nearly did not make it. Labor had stretched on for more than twenty-four hours. Sara was given too much chloroform. The doctor had to breathe life into her boy.

Seven weeks later, at St. James’ Episcopal chapel in Hyde Park, the baby was christened Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Sara asked Elliott Roosevelt, Theodore’s younger brother, to be his godfather. Mittie Roosevelt came to visit and wrote that the child was “such a fair, sweet, cunning, little bright … darling baby. Sara looks so very lovely with him like a Murillo Madonna and infant.”
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Sara Delano Roosevelt in 1878, two years before Bamie Roosevelt introduced her to James Roosevelt. The most beautiful of five sisters, at home in French and German, she had been courted on three continents by then; her most ardent suitor had been the future architect Stanford White, whom her protective father had dismissed as “the red-headed trial.”
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James Roosevelt at home in Hyde Park. A reform-minded Democrat widely admired by his Republican neighbors, he served a single term as town supervisor but refused ever to run for any other public office. To him, the sweaty world of electoral politics was not for gentlemen.

Credit 1.32

[image: ]

This splendid enameled watch from Cartier was presented to Sara when Mr. James learned his new wife was pregnant. Its face is ringed with pearls; diamonds decorate the reverse side.
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Franklin and his mother, 1882. “At the very outset he was plump, pink and nice,” she remembered. “I used to love to bathe and dress him.” For the first nine years of his life, a Scottish nurse saw to his needs, but his mother was rarely more than a few steps away.
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Who’s the Dude?

Six days before Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born, Theodore Roosevelt made his first headlines—as the brand-new Republican assemblyman from Manhattan’s 21st District and, at twenty-three, the youngest man ever elected to the New York Assembly. Albany had never seen anyone quite like him. A fellow assemblyman remembered his first glimpse of the newcomer: “Suddenly our eyes … became glued on a young man who was coming in through the door. His hair was parted in the center, and he had sideburns. He wore a single eye-glass.… He carried a gold-headed cane in one hand, a silk hat in the other, and he walked in the bent-over fashion that was the style with the young men of the day.… ‘Who’s the dude?’ I asked another member.… ‘That’s Theodore Roosevelt of New York.’ ”

He had dropped plans to become a scientist while still at Harvard, then dropped out of Columbia Law School, refused to go into the family business, and finally surprised everyone by deciding to try his hand at Republican politics and run for the assembly.

Some of his friends had advised him against it. Politics in either party was no place for a gentleman, they told him. It was a “low” business, run by “saloon-keepers, horse-car conductors and the like.” “That merely means that the people I know do not belong to the governing class,” he answered, “and I intend to be one of the governing class.”

He took to the floor again and again, denouncing both Democratic and Republican machines, pushing for municipal reform bills sometimes even when they were opposed by his own party’s leaders, forcing an investigation of a state supreme court justice for accepting bribes, and denouncing Jay Gould, the powerful Wall Street manipulator, for offering them. “I … mean to act up here [in Albany] on all questions as nearly as possible as I think Father would have done.… I thoroughly believe in the Republican Party when it acts up to its principles—but if I can prevent it I never shall let party zeal obscure my sense of right and decency.”

When the courts overturned his bill meant to relieve the terrible conditions under which tenement dwellers were forced to manufacture cigars, he angrily denounced the judiciary. “It was this case,” he remembered, “which first waked me to a dim and partial understanding of the fact that the courts were not necessarily the best judges of what should be done to better social and industrial conditions. They knew legalism, but not life.”

Always, he would seek a middle course between change and stability: he had a deep lifelong fear of what he called “the mob.” He saw everything in terms of right and wrong, and seemed, one critic wrote, “to have been born with his mind made up.” Those who dared oppose him were by definition self-interested and dishonest. “The average Democratic Catholic Irishman … as represented in this Assembly,” he confided to his diary, “is a low, venal, corrupt and unintelligent brute.”

They didn’t like him, either. When a hulking assemblyman known as “the McManus,” a representative of the Democratic Tammany machine, was overheard planning to toss the freshman assemblyman in a blanket, Roosevelt tracked him down. “By God!” he told him. “If you try anything like that I’ll kick you, I’ll bite you. I’ll kick you in the balls. I’ll do anything to you—you’d better leave me alone.” The McManus backed off.

Democratic newspapers lampooned him as “His Lordship” and “Jane-Dandy.” Republican papers praised his courage and independence. But all the newspapers loved him for the colorful copy he provided. He was reelected twice, served a term as minority leader, and made himself the best-known Republican in New York State—all before he was twenty-six.
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Roosevelt’s greatest triumph as a New York legislator, heralded by a cartoonist for Puck. His bill changed the New York City charter to empower New York mayors to hire and fire personnel without having to consult the Tammany-dominated board of aldermen. The cartoon was published on February 20, 1884, just one week after Roosevelt suffered the worst tragedy of his life.
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Assemblyman Theodore Roosevelt in 1884. To a good many Albany veterans he seemed at first a representative of what one called the “kid glove, scented, silk-stocking, poodle-headed, degenerate aristocracy.” But as the months went by he began to make friends outside his own circle, he remembered, men able to “grapple with real men in real life … bankers and bricklayers, … merchants and mechanics, … lawyers, farmers, day-laborers, saloon-keepers, clergymen and prize-fighters.”
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The Light Has Gone Out of My Life

February of 1884 looked to be a momentous month for the Roosevelts. Alice was nine months pregnant and under the care of her mother-in-law in Manhattan. Theodore was engaged in a fierce struggle in Albany over his measure to reform the New York City charter—and delighting in the fact that the newspapers were calling it the “Roosevelt Bill.”

The baby was due on Thursday, February 14—Valentine’s Day. Theodore had come home the previous weekend but on Tuesday decided to make a quick trip back to Albany to see how his bill was faring. He was in the legislative chamber on Wednesday morning the 13th when he was handed a telegram: his wife had given birth to a healthy girl the night before. She would be named for her mother—Alice. His fellow assemblymen crowded around to offer congratulations. He was “full of life and happiness,” one remembered.

Then a second telegram arrived. He rushed for the railroad station. Dense winter fog shrouded the tracks. It took more than five hours to reach New York. He did not get to 6 West Fifty-seventh Street until midnight. His brother, Elliott, opened the door. “There is a curse on this house,” he said. “Mother is dying, and Alice is dying, too.”

Mittie Roosevelt had typhoid fever. Alice was barely conscious, weakened by childbirth, and suffering from Bright’s disease—kidney failure. Helpless, Theodore went back and forth between their bedsides. His mother died at three o’clock in the morning of February 14. Alice died at two o’clock that afternoon. Only the baby survived.

Two hearses waited outside the double funeral service outside the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church. Many in the congregation wept at the sight of two rosewood coffins side by side.

Afterward, Theodore gave his favorite photograph of Alice to his aunt, saw to it that his newborn daughter was christened, handed her off to his sister Bamie to raise as if she were her own, and asked her to help close up the Roosevelt house; he could not bear to enter it again.

Then, just three days after the funeral, he hurried back to Albany and the legislative struggle. “From that time on there was a sadness about his face that he never had before,” a fellow assemblyman recalled. “You could not talk to him about it. He did not want anybody to sympathize with him. It was a grief that he had in his soul.”

He could only rarely bring himself to speak of Alice again, not even when speaking with the troubled daughter who would grow up bearing her name.
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In Theodore’s last letter to his wife, written from Albany a week before her death, he wanted her to know both how much he missed her and how well he’d done in his daily sparring match with the prizefighter he’d hired to teach him how to box.
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Alice Roosevelt was just twenty-two years old when her husband marked her passing in his diary. “She was beautiful in face and form, and lovelier still in spirit,” he would write in a formal tribute a few weeks later. “As a flower she grew, and as a fair young flower she died.”
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Two-year-old Alice Lee Roosevelt and Bamie Roosevelt, whom she called “Auntie Bye,” 1886. Bamie was “the single most important influence in my childhood,” Alice remembered, “the only one I really cared about when I was a child.”
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The Party Is Most of All

Roosevelt hurled himself back into committee work, reporting out as many as twenty-one bills on a single day. If he weren’t working so hard, he admitted to a friend, “I think I should go mad.” But he refused the nomination for a fourth assembly term. He needed to get away, he said, to the West, where he had spent a summer as a would-be rancher the year before.

But first, he had one more duty to perform. The Republican Party was gathering in Chicago to pick its presidential nominee. Roosevelt was a member of the New York delegation. The front-runner was Senator James G. Blaine of Maine—handsome, magnetic, and so corrupt, one editor wrote, that “he wallows in spoils like a rhinoceros in an African pool.” To Theodore, it was a vivid echo of the situation that had lured his late father into politics eight years earlier, and he determined to act so far as possible as he believed his father would have acted.

He helped lead a band of reform-minded delegates pledged to stop Blaine. One of his closest allies was a member of the Massachusetts House of Representatives and fellow Porcellian, Henry Cabot Lodge. So elegant and aristocratic his enemies called him “La-de-da Lodge,” he was as high-minded as Roosevelt and even better read. They would be intimate friends and allies almost all their lives.

Their candidate—George F. Edmunds, a clean but colorless senator from Vermont—never stood a chance. The best Roosevelt and his allies could manage to do was delay the vote, embarrass the eventual nominee—and anger party veterans, one of whom denounced Theodore as a “schoolboy” with an “inexhaustible supply of insufferable dudism and conceit.”

The battle was so bitter that when it ended many of Roosevelt’s allies bolted the Republican Party and voted Democratic rather than support its nominee. They expected him to do the same.

He did not. “The man is not everything,” he said; “the party is most of all.” Old friends accused him of abandoning principle, betraying the memory of his father. But Roosevelt had learned from his time in Albany. He’d chosen to go it alone at first, he remembered, and most of the bills he cared about had been blocked by resentful colleagues. “I suppose that my head was swelled,” he wrote. “That was my first lesson in real politics. It is just this: if you are cast on a desert island with only a screw-driver, a hatchet, and a chisel to make a boat with, why, go make the best one you can. It would be better if you had a saw, but you haven’t. So [it is] with men.” Unless he could find a better way to work with other politicians, he would never be able to do the things he wanted done or wield the power he already wished to wield; only by remaining a Republican, he now argued, would he ever have the chance to do good. Some old friends remained unconvinced. “The great good, of course,” one said, “was Teddy.”
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Theodore Roosevelt, New York delegate to the 1884 Republican convention. “I found Mr. Roosevelt to be a young man of rather peculiar qualities,” an Ohio delegate wrote. “He is a little bit young, and on that account has not quite so much discretion as he will have after a while.”
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One of a series of savage Puck cartoons by Bernhard Gillam that depicted Republican presidential nominee James G. Blaine indelibly tattooed with alleged sins and indiscretions that helped bring about a Democratic victory for Grover Cleveland that November.
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Black Care Rarely Sits Behind a Rider Whose Pace Is Fast Enough

Back in 1883, Theodore Roosevelt had begun to build himself a ranch house at Chimney Butte on the Little Missouri in the badlands of North Dakota. It had been an investment at first, and he would eventually sink half his fortune in it. But now, in the summer of 1884, the badlands became a refuge, a place to rebuild his broken spirit.

When he arrived he was brooding, uncharacteristically silent, unable to sleep. “Nowhere,” he wrote, “not even at sea, does a man feel more lonely than when riding over the far-reaching, seemingly never-ending plains; and after a man has lived a little while on or near them, their very vastness and loneliness and their melancholy monotony have a strong fascination for him.… Nowhere else does one seem so far off from all mankind.”

Ranching, Roosevelt believed, was “the pleasantest and healthiest and most exciting phase of American existence.” He was not alone. Hundreds of easterners were flocking to the plains that summer, eager to cash in on what was being called the “beef bonanza.”

Roosevelt was an exotic presence at first, once overheard urging his cowboys to “Hasten forward quickly there!” His men called him “Old Four-Eyes” behind his back; when one drunken cowboy dared say it to his face and threatened him with two revolvers, Roosevelt knocked him senseless.

But he eventually won respect, helping to build a second ranch house, called Elkhorn, with his own hands, enduring a monthlong roundup that covered almost a thousand miles, hunting down three thieves who had stolen his boat and marching them forty-five miles to the nearest sheriff’s office—and then carefully staging the capture again for the camera.

He spent weeks on the hunting trail, too, shooting 170 birds and animals on one camping trip through the Bighorns—including a grizzly bear felled at twenty paces, Roosevelt reported, with a bullet placed so “exactly between his eyes as if I had measured the distance with a carpenter’s rule.” All of it eased his burdens. “I have had … enough excitement and fatigue to prevent overmuch thought,” he wrote to Bamie, “and moreover I have been at last able to sleep well at night.”

The eleven months or so that Theodore Roosevelt spent off and on in the West between 1883 and 1887 changed him. Everyone could see it. His voice grew deeper, less shrill. “He weighed one hundred and fifty pounds,” a friend remembered, “and was clear bone, muscle and grit.” He had also proved he could hold his own among men of every class, and he had demonstrated to himself once again that action enabled him to conquer the grief that had threatened to destroy him. “Black care,” he wrote, “rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.”

“There were all kinds of things of which I was afraid at first,” Theodore Roosevelt remembered, “ranging from grizzly bears to ‘mean’ horses and gunfighters; but by acting as if I was not afraid I gradually ceased to be afraid. Most men can have the same experience if they choose.”

“If it had not been for my years in North Dakota,” he wrote, “I never would have become President of the United States.”
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Studio portrait of Theodore Roosevelt intended for the frontispiece of Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, the first of two books he wrote about his time in the West. He had designed his own fringed buckskin costume; his silver-mounted Bowie knife came from Tiffany’s. “I now look like a regular cowboy dandy,” he wrote Bamie, “with all my equipment finished in the most expensive style.”
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Theodore Roosevelt’s cattle brands, depicted in the Stockgrowers’ Journal, published in Miles City, Montana. The Chimney Butte Ranch—also called the Maltese Cross—was forty miles from the Elkhorn; to get from one ranch to the other required a rider to cross the Little Missouri more than twenty times.
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Roosevelt stands guard over his supposed captives on the bank of the Little Missouri. He really did hunt down and arrest three thieves, but the two men whose faces are mostly hidden here were actually employees who helped with the capture, while the identity of the third man is unknown.
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A thicket of antlers marked the eight-room Elkhorn Ranch house. In the evenings, a friend remembered, Roosevelt liked to sit in one of the rockers on the porch, reading poetry.
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Theodore and his favorite horse, Manitou. “Perfectly sure-footed … willing and spirited,” Manitou carried him for miles across the badlands—and away from his demons.
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Edith

On August 29, 1886, the New York Times reported, “The engagement was announced during the week of ex-Assemblyman Theodore Roosevelt and Miss [Edith] Carow of New York. Mr. Roosevelt is a widower, his first wife, formerly Miss [Lee] of Boston, died [two] years ago.”

When Bamie Roosevelt opened the paper and read of her brother’s supposed engagement, she demanded an immediate retraction. It was unthinkable that her brother, who had so recently lost his wife, would be planning to remarry so soon—and still more unthinkable that he could have become engaged to one of their closest childhood friends without her knowledge.

She was wrong. A letter arrived from Theodore a day or two later, begging her forgiveness. He and Edith had been secretly engaged for a year, it said. He planned to marry her in London before Christmas. “You could not reproach me one-half as bitterly for my inconstancy and unfaithfulness as I reproach myself for my inconstancy and unfaithfulness,” he told his sister. “Were I sure there were a heaven my one prayer would be I might never go there, lest I should meet those I loved on earth.”

He had believed so deeply that a second marriage would represent a betrayal of the departed that he had deliberately avoided coming in contact with Edith Carow for months after Alice’s death. But they had encountered one another by accident and began to see one another in secret, Theodore confining his diary entries to the single letter “E” to keep their courtship from prying eyes.

To his surprise, the Republican Party asked him to run for mayor that fall. He made a spirited run but came in a poor third, behind the Democratic winner and a Labor candidate, Henry George.

The next day, he boarded a ship bound for England using an assumed name to keep from drawing attention to the coming wedding. On December 2, 1886, a day when all of London was hung with fog, he and Edith were quietly married at St. George’s Church on Hanover Square.
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Etching of St. George’s Church by F. Hopkinson Smith
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    A page from the church register recording the marriage of Edith Kermit Carow, “Spinster,” to Theodore Roosevelt, “Ranchman”
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Edith Carow, photographed shortly before her marriage. She was refined, self-assured, and disciplined—“born mature,” as her friends liked to say—and she had been devoted to Theodore since childhood. But she was proud, too, and never quite got over the fact that she had been his second choice.

Credit 1.49



Sagamore

After the newlyweds returned to the United States in the spring of 1887, they moved into the newly completed house at Oyster Bay that Theodore and Alice Lee had planned together. It was no longer Leeholm; there was to be no reference made to Theodore’s first wife. Now it was Sagamore Hill—“Sagamore” being the Algonquin word for “chieftain.”

Edith asked to be allowed to raise Theodore’s daughter, Alice, as if she were her own. “It almost broke my heart to give her up,” Bamie remembered, and nothing Alice’s father or her stepmother could do ever made her feel wholly part of the family.

At Sagamore in September of 1887, Edith gave birth to a child of her own, Theodore Roosevelt Jr. Five more children would follow.

For the next thirty-two years, no matter what official role Theodore Roosevelt was called upon to play, no matter where his duties took him, his real home and headquarters would always be Sagamore Hill. “At Sagamore Hill,” he wrote, “we love a great many beautiful things—birds and trees and books, and all things beautiful, and horses and rifles and children and hard work and the joy of life. We have great fireplaces and in them the logs roar and crackle during the long winter evenings. The big piazza is for the hot-still afternoons of summer.… There could be no healthier and pleasanter place in which to bring up children than in that nook of old-time America around Sagamore Hill.”
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    The house in winter, surrounded by the snowy slopes on which Roosevelt and his children skied and tobogganed
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A family snapshot of Sagamore’s proud builder, in front of the dining-room fireplace, taken in 1894
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Alice sits at the center of this 1899 photograph, encircled by family pets and all her half siblings. Clockwise from left: Ted Jr., Ethel, Quentin, Kermit, and Archie
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    Edith leads Ethel down the driveway.
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    Alice and Ted Jr. watch their father teach football to an exuberant scrum of Roosevelt cousins.
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Theodore Roosevelt times a footrace between young Roosevelts in front of the barn at Sagamore Hill. “I love all these children and have great fun with them,” he told his sister-in-law, “and I am touched by the way they feel I am their special friend, champion and companion.” Both young Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt would prize every chance they had to join their cousins at Sagamore Hill.

Credit 1.55

[image: ]

Edith and Alice frolic with three family dogs on the lawn.
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A Thorn in Our Side

Roosevelt’s ranching adventure had ended in financial disaster. The coldest winter in recorded history swept across the plains in the winter of 1886–1887. Hundreds of thousands of cattle froze to death—including most of Theodore’s herd. “The losses are crippling,” he admitted to Bamie, and in the coming years he would often have to fall back on his writing simply to meet expenses. Before he was through he would publish some thirty-five volumes, on everything from bear hunting to Oliver Cromwell to what he believed to be the principles of Americanism.

In early 1888, he was hard at work on the first volume of what would become a best-selling four-volume history, The Winning of the West. “I’m a literary feller, not a politician these days,” he told a friend.

But he didn’t mean it. He was still only thirty, too young to abandon the political field, too eager for action to settle for life behind a desk. He campaigned hard that fall for General Benjamin Harrison, the successful Republican candidate for president, even though he privately thought him just “a genial little runt,” and was rewarded with appointment as one of three federal civil service commissioners in Washington. He made the most of it, battling publicly with the postmaster general, who had dismissed thousands of workers merely because they were Democrats. “That young man,” Harrison muttered, “wants to put the whole world right between sunrise and sunset.”

He also conducted probes of political appointees who tried to get around the law that made it illegal to demand campaign funds from federal employees.

“How do you do your cheating?” he asked one.

“Well,” the man answered, “we do our cheating honorably.”

“I have made this Commission a living force,” Roosevelt boasted, “and in consequence the outcry among the spoilsmen has become furious.” He proved so evenhanded that Grover Cleveland, Harrison’s Democratic successor, eventually asked him to stay on. “Well, my boy,” said a departing member of Harrison’s cabinet, “you have been a thorn in our side during four years. I earnestly hope that you will remain to be a thorn in the side of the next administration.”

Roosevelt learned the ways of Washington during his six years in the nation’s capital and he made friends who would prove useful to him later in his career. “There was a vital radiance about the man,” one Washingtonian remembered, “a glowing unfeigned cordiality toward those he liked that was irresistible.” But rooting out unqualified postmasters did not command the sustained national attention he craved. “I used to walk past the White House,” he remembered, “and my heart would beat a little faster as the thought came to me that possibly—possibly—I would some day occupy it as President.”

[image: ]

An 1889 Puck cartoon by Louis Dalrymple suggests that President Benjamin Harrison—wearing the too-large hat of his grandfather, President William Henry Harrison—will keep the impetuous Roosevelt from doing any real damage to the spoils system. But Roosevelt was soon “battling with everybody,” he wrote, “the little gray man in the White House looking on with cold and hesitating disapproval.”

Credit 1.57
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TR’s friend Henry Cabot Lodge, now a Massachusetts congressman, was instrumental in persuading Harrison
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