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INTRODUCTION
THE REAL THEODORE ROOSEVELT


I don’t think that any harm comes from the concentration of power in one man’s hands.

—Theodore Roosevelt



THEODORE ROOSEVELT was a bold, unforgettable character—cowboy, big-game hunter, Rough Rider, champion of the “strenuous life.” Now immortalized among the presidential sculptures on Mount Rushmore, he was a vibrant figure who fascinated the American public during his life. The trademark wire-frame spectacles, mustache, and toothy grin appeared in photographs everywhere.

Biographers and political historians, too, have been captivated by Roosevelt’s dynamic personality. Soon after Roosevelt’s death, William Roscoe Thayer called the former president “the supreme American,” saying he “spoke for America and for the civilization which he believed America fulfilled.”1 Six decades later, biographer Edmund Morris wrote, “No Chief Executive, certainly, has ever had so much fun.… His famous ‘presence’ charges the air about him. It is, in the opinion of one veteran politician, ‘unquestionably the greatest gift of personal magnetism ever possessed by an American.’ ”2 Historian David McCullough commented, “Mainly Theodore Roosevelt was interesting, interesting as no President had ever been. He was someone who could make things happen.”3

Even when biographers have looked beyond Roosevelt’s personal magnetism, they have tended to accept his stated aims at face value. In the book Theodore Roosevelt: A Strenuous Life, for example, Kathleen Dalton wrote, “He wanted to use the federal government as a moral force to serve the public good, to defend what he called social justice.”4 Like most biographers and political historians, Dalton described what Roosevelt did rather than reporting the consequences of his actions.

But one cannot properly assess an individual, especially a U.S. president, without understanding the consequences of his decisions. In my book FDR’s Folly, I explained the unintended consequences of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal that political historians had long ignored—namely, how it prolonged the Great Depression. In Wilson’s War, I explained how Woodrow Wilson was determined to do good by entering other people’s wars and building other people’s nations, but how the unintended consequences of his decisions included the rise of Hitler, Lenin, and Stalin, and ultimately the outbreak of World War II.

Though it has been ignored, the evidence against Theodore Roosevelt is just as persuasive as the cases against Franklin Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Contrary to what the many worshipful books written about him would have us believe, Roosevelt has proved to be a scourge rather than a salvation.

Bully Boy presents the real Theodore Roosevelt.

THE ROOSEVELT LEGACY

So what did Theodore Roosevelt actually do?


•Roosevelt declared that the United States must carry out “the proper policing of the world.”5 To him can be traced the doctrine that America should enter other people’s wars. Since his time, the United States has become involved in dozens of wars, and hundreds of thousands of American soldiers have died in wars that had little, if anything, to do with U.S. national security.

• Taxes are the biggest financial burden for most Americans—bigger than housing, food, health care, or anything else.6  Theodore Roosevelt inspired the successful campaign to enact one of the biggest and most intrusive of our taxes, the federal income tax. Originally intended to “soak the rich,” this tax ended up soaking all Americans.

• Roosevelt has enjoyed a reputation as a “trustbuster,” a foe of monopoly, but in fact he promoted monopolies. He authorized price-fixing, and his antitrust policy turned out to be an anticompetitive weapon for high-cost producers to secure benefits they couldn’t gain in the marketplace. The policy has disrupted markets and destroyed jobs.

• Roosevelt demanded regulations that crippled America’s biggest industry—the railroads—by undermining its ability to raise capital. The trend toward more and more costly government regulations, creating obstacles to growth and jobs, began with him.

• He signed a “pure food” law that led to increasing numbers of federal regulations pertaining to food and drugs. Regulations did little for pure food and a lot for special interests (like dairy farmers) who wanted to strike blows at their competitors (like margarine producers). To protect people from bad drugs, the federal government has sharply increased the costs of developing new drugs, and it has blocked access to good drugs, contributing to the deaths of thousands.

• In the name of “conservation,” Theodore Roosevelt squandered huge amounts of money and degraded much of our natural environment. He launched a federal dam-building program that flooded canyons, disrupted natural water flows, silted up waterways, raised water temperatures, lost huge amounts of water through evaporation, and increased the salinity of irrigated soil so much that very little could grow on it. Roosevelt’s national forest policies contributed to overgrazing of grasslands and to forest fires of unprecedented ferocity.



Those and other disasters have been consequences of Roosevelt’s “progressive” ideology. Believing that politicians could solve the problems of the world if only they were given enough power, Roosevelt reinterpreted the Constitution to permit a vast expansion of executive power. In his autobiography he said that he “declined to adopt the view that what was imperatively necessary for the Nation could not be done by the President unless he could find some specific authorization to do it.” Reflecting on the U.S. president’s power, he wrote that “it was not only his right but his duty to do anything that the needs of the Nation demanded unless such action was forbidden by the Constitution or by the laws.”7

According to biographer Henry Pringle, “It seldom occurred to Roosevelt that the duty of the executive was to carry out the mandates of the legislative.… Congress, he felt, must obey the president.”8 He wished to be both president and Congress at the same time. Roosevelt boasted, “I did greatly broaden the use of executive power.”9

Indeed, Roosevelt ushered in the practice of ruling by means of executive orders, bypassing the congressional legislative process. There had been presidential directives since the beginning, but they had seldom been used. During the presidency of Abraham Lincoln, they became known as executive orders. From Lincoln to Roosevelt’s predecessor, William McKinley, there was a total of 158 executive orders. Roosevelt, during his seven years in office, issued 1,007. It was under Roosevelt that the State Department first identified and numbered presidential executive orders.10 Only two other presidents issued more executive orders than he: his fellow progressive Woodrow Wilson (1,791) and his distant cousin Franklin Delano Roosevelt (3,723).11

Historians have gushed over Roosevelt’s sharp mind and his grasp of history and politics. He was, after all, a Harvard man, an omnivorous reader, the author of a couple dozen books. Biographer Dalton marvels that “his mind seemed to work double-time, absorbing books, knowledge, facts with lightning-quick understanding.”12 H. W. Brands reports that “he had read more than any [previous president] save possibly Jefferson and was broadly traveled both in the United States and overseas. He was as familiar with the West as with the East. A native northerner, he was by birth half a southerner. He understood local and state politics, from Manhattan’s Mulberry Street to the governor’s house in Albany. He knew the bosses and—more important—they knew him. He knew national politics, both from holding office in Washington under Republicans and Democrats and from frequent campaign tours across the land. He knew international affairs about as well as anyone other than a practicing diplomat.”13

For all his knowledge, however, Roosevelt failed to recognize the dangers of political power and war. He ignored the warnings of observers going as far back as Cicero, who wrote some two thousand years earlier. Instead, Roosevelt recklessly intervened in the lives of Americans and in the affairs of other nations, and we have seen the policy backfire. The more power government has had over people, the more intense the struggles to control it. Small issues became the occasion for big political battles. As a seemingly simple idea for reforming society played out through the political process, it was distorted by “logrolling” in Congress, by pressures from affected interest groups, and by bureaucrats who pursued their interests—lobbying for bigger staffs, bigger budgets, and more power. This is why laws frequently took on a life of their own and had consequences very different from what was intended.

DANGEROUS FOREIGN ADVENTURES

The most serious risks arose when the United States entered other people’s wars. Theodore Roosevelt claimed that war would make better men and a better world. He longed for the excitement of war, as he showed clearly in the Spanish-American War, when he resigned from his position as assistant secretary of the navy to enter the fighting and secure a measure of glory. Roosevelt declared that “we should regard with contempt and loathing the Americans … crying on behalf of peace, peace, when there ought not to be peace,” and he warned against “the Menace of Peace”—this from a man awarded the Nobel Peace Prize (for brokering a settlement between Russia and Japan).14 As we will see, he promoted war and conquest before, during, and after his presidency. His many targets over the years included Cuba, Hawaii, Venezuela, China, the Philippines, Panama, Chile, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Canada.

As president, Theodore Roosevelt reversed the traditional U.S. foreign policy of refraining from intervention in the affairs of other nations. Intervention had been the exception, but Roosevelt began to make it the rule. His motto was “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” Roosevelt realized it might be awkward for the United States to seize territory just because he wanted it, so he offered a high-minded rationale. He asserted that the United States must intervene in Central America and South America when a nation failed to “behave.” He declared, “Brutal wrong-doing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of the ties of civilized society, may finally require intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere the United States cannot ignore this duty.”15 This bold new policy, which became known as the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, marked a radical departure from American tradition.

Roosevelt put muscle behind these declarations. First, he promoted a big navy, not to defend the country from a specific threat but to be a tool for an expansionist foreign policy. “The primary concern of Roosevelt and his fellow-expansionists,” observed historian Howard K. Beale, “was power and prestige and the naval strength that would bring power and prestige.”16 In addition, he concentrated political power in the hands of presidents, making it much easier for him and his successors to pursue interventionist foreign policies. By expanding the use of executive agreements with foreign governments, he did an end run around the U.S. Senate’s power to approve treaties. In 1909, while he was still president, Roosevelt wrote, “The biggest matters, such as the Portsmouth peace, the acquisition of Panama, and sending the fleet around the world, I managed without consultation with anyone; for when a matter is of capital importance, it is well to have it handled by one man only.”17

Historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. explained, “In this spirit Roosevelt sent American forces into the Caribbean countries and, in some cases, even installed provisional governments—all without prior congressional authorization. Though protection of American citizens and property remained the pretext, the result in the Roosevelt and Taft administrations was a series of challenges to sovereign states.”18

Roosevelt’s most controversial intervention involved the seizure of the Isthmus of Panama. He had resolved to build a canal connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans so that the U.S. navy could be more easily mobilized in either ocean. Panama, then controlled by Colombia, was chosen as the best site, and when Colombia demanded more money than Roosevelt wanted to pay, he supported a revolution in Panama and made a $10 million deal with the new regime. He later boasted, “I took the Isthmus.” But as historian David McCullough said, “Roosevelt’s haste, his refusal—his inability—to see the Colombian position on the treaty as anything other than a ‘holdup,’ were tragically mistaken and inexcusable.”19 Is it prudent to have a U.S. president who seizes foreign territory when convenient?

Roosevelt’s other interventions—in Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, and Nicaragua—were small by later standards. But Roosevelt’s aggressive advocacy of intervention undoubtedly made his successors feel more comfortable about entering foreign wars. And his concentration of political power in the presidency certainly made it easier for them to do so.

In the past century, the American people suffered catastrophic consequences because Theodore Roosevelt established a new model of aggressive American interventionism abroad. His immediate successor, William Howard Taft, dispatched troops to Latin America. Soon thereafter Woodrow Wilson authorized an invasion of Mexico to catch a bandit and install a proper government (he ended up doing neither) and then ordered the occupation of Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Worst of all, Wilson entered World War I—a decision that, far from making “the world safe for democracy,” as he promised, paved the way for the rise of Hitler in Germany and Lenin in Russia. Following Roosevelt’s and Wilson’s interventionist policies, in 1950 President Harry Truman pursued an undeclared war in Korea, even though there had been no attack on the United States. Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, had previously acknowledged that Korea was of no strategic value for us, yet more than thirty-eight thousand American soldiers were killed there. A decade later, another progressive president, Lyndon Johnson, escalated U.S. intervention in Vietnam, and more than fifty-eight thousand Americans were killed in that undeclared war.

THROTTLING COMPETITION

One of the enduring images of Theodore Roosevelt is as the great “trustbuster,” the president who bravely faced down evil corporations to protect the American people. As president, Roosevelt championed antitrust laws on the premise that a free market, if left alone, tended to develop monopolies and only government intervention could maintain true competition. He denounced big businessmen as “malefactors of great wealth,” a phrase later used by Franklin D. Roosevelt during his antibusiness crusades.20 Theodore Roosevelt warned, “The fortunes amassed through corporate organization are now so large, and such vast power in those that wield them … to insure a healthy social and industrial life, every big corporation should be held responsible by, and be accountable to, some sovereign strong enough to control its conduct.”21

But for more than two decades before Roosevelt became president, output had been expanding and prices had been falling—the opposite of what one would expect if there were a lot of monopolies. Despite Roosevelt’s allegations about railroad monopolies, in the previous half century railroad mileage in the United States had increased more than 250-fold, and railroad rates were falling. Cheaper railroad rates undermined local monopolies by giving people the choice of buying economically priced goods from far away. Supporters of antitrust laws pointed to the “great merger wave” of the late 1890s as evidence of monopolization, but in fact, the total the number of commercial and industrial firms in the United States increased from 1.11 million in 1890 to 1.17 million in 1900 and 1.51 million in 1910, according to the U.S. Bureau of the Census. The business failure rate among commercial and industrial firms, and the average liability per failure, actually declined between 1890 and 1910.22

Contrary to Roosevelt’s claims, mounting evidence shows that monopolies are rare in free markets, as changing consumer tastes, changing business conditions, new technologies, and new competitors both foreign and domestic relentlessly challenge established companies. John D. Rockefeller earned his fortune refining kerosene from western Pennsylvania, but rivals discovered oil fields in Kansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas, and California as well as overseas. Among the new rivals who emerged before Roosevelt’s antitrust laws went into effect were Burmah Oil (1886), Union Oil (1890), Pure Oil (1895), Associated Oil & Gas (1901), Gulf (1901), Texaco (1902), and Royal Dutch Shell (1903). Rockefeller’s Standard Oil thrived because it was a low-cost competitor, investing in cost-cutting technology. Yet so intense was the competition that its market share declined.

Why, amid such circumstances, would anybody have been concerned about monopoly? Roosevelt was alarmed about the increasing size of major industrial corporations, even though they were dwarfed by rapidly expanding, competitive markets. In many cases corporations themselves, not consumers, were calling for intervention. “Competition was unacceptable to many key business and financial interests,” historian Gabriel Kolko observed, “and the merger movement was to a large extent a reflection of voluntary, unsuccessful business efforts to bring irresistible competitive trends under control.… As new competition sprang up, and as economic power was diffused throughout an expanding nation, it became apparent to many important businessmen that only the national government could rationalize the economy.… Contrary to the consensus of historians, it was not the existence of monopoly that caused the federal government to intervene in the economy, but the lack of it.”23

And what were the consequences of Theodore Roosevelt’s antitrust crusade? Far from protecting the consumer, antitrust laws have had the perverse effect of protecting politically connected companies from competition. With very few exceptions, monopolies have persisted only when government has enforced obstacles to competition, such as licensing restrictions or trade barriers. The companies that became the main targets of Roosevelt’s antitrust lawyers were those that created millions of jobs and brought a broader range of lower-priced, higher-quality products and services to millions of American consumers. Trust-busting became a major disruption in the American economy.

It has been that way ever since Roosevelt’s time, especially with the explosion of private antitrust lawsuits. For many years, more than a thousand private antitrust suits have been filed annually—perhaps fifteen to twenty-five times the number of antitrust lawsuits filed by the government.24 Private suits have been filed overwhelmingly by small, high-cost companies against larger, lower-cost rivals. The appeal of a private antitrust lawsuit is the potential to win triple damages. The effect of antitrust laws, promoted vigorously by Theodore Roosevelt, has been to restrict competition.

CRIPPLING INDUSTRY

The antitrust crusade accounts for only part of the damage Roosevelt did to the American economy. Insisting that private business posed a threat to the economy, he and other progressives in the government intervened in America’s largest industry, the railroads.

It didn’t matter that earlier government intervention in business had been a disaster. During the 1820s, many states subsidized construction of canals, hoping to promote commerce, but almost all of these projects lost money, and states defaulted on their debts. Then in the 1830s came a frenzy of state-subsidized railroad building. Taxpayers’ money financed bad decisions about railroad routes, bad construction, and, of course, corruption. The biggest American financial scandal of the nineteenth century, Crédit Mobilier, developed when crooked politicians and contractors exploited the government’s effort to build a transcontinental railroad. At the time, there wasn’t enough commercial demand for transcontinental shipping for the railroads to earn operating profits.

By the 1870s, it had become abundantly clear that government should stay out of the railroad business. But many farmers and small businessmen resented the railroads’ practice of discounting their rates for shippers sending goods long distances. Undoubtedly more than a few disliked railroads because they were a big business and because some railroad men had cozy relationships with politicians. Antirailroad agitation increased, and by the late 1880s, progressives were calling for a federal agency to regulate the railroads, allegedly in the public interest. The top priority was to stop railroads from discounting their shipping rates. As it happened, railroad rates had been going down, in part because of a monetary contraction that began during the 1870s and in part because government subsidies had encouraged the overbuilding of railroads. There were more railroads and more track than the market could support at that time. Railroads were desperate for business, and discounting was one way to get it.

Nowadays, nearly everybody appreciates the obvious consumer benefits of discounting, but a century ago progressive reformers like Theodore Roosevelt believed that bargains were bad for people. Progressives portrayed discounting from the standpoint of producers who resented competition. Discounting was denounced as unfair and “predatory”—an evil. The most reviled discounts were those given to big-volume customers. So when the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) was created in 1887, it began to suppress railroad-rate discounting, making rates more expensive for everybody.

Theodore Roosevelt didn’t begin the federal government’s interference in the railroad industry, but when he became president, he made it much worse. Roosevelt signed two restrictive laws, the Elkins Act (1903) and the Hepburn Act (1906). This government interference in the railroads’ standard long-haul/short-haul rate pricing discouraged cooperation among railroads—which might be construed as monopolistic—and prevented the development of a nationally integrated railroad system. By limiting the railroads’ ability to adapt their rates to changing supply-and-demand conditions, the ICC made it harder for them to consolidate different lines into rational systems that would simplify long-distance shipping for customers.

The unnecessary government intervention crippled America’s largest industry. Railroad rates of return declined, and railroads became less attractive as investments. According to railroad historian Albro Martin, from 1897 to 1907 an estimated $5.6 billion of capital that might have gone into railroads went elsewhere. “The great tragedy” of the government’s intervention, Martin wrote, was that it cost “the spirit of enterprise which had produced such remarkable results and which had seemed then to stand on the threshold of even greater accomplishments.”25 American railroads deteriorated, in dramatic contrast with automobiles, whose manufacturers were not subject to the same kind of suffocating regulations. By the 1970s, there were major railroad bankruptcies, government takeovers, and mounting losses.

THE CONSERVATION MYTH

Roosevelt is now celebrated in many quarters as a conservationist, a forerunner of today’s environmentalists. The National Park Service, for instance, hails him as the “father of conservation.”26 As in his other crusades, Roosevelt made it seem as if his calls for government control over the land represented a necessary—and noble—fight. The impetus for the conservation effort, he said, was that the nation was running out of its precious natural resources. Only the federal government could step in to preserve the environment.

But Roosevelt’s “conservation” schemes actually squandered resources and degraded the environment.

By establishing federal control over so much U.S. land, he defied the prevailing American view that land use decisions were best made by private individuals who had a stake in improving the value of their property. This view developed after common property regimes nearly destroyed the earliest colonies in Virginia and Massachusetts and strengthened in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as America transferred a quarter-billion acres of land to private settlers. Opposing further privatization, Roosevelt issued executive orders to keep millions of acres off the market, under government control. He established the U.S. Forest Service to manage forestland. Because Roosevelt substantially limited privatization, the federal government today controls about a third of the land in the United States, including national forests, national parks, and other properties.27

Putting so much land under the control of the government really didn’t conserve anything. Cattlemen overgrazed their herds on national forest lands, precisely because it was government property. In effect, nobody owned it. If one person’s herds didn’t eat all the grass, somebody else’s herds would get it, so the incentive was to consume as much grass as possible. Nobody had an incentive to maintain the value of government-owned land, because benefits might go to someone else. Ever since Roosevelt established national forests and national parks, overgrazing has been a serious problem.

To justify government control of forests, Roosevelt and his supporters issued warnings about “timber famine.” That problem never materialized, but many other problems did develop because of the conservation policies Roosevelt enforced throughout the country. Fire was considered bad for forests, so the Forest Service fought forest fires everywhere, and Smokey the Bear became famous. Forest fires were suppressed for decades and trees grew more densely. Moreover, Forest Service officials ordered reductions in logging, which accelerated the buildup of combustibles in national forests. As a result of these factors, instead of many small fires, there were huge conflagrations, which were hard to fight and terribly destructive. Intense forest fires have devastated Yellowstone National Park, for example. Millions of acres of forests have been destroyed as a consequence of “conservationist” Theodore Roosevelt’s decision to expand federal control over American land. As James Ridenour notes in The National Parks Compromised, “The government has just not taken care of these beautiful treasures.”28

Other environmental problems emerged as a result of the vast, government-subsidized irrigation projects that Roosevelt promoted to attract settlers to arid western states. Many of those settlers had little or no experience with irrigation farming. As journalist Marc Reisner explains in his book Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water, these farmers “overwatered and mismanaged their crops; they let their irrigation systems silt up.”29

Supposedly a foe of monopolies, Roosevelt approved unfair government practices that squeezed out private dam builders and helped the Bureau of Reclamation gain a dam-building monopoly. This government monopoly led to waste on a colossal scale. More water has been lost due to evaporation from reservoirs in hot deserts than has been needed for human consumption in major western cities like Los Angeles. Reisner has pointed out that California’s livestock and cotton industries, which developed as a result of government-subsidized irrigation, “consumed much more water than everyone in urban California.” He called the feeding of irrigated grass to cows “as wasteful a use of water as you can conceive.”30

Roosevelt’s conservation schemes certainly didn’t make financial sense. Many of the government projects developed as ways to help western-state politicians gain political influence by increasing their states’ populations. In the name of “reclamation,” Roosevelt decided that eastern-state taxpayers should subsidize the vast irrigation projects necessary to attract people to farm arid western lands. After the Reclamation Act passed in 1902, reclamation projects had to be spread around to appease various senators and congressmen. Many of the locations made no sense and brought financial ruin to the inexperienced farmers who settled them. The American economy took a hit. Economist Robert H. Nelson, who worked in the Department of the Interior for many years, reported that “over the course of the twentieth century, the federal government would recover only 20 cents of every dollar of capital construction costs for the agricultural components of Bureau [of Reclamation] projects.”31 They transferred scarce resources from more productive uses to less productive uses, thereby making the United States less prosperous than it otherwise would have been.

Government water projects proved to be horrendously expensive. Rivers had to be dammed, vast systems were built to distribute the water, and sometimes siphon systems were built to make water flow uphill, over mountains, to reach a destination that might be hundreds of miles away. On top of all this might be added the cost of desalinization plants to reduce the salinity of used water.

If politicians had not bought into Theodore Roosevelt’s quest for “conservation,” the United States would not have been harmed with either the environmental degradation or the financial costs we endured in the past century.

CRAZY CRUSADES AGAINST GOOD FOOD

Theodore Roosevelt embraced the view that entrepreneurs were selling Americans bad meat, adulterated food, and spurious drugs. But the American food supply was safer than ever, thanks to new food preservation technologies, including canning, refrigeration, and freezing. More efficient railroad systems delivered food to markets faster, further reducing spoilage. Some great fortunes were made by nineteenth-century entrepreneurs who established reliable brand names such as Campbell’s soup, Borden’s condensed milk, Heinz’s tomato ketchup, Post’s Grape-Nuts, and Van Camp’s pork and beans.

On June 30, 1906, Roosevelt signed the Meat Inspection Act largely in response to hysteria caused by Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle, which depicted filthy conditions in small, local slaughterhouses. But those slaughterhouses were going out of business as big Chicago-based meatpackers (Swift, Armour, Morris, and Hammond) expanded by shipping lower-priced dressed meat in refrigerated railroad cars to distant markets. The big Chicago meatpackers actually welcomed more government inspection of meat, since it could help accelerate the decline of their undercapitalized competitors that were giving the American meat business a bad name, especially in export markets.32 Indeed, the Chicago meatpackers had supported the original (1891) federal Meat Inspection Act for the same reason. When Roosevelt signed the 1906 law, there already were federal inspectors in slaughterhouses because of the 1891 law. Any problems that existed occurred in the presence of federal meat inspectors.

On June 30, 1906, Roosevelt also signed the Pure Food and Drugs Act, which mainly called for more truthful labeling. Who could possibly object to more information on food labels?

The agency responsible for enforcing the law, the Agriculture Department’s Bureau of Chemistry, was run by Harvey Washington Wiley, who used his power to launch some crusades that had little to do with “pure food” and everything to do with politics. He attacked corn syrup, rectified whiskey, and even Coca-Cola (which he compared to strychnine and alleged was addictive) as “adulterated” substances. Wiley’s wild claims about a crisis of adulterated foods were contradicted by his own Bureau of Chemistry, which took extensive food samples from around the United States and found that only 6 percent could be considered adulterated.

Roosevelt biographer Edmund Morris disparaged one opponent of the Pure Food and Drugs Act as a person who “believed government had no right to prevent consumers from poisoning themselves.”33 A more informed view came from economists Clayton A. Coppin and Jack High: “A striking fact about the Pure Food and Drugs Act of 1906, a fact with which every interpretation must come to terms, is that urban workers and families did not agitate for its passage or enforcement. No general outbreak of disease or death from food in the cities was recorded. No epidemic of malnutrition swept through the urban populace. No public outcry over food was ever heard from the working classes. The movement for a national food law came from food commissioners, agricultural chemists, manufacturers of expensive foods, representatives from rural agricultural states, and a small number of middle-class women. The rhetoric of regulation was ‘pure food for the mass consumer,’ but its impetus came from the professional classes.”34

Roosevelt’s federal “pure food” law blossomed into the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which issued regulations making it increasingly difficult for pharmaceutical companies to get new drugs approved. In the name of safety, the testing requirements became tougher, and more than a decade could pass from the time a promising compound was identified until it gained FDA approval. While years of testing saved many people from taking drugs with terrible side effects, it also denied critically ill patients access to life-saving drugs such as beta-blockers (for heart problems), and thousands died.

BLOOD MONEY

Theodore Roosevelt played a key role ushering in the graduated income tax.

After the Civil War income tax expired in 1872, western and southern state politicians began clamoring to bring it back so that the cost of the federal government could be pushed onto “the rich”—especially taxpayers in the East. Western and southern interest groups resented high tariffs, the principal source of federal revenue. Tariffs enriched politically connected interest groups and forced consumers everywhere to pay more for the goods they bought. The Panic of 1893 ushered in a depression, tariff revenue declined, and the federal government imposed a new income tax in an effort to avert a budget crisis. This flat tax—on 2 percent of net income above $4,000—affected less than 1 percent of earners.35 The regional impact was likely to be much like that of the Civil War income tax: An estimated 80 percent of income tax revenue came from four states that had only 20 percent of representation in Congress.36 In 1895, the Supreme Court struck down the income tax because it violated the constitutional requirement that a direct tax be in proportion to population. This ruling was intended to discourage some people from trying to exploit others with discriminatory taxes.

Progressives didn’t see any way to “soak the rich” without encountering the same constitutional objection, and they turned their attention to other issues. For nine years, not much was heard about an income tax. Then, in April 1906, Theodore Roosevelt resurrected the idea. In his December 1906 State of the Union message he declared, “There is every reason why, when next our system of taxation is revised, the National Government should impose a graduated inheritance tax, and, if possible, a graduated income tax.”

This proclamation energized progressive boosters of an income tax, and in July 1909 Congress approved an amendment to the Constitution permitting an income tax. The amendment was ratified on February 3, 1913. The first income tax law passed by Congress exempted about 98 percent of earners, but the income tax quickly became a people’s tax, not aimed only at the rich. Democratic congressman Cordell Hull, who did more than anyone else to draft the law, claimed that the income tax would lead the government to be more careful about spending other people’s money. But because the income tax made it easier for the government to get money, a spending spree resulted. Income tax rates became confiscatory during major wars, and though rates were reduced afterward, they never returned to prewar levels.

Today more than 130 million personal income tax returns are filed annually.37 The income tax remains discriminatory—or, to use Roosevelt’s euphemism, “graduated.” The top 50 percent of earners pay an estimated 96 percent of income tax revenues; in other words, they are paying more for government services than others.38 But everybody incurs the cost, time, and mental anguish of dealing with complex tax regulations, intrusive IRS agents, and sometimes audits, liens, and seizures. The income tax turned out to be a cruel joke on everybody who was expecting to get a completely free ride.

A BLIND SPOT FOR POWER

Generations of political historians have celebrated Theodore Roosevelt’s good intentions, yet accumulating evidence makes clear that his policies backfired badly and harmed people who were supposed to have been helped.

In light of the hundreds of millions of people killed by governments during the past century,39 it’s chilling to realize that Roosevelt had a blind spot for the perils of political power and even became an apologist for dictatorship. The year he became president, for instance, he wrote a biography of Oliver Cromwell, the seventeenth-century British military commander who established a dictatorship and crushed the Irish. “Though it must be freely admitted that in its later years the government of Cromwell was in form and substance a tyranny,” Roosevelt wrote, “it must be no less freely acknowledged that he used with wisdom and grandeur the power he had usurped.… On the whole, England and Scotland fared well under Oliver Cromwell.”40

What made Theodore Roosevelt believe the problems of the world could be solved if only politicians had enough power? Why, since he didn’t like private monopolies, did he promote government monopolies? Why did he demand more government interference in business, after government interference had led to corruption and waste? Why, after all the war horrors people had suffered through the centuries, did Roosevelt believe war was glorious? In this book, I attempt to answer these and many other questions about Roosevelt’s doctrines that continue to cause serious problems for us today.

It’s past time to evaluate Theodore Roosevelt not according to his intentions or personality but according to the consequences of his actions.


CHAPTER ONE
WHY DID ROOSEVELT BELIEVE MORE GOVERNMENT POWER WOULD SOLVE PEOPLE’S PROBLEMS?

THEODORE ROOSEVELT believed that if only politicians had enough power, they could solve the world’s problems. Heralding the era of big government, he urged “far more active governmental interference with social and economic conditions in this country.”1 Although Abraham Lincoln dramatically expanded the power of the federal government during wartime, the peacetime expansion of federal power began with Theodore Roosevelt. Disregarding the dismal history of arbitrary and oppressive government, he declared, “I think [the presidency] should be a very powerful office, and I think the President should be a very strong man who uses without hesitation every power the position yields.”2 At another point he said, “I believe in a strong executive. I believe in power.”3

Where did these beliefs originate? The defining event of Theodore Roosevelt’s life was the American Civil War. It showed how a powerful federal government could forge people into a single nation. As the Harvard-educated poet and critic James Russell Lowell wrote, “every man feels himself a part, sensitive and sympathetic, of a vast organism.”4

During the war, federal spending expanded by a factor of 20.5 Even after postwar military cutbacks, the U.S. army remained about 50 percent larger than it had been before the war.6 Postwar federal spending was four or five times higher than before the war, and spending never returned to prewar levels.7 War debts forced the federal government and state governments to scramble for tax revenues.8 Rather than pay off its debts, the federal government spent substantial sums to finance pensions for Civil War veterans and schemes such as a transcontinental railroad.

During the postwar years, many Americans looked to government for solutions to their problems. In 1865, Illinois governor Richard Yates remarked that “The war … has tended, more than any other event in the history of our country, to militate against the Jeffersonian idea, that ‘the best government is that which governs least.’ The war has not only, of necessity, given more power to, but has led to a more intimate provision of the government over every material interest of society.”9

Before the Civil War, the most revered of the American Founders was Thomas Jefferson. His antislavery writings had inspired the abolitionists, and his other writings—especially the Declaration of Independence—articulated a compelling vision of a libertarian, democratic society with a government of strictly limited powers. But after the war, Jefferson’s reputation plummeted. Nobody wanted to hear about Jefferson, who had defended the right to secede from the Union, after some 625,000 people had been killed in the war to preserve the Union. As Theodore Roosevelt’s contemporary, the historian Henry Adams, remarked: It was “always safe to abuse Jefferson.”10

After the Civil War, the most revered Founder was Alexander Hamilton, George Washington’s secretary of the Treasury, who championed a strong central government. Hamilton helped establish a central bank and managed federal finances to make possible an expansion of government power. His efforts to impose a federal excise tax on whiskey—part of his plan to have the federal government assume responsibility for paying off state debts after the Revolutionary War—triggered the 1794 Whiskey Rebellion among Pennsylvania farmers. The writer and editor George W. Curtis wrote a friend: “Have you thought what a vindication this [Civil War] is of Alexander Hamilton? He was one of our truly great men, as Jefferson was the least of the truly great.”11 Henry Cabot Lodge, for many years one of Theodore Roosevelt’s best friends, produced a biography of Hamilton and an edition of his writings. Roosevelt declared, “I am a Hamiltonian in my governmental views, especially with reference to the need of the exercise of broad powers by the National Government.”12

CHILD OF THE CIVIL WAR

Theodore Roosevelt’s own family had split views about the Civil War. Born on October 27, 1858, in his family’s New York City house at 28 East Twentieth Street,13 Roosevelt was a toddler when President Lincoln authorized the attack against the South. Roosevelt’s maternal grandmother Martha Stewart Elliott was from Georgia, her daughter Martha Bulloch—Roosevelt’s mother—supported the South, and a number of her relatives served in the Confederate army.14 But his father Theodore Roosevelt Sr. supported the North.15

Roosevelt was delighted that the North won. “For the rest of his life,” observed biographer Kathleen Dalton, “Theodore expressed powerful emotion when he argued for the constructive effects of the Civil War. He saw it as an apocalyptic battle of the faithful against the forces of evil, which was the view promoted by Protestant clergymen who infused the war with biblical meaning. They taught that from the spilling of blood sins would be remitted.”16

Roosevelt, however, was ashamed that his father had paid a substitute to fight for him during the Civil War. Although this practice was perfectly legal, young Theodore considered it a blot on the family name, and he resolved to somehow distinguish himself in combat. But he was a frail child who suffered from asthma. Theodore Sr., a businessman and philanthropist managing enterprises his own father had developed, tried many things with his son before he decided that the best bet was vigorous physical exercise. Young Theodore lifted weights, pursued gymnastics, took wrestling lessons, learned how to swim, rode horses, hiked, and more. His asthma became less of an issue but was never completely eliminated.17

At fourteen, Roosevelt found that he enjoyed killing wild animals, and he was given a double-barreled shotgun.18 The family traveled extensively throughout Europe and the Middle East. In Egypt, for instance, hunting was a highlight. He recalled, “I have had great enjoyment from the shooting here, as I have procured between one and two hundred skins.”19

An avid reader, particularly of history, Roosevelt favored violent stories with heroes and warfare.20 In 1876 he entered Harvard College, America’s oldest college though not yet the rigorous institution it would later become. At Harvard, Roosevelt met Henry Cabot Lodge, who was teaching history with meager success. When students were no longer forced to take his course, enrollment plunged from fifty to three.21 While still an undergraduate, Roosevelt began work on his first book, The Naval War of 1812. He blamed that war on Thomas Jefferson’s failure to build an adequate navy. Roosevelt’s writing portrayed fighting as something glorious. Biographer H. W. Brands remarked that the book was “a story of war by one who obviously had never witnessed or experienced the real thing.”22

In February 1878, Roosevelt was shocked by his father’s death, at age forty-six, from cancer.23 The estate yielded young Theodore an annual income of about $8,00024—enough, in those days, for a comfortable life. On his twenty-second birthday he married his neighbor Alice Lee, whom Brands described as “tall and athletic, with wide, pale blue-gray eyes, long golden curls, a pert, slightly upturned nose, a dainty mouth, and a bright, ready smile (friends and relatives called her ‘Sunshine’).”25 Six months later, Roosevelt enrolled at Columbia University Law School. He didn’t like corporate law, in particular the caveat emptor principle (“let the buyer beware”), which applied even more to politicians than to consumer goods.26 He and Alice traveled to Europe. A highlight of the trip was their visit to Napoleon’s tomb. “I do not think there is a more impressive sepulcher on earth than the tomb,” he remarked. “It is grandly simple.”27 Already Roosevelt was apparently an admirer of the French dictator and conqueror.

HANGING OUT WITH POLITICIANS

After two years, Roosevelt lost interest in law and dropped out of law school. He began to hang out with local politicians. About once a week, he visited Morton Hall, a Fifty-ninth Street saloon where officeholders and aspiring officeholders discussed schemes for the next election.28 There he met Joseph Murray, a former functionary in the Democratic Tammany Hall political machine. Murray, who had bolted to the Republicans, needed someone to run for the New York State Assembly from the Twenty-first District. Roosevelt was interested, and in November 1881 he was elected.

In Albany, Roosevelt found himself surrounded by so much corruption that he ought to have learned that government was an unlikely means of doing good. According to Brands, “The worst grafters could be found introducing the most stringent anticorporate regulatory schemes, only to abandon them in committee when the required contributions came in. At other times the same legislators could give the most impassioned speeches against obviously crooked bills, and then, after similar reconsideration by the corporations, attach cosmetically appealing but essentially meaningless amendments and vote in favor.”29

Ignoring the corruption around him, Roosevelt made a name for himself by joining a campaign to extract more tax revenue from Manhattan Elevated, a mass transit company. He considered higher taxes a “progressive” measure.30 At first, he had the courage to demand an investigation of Judge Thomas Westbrook, accused of accepting payoffs to support the takeover of Manhattan Elevated by speculator Jay Gould.31 There was an investigation, but, aided by some bribery, a majority of the Judiciary Committee determined that Westbrook hadn’t done anything wrong.32 Roosevelt later acknowledged that he might have been wrong.33

In January 1883 Roosevelt was elected Speaker of the Assembly and soon found himself making compromises. He voted for price controls on subway fares—the “Five Cent Bill” aimed to reduce the fare from 10 cents to a nickel.34 New York’s governor Grover Cleveland, however, believed the bill was unconstitutional and vetoed it. When Cleveland was hailed as a man of principle, Roosevelt acknowledged the error of his ways. Speaker Roosevelt’s prestige took another hit when one of his Republican allies, Assemblyman Henry L. Sprague, was accused of corruption, including a charge that he asked legislators to vote on bills not once but a number of times.35

Although Roosevelt considered himself a reformer, in 1884 he campaigned for Republican presidential candidate James Blaine, known for giving government jobs to as many of his cronies as possible and for accepting bribes to promote railroad land grants—the opposite of what Roosevelt supposedly stood for. During the presidential campaign, Roosevelt hammered Blaine’s opponent Grover Cleveland for belonging to the Democratic Party, which he blamed for the South’s seceding from the Union and provoking the Civil War.36

Roosevelt ought to have learned that power corrupts and that government could never be counted on to do good, but somehow he reached the opposite conclusion. He ran for mayor of New York City in 1886 and came in third, partly because many Republicans believed the Democratic candidate Abram S. Lee was a better bet to defeat the radical candidate Henry George, who hoped to solve social problems by imposing a single tax on land.37 Two years later, Roosevelt campaigned for the Republican presidential candidate Benjamin Harrison. Democrat Grover Cleveland won a majority of the votes cast, but Harrison won a majority of electoral votes and therefore the election. Roosevelt wanted a job with the new administration in Washington.38 His preference was for something in the State Department, where he could become involved with foreign affairs.39

POLITICAL CORRUPTION EVERYWHERE

Harrison offered to name Roosevelt the Civil Service commissioner, responsible for enforcing the Civil Service Act. The act had been passed in 1883 following the assassination of President James A. Garfield two years before by a disgruntled federal bureaucrat. The law was supposed to curb the spoils system—a president’s practice of firing competent bureaucrats from rival political parties and hiring people, often incompetent, from his own political party.40

Reforming the Civil Service became a political movement of sorts. “The movement’s literature has about it all the faded ludicrousness of Moral Rearmament,” biographer Edmund Morris observed. “How could intellectuals, politicians, socialites, churchmen, and editors campaign so fervently on behalf of customs clerks, Indian school superintendents, and Fourth-Class postmasters? How could they wax so lyrical about quotas, certifications, political assessments, and lists of eligibles? How, indeed, could one reformer entitle his memoirs The Romance of the Merit System?”41

But the Civil Service commissioner headed a token agency, responsible for only about 28,000 low-level federal jobs, a quarter of the total. Another 112,000 federal jobs weren’t subject to the merit system. Moreover, the power of the commissioner was limited. As Morris explained, “A Commissioner might personally investigate cases of examination fraud in Kansas, or political blackmail in Maine (provided he could find enough money in the budget to get there), but even if the evidence uncovered was flagrant, he could do little more than recommend prosecution to the Cabinet officer responsible.”42 And the recommendations could be rejected.43

Roosevelt reported that federal hiring practices, supposedly based on merit, were riddled with fraud.44 Politically acceptable candidates were given the answers to questions they would be asked on Civil Service examinations.45 The examination grades of politically unacceptable candidates were lowered.46 According to biographer Paul Grondahl, “Roosevelt immediately terminated a postmaster in Indiana who had been operating a gambling room at his station. Roosevelt rooted out scores of newspaper editors who had been put on the government payroll for supporting Harrison’s favorable editorials and positive coverage. Republican supporters who had been promised jobs were brought in to replace Democratic postmasters at a rate of one every five minutes in the early days of the new administration.”47

Roosevelt battled with John Wanamaker, the Philadelphia department store entrepreneur who served as Harrison’s postmaster general and was a strong defender of the spoils system. Wanamaker was relentless in his efforts to clear Democrats out of the federal government and hire Republicans regardless of merit.48

Grondahl suggested that merit hiring would have been throttled by the sluggish pace of the federal bureaucracy: “Politicians and high-ranking government officials lingered over late breakfasts, broke for full-service lunches, closed their offices in late afternoon, made the rounds of lavish society dinners, took extended breaks for major holidays, and essentially shut down the operations of the Capitol during a lengthy summer recess.”49

In the 1892 presidential election, Cleveland defeated Harrison, and Roosevelt was soon struggling to prevent Democratic officials from hiring incompetents.50 He decided against running for mayor of New York City in 1894. William L. Strong, a Republican businessman, won and appointed Roosevelt police commissioner.

Grondahl described the corruption Roosevelt faced in New York City: “The streets surrounding Police Headquarters were narrow and cobbled, crowded with grimy tenement buildings, riotous taverns and bustling brothels … the gloomy and prisonlike Police Headquarters—where rats roamed the filthy basement and human vermin came and went on the ground floors—was located in a cauldron of crime and vice, peopled with street hustlers and hoodlums, grifters and con men, prostitutes and alcoholics. At the top of this food chain of graft and corruption were the police officers themselves. Although the average patrolman possessed only rudimentary reading and writing skills, he was a highly evolved Tammany species who had perfected the art of intimidation, extortion, and bribery among shopkeepers and merchants.” The 1894 Lexow Commission produced a report with some ten thousand pages of documentation about police bribes and kickbacks.51

Roosevelt aggressively fought corruption, starting with police chief Thomas F. Byrnes, who extorted money from rich and poor alike, either to provide protection against criminals or to ignore violations of laws. When questioned about the sources of his wealth, Byrnes cited good advice from the Wall Street speculator Jay Gould.52 Byrnes was forced out. Roosevelt began prowling the streets at night, looking for cops goofing off. He found plenty who, instead of walking their beats, were sleeping, gambling, or whiling away their time in eateries.53

Roosevelt became a crusader who tried to enforce rather than repeal bad laws. He earned notoriety enforcing “blue laws” against serving liquor on Sundays or after 1:00 A.M. on any other day. He shut down saloons and arrested the owners. There were vehement protests against Roosevelt’s prohibition crusade, especially from German and Irish immigrants. Germans led protest marches involving thousands of people who just wanted to enjoy a Sunday gathering at a beer garden. Newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst played to the widespread resentment against Roosevelt’s arrogant interference with the pleasures of ordinary folks: “East Side, West Side all around the town, yesterday went King Roosevelt I, ruler of New York and patron saint of dry Sundays.”54

The law applied to saloons but not restaurants. Roosevelt recalled in his autobiography that “a magistrate was found who decided judicially that seventeen beers and one pretzel made a meal—after which decision joy again became unconfined in at least some of the saloons, and the yellow press gleefully announced that my ‘tyranny’ had been curbed.”55

Brands added, “A second loophole exempted hotels, presumably on grounds that out-of-staters shouldn’t be subjected to New York’s peculiar habits. Many saloons therefore reconstituted themselves as hotels, renting out a few rooms above the main body of the premises. Since these weren’t honest hotels, they attracted few honest guests; instead they catered to those who preferred to rent beds by the hour. To his dismay Roosevelt discovered that by trying to stamp out the small vice of Sunday imbibing, he had contributed to the larger one of prostitution.”56

Nevertheless, Roosevelt began to gain a national reputation as a reformer. But the people who knew him best—in New York State—resented him as a nuisance interfering with their pursuit of simple pleasures.

PLAYING COWBOY

At a party in New York City in May 1883, Roosevelt met H. H. Gorringe, who shared his interest in military history and hunting. Gorringe suggested that they go to the Dakota Territory for buffalo hunting. By September, Roosevelt—without Gorringe, as it turned out—said good-bye to his pregnant wife Alice and embarked on what would be the first of many trips to the West.57 According to biographer Brands, “His primary goal was to add to his life list of animal trophies.”58 He reportedly was so delighted at killing his first bison that he danced a jig around the carcass.59 The future conservationist was doing his part to push the bison toward extinction.

Roosevelt was captivated by the vast open spaces, spectacular scenery, and hardy people he encountered. More than most affluent easterners who visited the West, Roosevelt enjoyed tough jobs like rounding up cattle.60 After the deaths
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