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	THE MEN WHO LED

	SERIES PREFACE

	On the Study of Those Who Governed

	

	

	Every generation inherits the leadership of a previous one. Not merely the policies and the institutions and the legal frameworks that the previous generation's leaders built or failed to build, but the example, the living argument that the record of a specific person in a specific office at a specific moment makes, to every subsequent person who studies it seriously, about what the exercise of public power actually looks like from the inside, what it costs, what it produces, and what it finally means to have been in a position to shape the conditions of other people's lives and to have used that position in the specific ways the record documents. The inheritance of the example is more durable than the inheritance of the policy, because policies are repealed and institutions are reformed and legal frameworks are revised, but the example, the portrait of character under pressure that the historical record preserves with the merciless fidelity of documented consequence, endures, available to be studied and learned from and argued with by every subsequent generation that chooses to engage with it seriously.

	This series exists because the engagement is worth making, and because the books that have most reliably produced it, the great political biographies of the past century, from Sandburg's Lincoln to Robert Caro's Johnson to Edmund Morris's Roosevelt have demonstrated, through their best passages and their most illuminating judgments, that the serious study of how specific people governed specific countries at specific moments in history produces something that no amount of abstract political theory can replicate: the specific, irreducibly particular knowledge of what governing is actually like, what its possibilities and limitations feel like from the position of the person attempting it, and what the difference is between a life spent in the arena and a life spent describing the arena from outside it. The Men Who Led is an attempt to produce this knowledge, as reliably and as honestly as the historical record permits, about the men who governed the United States across the full span of its history as a nation of consequence in the world, from the founders who invented the office to the twentieth-century presidents who expanded and tested and, in certain cases, nearly destroyed it.

	What the Series Is

	Each volume in The Men Who Led is a full biographical treatment of a single American president, not a survey, not an assessment of the policy record alone, not a character sketch, but a complete engagement with the life from its origins to its end, in the conviction that the presidency cannot be understood apart from the person who held it, and that the person cannot be understood apart from the full arc of the life that preceded and followed the years in office. The presidency is the gravitational centre of each biography, but the orbit is wide. The childhood matters. The education matters. The private life matters. The years before the White House and the years after it, when they exist, matter. The specific ways in which the person's character, formed by heredity and circumstance and the accumulated decisions of a life lived before public power was available, expressed itself through the specific instruments the presidency provided matter as much as any specific legislative achievement or diplomatic triumph that the policy record records.

	The series is organised, within each volume, as literary non-fiction biography, the form that places the highest simultaneous demands on historical accuracy and narrative force, that requires the biographer to document everything the historian is required to document while producing the kind of reading experience that the novelist's craft is designed to produce, and that has, in its best examples, proved capable of making the historical record as vivid and as urgently present as any work of imagination. The commitment to accuracy is absolute: every specific claim of fact in these books is documented in the sources, and the sources are primary where primary sources exist. The commitment to literary quality is equally absolute: a biography that is accurate but unreadable has failed at the primary task that distinguishes biography from archive, which is the task of making the dead present to the living with enough vividness and enough complexity that the living can actually learn from the encounter.

	The Question of Honesty

	The series is committed, in every volume, to a standard of honesty about its subjects that the biographical tradition has not always maintained. The great men and women of history have attracted biographers who admire them, and the admiration, entirely natural, since it is usually the admiration that motivates the years of work that a serious biography requires, has a tendency to produce portraits that are more flattering than the full record warrants. The failures are explained rather than examined. The limitations are contextualised rather than confronted. The portrait that emerges is recognisably the person but is subtly, systematically softened in ways that protect the reader's admiration at the cost of their understanding.

	This series resists that softening, and the resistance is not a literary affectation or a journalistic instinct toward exposure but a genuine conviction about what makes biography useful. Biography is useful to the degree that it illuminates, that the reader who finishes a volume understands something about how power operates and what it costs and what it produces, about what character looks like under the specific pressures that governance applies, about the relationship between private virtue and public achievement and the ways in which they do and do not align and this illumination requires honesty about the failure as much as the achievement, because the failure is where the character is most fully revealed. The president who succeeds magnificently and fails magnificently and contains both the success and the failure within the same character is a more useful subject of study, more genuinely instructive about what governance requires and what human beings are actually like than the president who is presented as having succeeded without significant qualification.

	On the Series Title

	The title The Men Who Led requires a brief explanation, both for what it includes and for what it acknowledges that it excludes. The series covers the American presidency from its inception to the late twentieth century, and the American presidency across the full span of that period was occupied exclusively by men. The title is descriptive rather than prescriptive, it names what the historical record contains, not what the author or the publisher believes the record should contain or what future volumes may eventually address as the historical record continues to accumulate. The title is not an endorsement of the exclusion it describes. It is an acknowledgment of it, which is the appropriate relationship that a biographically honest series should maintain with the historical facts it is documenting.

	Within the category of men who led, the series does not limit itself to the men who led well, or to the men whom historians have traditionally ranked highly, or to the men whose records are most comfortable to examine at length. Some of the most instructive volumes in the series will be the volumes about presidents who failed, who failed to rise to the occasions their moments presented, who misused the power their office gave them, who fell short of the promise their character had seemed to offer, and whose failures illuminate, by negative example, the specific qualities that the successful exercise of presidential power requires. The presidency is not a test that the great always pass and the ordinary always fail. It is a test that most people who face it fail in some significant dimension, and the study of the failing is as important to the series' purpose as the study of the succeeding.

	The First Volume

	Theodore Roosevelt is the first subject of this series for reasons that are historical and thematic and, in a sense that this preface has been trying to articulate, foundational. He is the first president who is fully recognisable as a modern president, the first to use the bully pulpit in the systematic way that the twentieth century would make routine, the first to build the regulatory framework that modern democratic governance rests on, the first to understand the presidency as an instrument of direct national leadership rather than an administrative adjunct to the legislative branch. He is, in this specific sense, the origin point of the modern American presidency, and a series about American presidents that did not begin with the man who invented the office's modern form would be starting in the wrong place.

	He is also, in the terms of this series' specific commitments, an ideal first subject because the combination of achievement and failure in his record is both extreme and instructive. He was great in ways that the series' standard of honesty is required to acknowledge fully, and he failed in ways that the same standard is required to acknowledge equally fully, and the failure and the achievement were both expressions of the same character, the character that the gymnasium on East Twentieth Street began to form and that sixty years of extraordinary living completed without fully resolving its internal contradictions. To study him honestly is to practise the form of engagement with political biography that this series is designed to produce: the form that refuses simplification without refusing judgment, that maintains complexity without abandoning accountability, and that produces, in the reader who submits to it fully, an understanding of what leadership actually is and what it costs and what it means that no simpler encounter with the subject could provide.

	He is also, simply, among the most interesting human beings the republic has produced, interesting in the specific way that people who have decided, early and finally, to be as fully alive as their nature permits are always interesting, which is the interest not merely of the spectacular but of the genuine: the interest of a life that was exactly what it looked like, fully committed to everything it claimed to be committed to, paying the costs its commitments required, and refusing, to the end, the comfortable distance between what was and what ought to be that most lives find reasons to maintain. That refusal is what this series is ultimately about. Theodore Roosevelt is where it begins.
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INTRODUCTION

	The Last American Original

	

	

	There is a photograph, taken sometime around 1907, that has always seemed to me to contain the entire argument of this book. Theodore Roosevelt is seated at his desk in the White House, not posed, not performing for the camera in the formal manner of the era's official portraiture, but caught in the specific attitude of a man who has been interrupted in the middle of working and has raised his head to see what the interruption is. His glasses are pushed slightly up on his nose. There are books everywhere, stacked in the particular disorder that reading-while-working produces rather than the arranged disorder that sets decorators achieve. His right hand still holds a pen. His expression is one of the most fully alive expressions in the photographic record of any American president: alert, amused, engaged, and entirely present, as though whatever was in front of him before the camera's intrusion was something he found genuinely interesting and fully intends to return to the moment the interruption concludes. He looks like a man who is exactly where he wants to be, doing exactly what he believes needs doing, and who would find the suggestion that there is anywhere else he ought to be, or anything else he ought to be doing, politely incomprehensible.

	I have been living with that photograph, and with the man it captures, for long enough that the question it first prompted, who was this person, and what made him like this, and what does it mean that a democracy produced him? has been replaced by the more complex questions that long acquaintance with any serious subject always substitutes for the simpler questions that initial encounter generates. The simple question, who was he? has an answer that the twenty-five chapters following this introduction attempt to provide in full. The more complex questions, what should we make of the combination of extraordinary achievement and genuine failure that the full record presents? what does the life mean in the present, detached from the specific conditions of the Progressive Era that shaped it? what remains useful about Theodore Roosevelt when the hero-worship is set aside and the partisan appropriation is set aside and the man himself, in his full complexity, is what's left? have answers that I have tried to construct, carefully and honestly, across the full length of this book, and that I want in this introduction to describe in terms of how the writing of this biography changed the questions I was asking.

	Why Another Roosevelt Biography

	The honest answer to the question that every biographer of Theodore Roosevelt is eventually asked, why write another life of a man who has already been the subject of Edmund Morris's magnificent three-volume study, of David McCullough's Mornings on Horseback, of H. W. Brands's TR: The Last Romantic, and of several dozen other substantial biographies spanning every dimension of the life?  is that the biographies I was able to find, excellent as they are in their various ways, tended to do one of two things that I wanted this book to resist.

	The first tendency is the celebratory trajectory, the biography that is, at its core, a sustained act of admiration for a remarkable man, which produces superb narrative drive and genuine illumination of the life's extraordinary dimensions and which tends, in consequence, to weight the achievement more heavily than the failure and to find in the failure the kind of contextual explanation that makes it less damaging to the portrait than a fully honest accounting would require. Edmund Morris's The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt is the greatest single-volume account of the early Roosevelt life that has been written, and I have learned more from it than from any other source in this project. It is also, in certain of its judgments about the racial dimensions of the Roosevelt record, a book of its time, a time when the standard for how much honesty about this dimension of the record was expected in a work primarily aimed at celebration was somewhat lower than the standard this book has tried to apply.

	The second tendency is the debunking trajectory, the biography that takes as its starting point the hero-worship that previous celebratory biographies have generated and sets out to correct it, to reveal the feet of clay, to demonstrate that the celebrated figure was less admirable than the celebration suggests. This tendency produces its own distortions, because it tends to weight the failure more heavily than the achievement and to find in the achievement the kind of contextual qualification that makes it less significant to the portrait than a fully honest accounting would require. Theodore Roosevelt has not yet been the subject of a major debunking biography, his record is sufficiently substantial that the debunking project would be difficult to sustain against the evidence but the tendency to treat his failures as though they straightforwardly disqualify the achievement is present in enough of the critical scholarship to be worth naming as a tendency to resist.

	This book is neither celebratory nor debunking. It is, I hope, honest, which means it is both more and less comfortable than either of the alternatives, because it requires holding the achievement and the failure in the same frame without resolving the tension between them into a verdict that is tidier than the evidence supports. Theodore Roosevelt was great and he was limited, in the specific ways that the preceding chapters describe, and both the greatness and the limitation were expressions of the same character, the character that the gymnasium on East Twentieth Street began to form and that sixty years of extraordinary living completed without ever entirely resolving its internal contradictions.

	The Shape of the Life

	What struck me most, in the long process of reading and writing that this biography required, was not any individual episode or achievement or failure, not San Juan Hill or the Northern Securities prosecution or the Brownsville affair or the River of Doubt, but the shape of the life as a whole: the way in which the same essential character expressed itself consistently across every domain it entered, from the natural history bedroom to the Civil Service Commission to the Badlands ranch to the White House to the African savanna, adapting its methods to the specific demands of each domain but remaining, in its essential orientation, the same. The same quality of attention that the seven-year-old brought to the dead seal produced, forty years later, the field notes from the Amazon. The same willingness to engage directly with difficulty that put the twelve-year-old in the gymnasium put the forty-year-old on the hill at San Juan. The same insistence on the distance between what is and what ought to be that drove the Albany reform work drove the antitrust prosecutions.

	This consistency is not common. Most people, most lives, show the specific kind of discontinuity that circumstance produces: the youthful idealist who becomes the pragmatic adult, the reformer who becomes the accommodator, the person who starts with a clear sense of what they stand for and ends with a more complicated relationship to that sense shaped by the accumulated pressures of a world that does not always reward the standing. Theodore Roosevelt showed, across sixty years of public and private life, a consistency of character that was not rigidity, he changed his positions on specific policy questions in response to evidence, he acknowledged mistakes, he revised his understanding of problems as new information became available but was rather the expression of a settled and deeply held sense of what mattered and how to pursue it that the world's pressures were unable to fundamentally displace. He was the same person at sixty as at twelve, and the sameness was not stagnation but integration: the continuous application of a consistently held set of values and instincts and commitments to the progressively more complex and more consequential situations that the life kept presenting.

	"He was the same person at sixty as at twelve, and the sameness was not stagnation but integration: the continuous application of a consistently held set of values to the progressively more complex situations that the life kept presenting."

	The Problem of the Hero

	Biography has a hero problem, and Theodore Roosevelt makes the problem acute. The hero problem is this: the lives worth studying at length are, almost by definition, the lives of people who accomplished remarkable things, and the accomplishment of remarkable things has a tendency to generate in the reader, and in the biographer, a quality of admiration that is both natural and dangerous. Natural, because the accomplishment is real and deserves recognition. Dangerous, because admiration, when it becomes the dominant register of the biographical relationship, tends to produce simplification, the conversion of a complex person into an exemplary figure, the editing out of the inconvenient, the explanation-away of the failure in terms that protect the portrait.

	Theodore Roosevelt is peculiarly susceptible to the hero problem because he is peculiarly heroic in the oldest and most straightforward sense: he was physically courageous, personally magnetic, intellectually serious, and possessed of a quality of moral conviction that he demonstrated, across the full length of his life, by paying its actual costs rather than merely professing it in the comfortable abstraction. These are the qualities that the hero-story requires, and Theodore had them genuinely, not as performed virtues but as actual ones, developed through the specific processes that this biography has tried to describe and operating in the specific circumstances that this biography has tried to reconstruct.

	The answer to the hero problem is not to deny the heroic qualities or to diminish them through the strategic emphasis of countervailing failures. It is to insist that the heroic qualities and the genuine failures are both real, and that the real person, the one worth understanding rather than merely admiring or dismissing, is the person who contained both. This is harder than either of the simpler alternatives, and it produces a biography that is less satisfying in the way that simplified portraits are satisfying and more satisfying in the way that honest ones are satisfying: the satisfaction of recognising a real human being in the portrait rather than a simplified version of what we wish human beings were or feared they were.

	A Note on Sources and Method

	The primary sources for Theodore Roosevelt's life are extraordinarily rich. He was one of the most prolific writers of any public figure in American history, thirty-five books, thousands of magazine and newspaper articles, and a correspondence that, at its peak during the presidential years, ran to hundreds of letters a week, most of them substantive rather than ceremonial. The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, edited by Elting Morison in eight volumes, is the starting point for any serious engagement with his thinking across the span of his life. His Autobiography, published in 1913, is an essential document, not because it is a fully reliable account of what happened, which it occasionally is not, but because it is a fully reliable account of how he understood what happened, which is a different and in some ways more revealing thing. The diaries and journals of the people around him, Edith's letters, Lodge's correspondence, the accounts of Gifford Pinchot and Jacob Riis and Leonard Wood and the other principal figures of his political life provide the perspective that his own account naturally lacks.

	The secondary literature is vast, and I have tried to engage honestly with its full range, including the scholarship that is most critical of the record. The work on the Brownsville affair, particularly Ann J. Lane's The Brownsville Affair and the congressional record of the subsequent investigations was essential to the analysis in Chapter Seventeen. The environmental history scholarship on the conservation legacy, including the revisionist work that questions the utilitarian Pinchot model, informed the treatment of that legacy in Chapter Twenty-Four. The diplomatic history of the Roosevelt era, particularly the work on the Roosevelt Corollary and its imperial dimensions, shaped the analysis in Chapter Sixteen. I have tried, throughout, to follow the evidence rather than the interpretation that the evidence is most commonly embedded in, and to acknowledge, in the text and in what follows below, where the evidence is genuinely ambiguous and where the interpretation is my own rather than the record's.

	What This Book Is Trying to Do

	This book is, finally, an argument, not merely a chronological account of what Theodore Roosevelt did, though it is that too, but an argument about what the doing meant and what it means now. The argument is this: Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to understand and to act on the understanding that the democratic republic requires, at the scale of industrial modernity, a government that is capable of governing, capable of protecting the public interest against the concentrated power of private wealth, capable of conserving the natural inheritance against the appetites of the present generation, capable of engaging with the world's affairs on terms that reflect the country's values as well as its interests. He was not the only person who held this understanding, and he was not the person who completed the work it implied. He was the person who demonstrated, against the most powerful opposition the Gilded Age could organise, that the work was possible, that the office had the authority, that the authority could be used, and that using it would produce consequences that the democratic republic's principles required rather than merely permitting.

	That demonstration is his primary contribution to the republic he served, and it is a contribution that the subsequent century has validated through its repeated return to the framework he built, through every progressive administration that has built on it and every conservative administration that has tried to dismantle it and found it more durable than anticipated. The framework is durable because it rests on a foundation that is not merely political or merely constitutional but moral: the conviction that the democratic government of the United States owes its citizens not merely formal equality before the law but the substantive protection that genuine equality requires, and that the generation currently in power holds the country's natural inheritance in trust for all the generations that will follow. These convictions did not originate with Theodore Roosevelt. They are as old as the republic and older. But he translated them, for the first time, into a sustained programme of executive governance that the country could live in and build on, and the living and building have continued for more than a century.

	This is what the man in the White House photograph was doing, the man with the pushed-up glasses and the pen still in his hand and the books in their reading-disorder and the expression of someone who is exactly where he wants to be doing exactly what he believes needs doing. He was building something. He was building it carefully, imperfectly, with the specific tools and the specific limitations his era and his character provided, against the specific opposition his era and his actions generated. He was building it in the knowledge that he would not finish it, because the thing being built was too large to be finished by one administration or one presidency or one life, and because the nature of democratic governance is that the building is never finished, only continued or abandoned, extended or contracted, added to or allowed to decay.

	He continued it. He extended it. He added to it in ways that the republic is still living in. And he left it, on the morning of March 4, 1909, in better condition than he had found it, which is, for the person in whose hands the republic was placed for seven and a half years, the only verdict that the biography finally needs to render.

	The chapters that follow tell the story of how.



	

PART ONE

	THE MAKING OF A LION

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	

CHAPTER ONE

	Born Broken

	The Sickly Child of a Gilded Family

	

	

	"I was a sickly, delicate boy, suffered much from asthma, and frequently had to be taken away on trips to find a place where I could breathe." -  Theodore Roosevelt, Autobiography, 1913

	

	

	On the twenty-seventh day of October, 1858, in a four-story brownstone at 28 East Twentieth Street in the Gramercy Park neighbourhood of Manhattan, a child came into the world who would, in time, remake it. The house was handsome and well-appointed, as befitted a family of standing, filled with the quiet, purposeful bustle of the prosperous New York middle class, servants moving through tidy corridors, gas lamps warm against the autumn dark, the distant clatter of horse-drawn carriages on the cobblestones below. It was, by any measure, a fortunate place in which to begin a life. The child born that evening, Theodore Roosevelt Jr., second of four children, named for his father would become one of the most consequential Americans who ever lived. But on that first night, no one in that brownstone could have known it. What they knew was simpler and more frightening: the boy could barely breathe.

	A Gilded Cradle

	To understand Theodore Roosevelt, it is necessary first to understand the world he was born into and, equally important, the world from which his blood was drawn. The Roosevelts were Old New York, Dutch in origin, their name derived from the Dutch Rosenvelt, meaning "field of roses," their American roots reaching back to the seventeenth century when Claes Martenszen van Rosenvelt stepped off a ship from Holland and planted himself in the soil of New Amsterdam. By the time Theodore Jr. arrived, the family had accumulated wealth in glass and plate, had produced merchants and civic leaders, and occupied the comfortable upper tier of New York society, prosperous, respectable, philanthropically inclined, Protestant in faith and moderate in temperament. They were not the Astors or the Vanderbilts; they were something in some ways more admirable and more durable. They were a family with a tradition of public conscience.

	Theodore Roosevelt Sr., "Thee" to his family, "Greatheart" in the private lexicon his children would develop for him, was by the account of everyone who knew him, very nearly a perfect man. He was tall, broad-shouldered, handsome, with dark whiskers and the kind of physical authority that commands rooms without effort. He was a businessman, a partner in the family glass importation firm of Roosevelt and Son but he wore commerce lightly, subordinating it always to the obligations he believed were owed to his city, his community, and his fellow human beings. He helped found the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the American Museum of Natural History. He worked among the newsboys of the Lower East Side and the soldiers recuperating in Civil War hospitals. He gave money with an open hand and his time with an even opener one. When his children spoke of their father in later years, they struggled to find words for the force of warmth he represented. Young Theodore, who worshiped him with an intensity that was almost a form of religious devotion, would write in his diary at his death: "He was everything to me." He meant it with all the literalness the words could carry.

	His mother, Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, "Mittie", was a different kind of force entirely: a Georgia-born Southern belle of extraordinary beauty, dark-haired and porcelain-skinned, who had grown up on a plantation in Roswell, Georgia, and carried the romantic mythology of the antebellum South with her into her Manhattan drawing room for the rest of her life. She was charming, warm, and by all accounts nearly helplessly impractical, constitutionally incapable of managing a household, chronically late, prone to nervous ailments and long spells of dreamy withdrawal. She was also, in her way, magnetic; people were drawn to her, amused by her, enchanted by her stories of Georgia, her theatrical temperament, her genuine sweetness of spirit. The Civil War, which set her Northern husband against the brothers and nephews who fought for the Confederacy, tore quietly at something inside her that never fully healed. It was a domestic tension, never spoken of loudly in the Roosevelt house, but always present, that young Theodore absorbed without entirely understanding it.

	Into this household, loving, cultured, financially secure, morally serious, slightly complicated, the child Theodore arrived. He had a sister, Anna ("Bamie"), two years his senior; a younger brother, Elliott, who would grow up to be handsome, charming, troubled, and adored; and a younger sister, Corinne, who would become a poet and memoirist and his lifelong confidante. It was, by any accounting, a warm and privileged family in which to grow up. It was a family of readers and talkers, of charitable works and spirited dinner-table conversation, of summer houses and European travel, of strong opinions held without embarrassment. Theodore Jr. was born into exactly the kind of environment that produces, at its best, a person of broad learning and conscientious purpose.

	He was also born, from his first breath, into a body that was trying to kill him.

	The Enemy Within

	The asthma announced itself early and never left. In the medical understanding of the 1860s, it was a condition only partially understood, a spasming of the airways, a narrowing that turned the simple animal act of breathing into an ordeal of will. There were no effective treatments. Physicians might recommend fresh air, changes of climate, various tinctures and tonics of questionable utility. The primary response was simply to wait for the attack to pass and to pray that it would. For a child in the grip of a serious asthmatic episode, this was something considerably less than reassuring.

	What asthma meant for young Theodore was this: he would be playing, or reading, or sitting at the dinner table, and then, sometimes with warning, sometimes without, the world would begin to close in around his chest. A tightening, a constriction, as if invisible hands were slowly wringing out his lungs. The effort of drawing breath became conscious and labored, each inhale a small battle, each exhale insufficient. The attacks could last hours. They frequently struck at night, hauling him up out of sleep with the particular terror of a body that cannot do the one thing it exists to do. He would sit bolt upright in his bed in the brownstone on East Twentieth Street, fighting for air, a small boy alone in the dark with his own malfunctioning body, waiting for his parents to come.

	And they came. Theodore Sr. would appear, always Theodore Sr., whose physical certainty in a doorway must have been, in those moments, the most reassuring sight on earth and he would gather his son up and carry him, or bundle him into a carriage and drive at speed through the streets of Manhattan, because the cold night air sometimes, not always but sometimes, helped to open the airways. There are accounts of father and son riding through the dark city at two and three in the morning, the boy gasping, the father willing some of his own vitality into the body of his child by sheer proximity. It was a helpless vigil, and it repeated itself throughout Theodore's childhood with grim regularity.

	But asthma was not the only affliction. He suffered, at various points, from severe stomach ailments of a kind never precisely diagnosed. He was chronically underweight, noticeably frail to the eye, with the slightly translucent quality of children who spend too much of their lives indoors recovering from something. He had cholera morbus. He had recurring bouts of fever. His nervous system seemed, like an instrument tuned too tightly, to vibrate at frequencies that caused him physical distress. The child who would one day ride up a Cuban hill on horseback into enemy fire, who would box and wrestle and swim rivers and canoe the Amazon, began his life as what the Victorians would have called a confirmed invalid.

	"He was not a boy who simply happened to be sick. He was a boy who understood, at a very young age, the precise distance between what he was and what he wanted to become and who decided, with a will that beggars easy explanation, to close it."

	The psychological effects of this childhood could have bent the arc of his life in any number of directions. They could have produced a recluse, a complainer, a young man who retreated into books and theories and cultivated the elegant invalidism that was, in upper-class Victorian society, actually something of a respectable vocation. They could have produced bitterness, or self-pity, or a man permanently defined by his own fragility. They produced none of these things. What they produced, instead, was a peculiar and driving urgency, an almost physical intolerance for passivity, a contempt for comfort, a need to be always doing, always moving, always testing the limits of a body that had spent his childhood testing his. He was not a boy who simply happened to be sick. He was a boy who understood, at a very young age, the precise distance between what he was and what he wanted to become and who decided, with a will that beggars easy explanation, to close it.

	The Father and the Challenge

	The pivot point, the moment that would, in retrospect, define everything came when Theodore was twelve years old. The exact circumstances are rendered slightly differently in different accounts, but the substance is consistent: Theodore Sr. sat his son down and spoke to him with the directness that was his characteristic mode. He said, in essence, that Theodore had a fine mind. That he could see it clearly and was proud of it. But the mind, alone, was not enough. The body that housed it was failing in its fundamental duties. And Theodore could accept that, could live within the narrow compass that the body had so far permitted him or he could do something about it. "You have the mind," his father told him, as Theodore would later remember it, "but you have not the body. You must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one's body, but I know you will do it."

	These were not idle parental words of encouragement. They were a direct challenge from the person Theodore loved and revered above all others on earth, a challenge freighted with the full weight of that love and reverence. Theodore heard them that way. He took them, there is no other word for it, personally. The gymnasium that appeared not long afterward on the second floor of the East Twentieth Street house was the physical expression of a contract between father and son: Theodore Sr. would provide the means; Theodore Jr. would provide the will; and between them they would manufacture something that nature had declined to furnish.

	What followed was one of the great acts of sustained personal willpower in the biographical record of American public life. The boy who could not reliably breathe began to climb ropes, to lift dumbbells, to hit a punching bag with small fists that gradually became less small. He did not improve quickly. He did not improve gracefully. He improved the way all genuinely hard things improve, incrementally, with setbacks, through a kind of grinding accumulation of small victories that only becomes visible when you stand far enough back to see the whole arc. It would take years. But he had decided. And once Theodore Roosevelt decided something, the universe generally found it easiest to comply.

	The Roosevelt Museum of Natural History

	While the body was being laboriously rebuilt, the mind was already running at full speed and it was running, with extraordinary single-mindedness, toward the natural world. Theodore Roosevelt's love of natural history was not a hobby. It was not a phase. It was the first and in some ways most durable passion of his life, the thing that preceded his love of politics or history or writing or adventure, the obsession that would carry him, decades later, on a Smithsonian expedition into the heart of Africa and then down an unmapped river in the Amazon basin. It began, as such obsessions often do, with very small dead things.

	At the age of seven, according to family legend that is almost certainly accurate, young Theodore encountered a dead seal laid out on a slab of wood outside a Broadway market. He was transfixed. He returned to look at it repeatedly over several days. He managed, eventually, to obtain the skull, how precisely is not recorded, though one suspects it involved either money or a persuasively persistent small boy and transported it home, where it became the founding specimen of what he formally designated, with complete seriousness, the Roosevelt Museum of Natural History. The Museum occupied, at various points, a corner of his bedroom, a shelf in the back hallway, and whatever other territory could be claimed from the tolerant household without actually provoking adult intervention. Its collections grew to include mice, frogs, insects, birds' eggs, a turtle that escaped into the kitchen and caused significant domestic consternation, and a remarkable variety of creatures that had been preserved with varying degrees of zoological sophistication using methods Theodore developed largely by trial and considerable error.

	He taught himself, from books and from observation, the rudiments of taxidermy. He kept meticulous journals of species observed, recording not just what he saw but how it moved, what it ate, how it related to the other creatures around it. He wrote up his findings in the earnest, comma-heavy prose of a small scientist who has absorbed the style of the naturalist literature he devours. His paper "The Natural History of Insects," composed at age nine, has been preserved; it reveals, beneath its charming boyhood solemnity, a genuine observational intelligence and a writer who was already, instinctively, reaching for the particular concrete detail that brings a subject to life.

	This passion for the natural world was not separable, in the Roosevelt household, from the broader intellectual atmosphere that Theodore Sr. and Mittie cultivated and that all four children breathed in from infancy. Books were everywhere and were read seriously. Conversation at the dinner table ranged widely and was expected to be substantive. The children were taken to museums, to lectures, to the natural environments where living things could be observed in their proper context. Theodore absorbed all of it with the slightly alarming thoroughness of a child who takes in experience the way dry ground takes in rain, completely and immediately, with nothing left on the surface.

	An Education Like No Other

	The Roosevelt children were educated primarily at home, a circumstance that suited Theodore's particular hungers far better than any formal schoolroom could have managed. His education was in many respects irregular and idiosyncratic, heavy on history, natural science, and literature, somewhat lighter on the mathematical and classical disciplines that were the backbone of Victorian formal schooling. He was tutored by his aunt Anna Bulloch, who was a woman of genuine learning, and by various private instructors who were, in at least a few cases, simply outpaced by their student. He read voraciously and indiscriminately, working through the natural history canon, Darwin, Audubon, Brehm's magnificent multi-volume Thierleben with the same appetite he brought to American history, adventure novels, and the naval histories that would eventually produce his first serious book.

	Travel was an integral part of this education. The Roosevelts were great travelers, crossing the Atlantic with a frequency that reflected both their financial means and their genuine curiosity about the world. In 1869, when Theodore was ten, the family undertook a year-long tour of Europe that would have constituted, for any child, an extraordinary education in itself. Theodore's journals from this trip, he kept them dutifully, in the slightly laborious hand of a child still learning the mechanics of penmanship, record visits to the great monuments of European civilization with a mixture of boyish wonder and earnest intellectual application. He was interested in everything and said so, at length, and without the false modesty that polite convention might have preferred.

	In 1872, the family traveled to Egypt and the Holy Land. Theodore, now thirteen, came down with an acute illness, not asthma this time but something gastric and debilitating, in the middle of the journey. He recovered. He always recovered. He then proceeded to spend his convalescence reading and to spend the rest of the trip observing the Nile's birdlife with the methodical attention of a field naturalist two or three times his age. He shot specimens. He preserved them. He sent them home to the museum in his bedroom. The illness was an inconvenience; the birds were the point.

	You Must Make Your Body

	By the time Theodore reached his early teens, the effects of the gymnasium were beginning to show, not yet in the barrel-chested, bull-necked physicality he would eventually develop, but in a growing capability, a body that was beginning to respond to the demands placed upon it. The asthma did not vanish. It would never entirely vanish; it would continue to ambush him occasionally for years, a reminder of the physical inheritance he was working so hard to override. But its grip was loosening. The attacks came less frequently, or with somewhat less ferocity, or both. The boy who had ridden through the midnight streets of Manhattan fighting for breath was becoming, through sheer accumulated effort, a boy who could climb mountains.

	This was not an incidental development. It was the template for everything that followed. The lesson Theodore drew from his own transformation, from sickly child to capable young man, was not merely personal. It was philosophical. It became his foundational conviction about the relationship between will and circumstance, between what one is given and what one makes of it. He believed, not as a comfortable abstraction but as a conclusion proven on his own body, that the human will applied with sufficient ferocity to any obstacle will eventually overcome it. This belief, which he would eventually codify under the rubric of "the strenuous life," was the engine of every major thing he ever did. It was also, it must be said, a belief that required him to universalize from his own very particular experience, a patrician boy in a wealthy household with a devoted father and access to every resource the city offered and that universalization would cause him, in later life, genuine intellectual difficulties.

	"The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds."

	He spoke these words at the Sorbonne in 1910, nearly forty years after he had stood in the private gymnasium on East Twentieth Street and began his own first stumbling efforts to enter the arena of physical competence. He was describing a philosophy of life. He was also, obliquely, describing himself.

	A Life to Be Seized

	What did it mean to grow up as Theodore Roosevelt grew up, hemmed in by a body that made the simplest physical actions precarious, surrounded by a family that modeled active engagement with the world, equipped with a mind that devoured information and demanded outlets, living in a city and a country undergoing transformation at a pace that made the very air feel charged? It meant growing up with a sense of urgency that most people never acquire or lose almost as soon as they find it. It meant learning, before almost any other lesson, that time is not guaranteed and breath is not a given and that the distance between being alive and being truly, fully, committedly alive is a distance that must be crossed actively or not at all.

	The other children of the East Twentieth Street neighbourhood played and studied and grew and moved through their days with the easy assumption of continuity that health permits. Theodore could not afford that assumption. Every breath taken without effort was a small victory. Every morning in which the asthma did not come was a morning given back to him by a body that had every right to claim it. He learned, in the specific and irreplaceable school of serious childhood illness, to treat life as a thing to be grabbed and used before it could be taken away.

	This was not morbidity. It was, in the peculiar alchemy of Theodore Roosevelt's character, almost the opposite of morbidity. The awareness of fragility did not make him cautious or careful or inclined toward the safety of the familiar. It made him reckless with vitality, impatient with timidity, aggressively alive. The sickly child on East Twentieth Street was already, in the very texture of his daily existence, practicing the philosophy that would bring him, decades later, to charge up a Cuban hill on horseback, to stride into the corrupt machinery of Tammany-controlled New York politics without apparent fear, to stand before an audience minutes after taking a bullet in the chest and speak for ninety minutes on the grounds that it took more than a bullet to stop a man who had something to say.

	In the brownstone in Gramercy Park, in the years before any of that, a boy sat in the lamplight with his books and his specimens and his meticulous journals, building a mind while laboriously building a body, watched over by a father who believed in him with an intensity that the boy felt as both gift and obligation. The city outside was full of noise and energy and the particular electricity of a nation just beginning to understand its own potential. The boy inside was full of something similar, an unformed, barely-channeled urgency that had not yet found its proper shape, a hunger for experience and significance that was already, even then, too large for a single room to hold.

	He was ten years old. He was twelve. He was fifteen. Each year the body grew a little stronger, a little less treacherous. Each year the mind grew a little wider, a little more restless, a little more aware of how large the world was and how much of it waited to be consumed. Each year the distance between the sickly child he had been and the man he intended to become grew slightly smaller.

	He was making himself. It was, perhaps, the most characteristically American thing he ever did and he would spend the rest of his life insisting that anyone could do the same, if only they were willing to pay the price. Whether or not that was entirely true, it was true for him. The broken boy in the brownstone would become, through the application of a will that seems in retrospect almost implausible, something the world had not quite seen before and has not quite seen since: a president, a soldier, a rancher, a naturalist, a historian, a police commissioner, a Nobel laureate, a father, a hunter, an author, a force of nature in human form. But all of that was later. First, there was the gymnasium on the second floor, and the dead seal on the Broadway market slab, and the midnight rides through a city that did not yet know what it had given birth to.

	Theodore Roosevelt was born broken. He refused, with every fibre of his formidable being, to stay that way.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Making the Body

	The Deliberate Invention of Theodore Roosevelt

	
	

	"There were all kinds of things of which I was afraid at first, ranging from grizzly bears to 'mean' horses and gunfighters but by acting as if I was not afraid I gradually ceased to be afraid." - Theodore Roosevelt, Autobiography, 1913

	
	

	There is a moment in the life of nearly every person of great achievement, a hinge point, largely invisible at the time, around which the entire future quietly pivots. For Theodore Roosevelt that moment came sometime in his twelfth year, in the ordinary light of a weekday afternoon in a Manhattan townhouse, when his father sat him down and told him the truth about himself. The conversation was not long. Theodore Sr. was not a man who buried his meaning in circumlocution. He told his son that the mind was there, that he could see it plainly and was proud of it, but that a mind alone was not the whole of a life. The body had to answer for itself. And it was not answering. The choice was Theodore's: to accept the body's terms, or to impose his own. Then Theodore Sr. built the gymnasium on the second floor and left the rest to his son.

	What happened next is one of the most remarkable stories of deliberate self-transformation in American life, not because it was accomplished by a person of extraordinary natural gifts, but precisely because it was accomplished by a person who had almost none of the natural gifts the task required. Theodore Roosevelt did not become physically capable because it came easily to him. He became physically capable because he decided to, and then endured, with a stubbornness that bordered on the fanatical, every humiliation and setback and gasping failure that stood between the body he had been given and the body he intended to have.

	The Second-Floor Gymnasium

	The gymnasium itself was modest by the standards of the equipment that would fill professional training facilities a generation later, a set of dumbbells, a horizontal bar, a punching bag, some basic apparatus for climbing and pulling and the resistance work that builds the architecture of a strong body from the inside out. It occupied what had probably been a sitting room or a spare bedroom, repurposed now with the particular earnestness of a wealthy family applying its resources to a problem that money alone could not solve. The equipment could be bought. The hours had to be given.

	Theodore gave them. Day after day, in the private monotony of that upstairs room, the boy who could not reliably breathe through a full night's sleep presented himself to the bar and the bag and the dumbbells and worked. The work was, for a long time, almost wholly unrewarding in any visible sense. He did not spring up overnight into a specimen of athletic development. He did not discover that his body had been secretly capable all along, waiting only for the invitation to reveal itself. He discovered, instead, the particular discouragement of serious physical training undertaken by someone who is genuinely, constitutionally ill-suited for it: the slow gains, the plateau periods, the days when the lungs seized and the arms gave out and the body refused every demand placed upon it. He worked through these days anyway. He returned the following morning anyway. This was not cheerful persistence. It was closer to a private war, fought without audience or applause, against an opponent who had been winning for his entire life.

	At around this same period, the Roosevelts began summering at Oyster Bay on Long Island, and the natural environment there became an extension of the gymnasium, a larger, wilder training ground where Theodore rowed and swam and scrambled over terrain that his body had no obvious business navigating. The water was cold; he went in anyway. The rowing was hard; he rowed anyway. The summers at Oyster Bay would become, over the years, a permanent feature of the Roosevelt geography, the place where the family was most fully itself, and the place where the physical education begun in the second-floor gymnasium was continued in the open air, under conditions that the gymnastic apparatus indoors could not replicate. Nature, Theodore was discovering, was not gentle with the unprepared. He found this fact not discouraging but motivating, in the way that only a particular type of personality, combative, proud, constitutionally incapable of accepting defeat, finds difficult things motivating.

	The Lesson of the Stagecoach

	He was, at thirteen or fourteen, still visibly unfinished in the physical sense, wiry rather than strong, spectacled, bookish in appearance, the kind of boy that certain other boys identify as a viable target. An episode from this period lodged itself so deeply in Roosevelt's memory that he returned to it throughout his life, using it as both personal explanation and public illustration of the philosophy he was developing. He was traveling alone on a stagecoach, the exact route and occasion were lost, when two boys of approximately his own age but considerably more physical confidence began to bully him. The taunting was cheerful and systematic, the kind practiced by boys who have correctly identified a victim and are enjoying themselves thoroughly. Theodore attempted to defend himself. He discovered, with a clarity that no amount of reading or reflection could have furnished, that he was entirely unable to do so. He could not fight. The boys made sure he understood this. They did so without particular cruelty and without any lasting physical harm, which in some ways made it worse, it was not an assault but a demonstration, a calm empirical proof that the body he occupied was not adequate to the basic requirements of being a boy in the world.

	He thought about this for a very long time afterward. He thought about it in the gymnasium, and on the water at Oyster Bay, and in the particular private space that certain kinds of humiliation carve out inside a person who refuses to let the feeling go until they have extracted every lesson it has to offer. The conclusion he reached was not complicated, but it was consequential: he needed to learn to fight. Not to become a fighter in any professional or systematic sense, but to acquire the specific and practical skill of being able to defend himself with his fists, to stand in front of another person who was trying to harm him and respond with something other than helplessness. He asked his father to arrange boxing lessons. His father, who understood his son, arranged them.

	"He needed to learn to fight, not to become a fighter in any professional sense, but to acquire the specific and practical skill of standing in front of another person who was trying to harm him and responding with something other than helplessness."

	The boxing instruction was provided by John Long, a former prize-fighter who maintained a gymnasium on Broadway and who had, over the years, trained a range of students from the gentlemen's clubs of the Upper East Side. Long was, by Roosevelt's later account, a good teacher, patient within limits, honest about his student's deficiencies, and possessed of the particular gift of the good boxing instructor, which is the ability to convey the internal logic of the sport: that it is not merely a matter of hitting hard but of reading angles, managing distance, controlling the rhythm of an exchange, remaining calm under conditions specifically designed to provoke panic. Theodore was not a natural. He was slow to develop combinations, slow to move his feet, overly reliant on determination where technique would have served him better. But he came back, lesson after lesson, absorbing the instruction with the same grinding systematic commitment he had brought to the dumbbells and the horizontal bar. He was not learning to be a champion. He was learning something more useful: that he could be hit, absorb it, and continue.

	What the Body Teaches the Mind

	It is worth pausing here to consider what was actually happening in these years, because its significance extends well beyond the merely physical. Theodore Roosevelt was not simply building muscle and learning to throw a punch. He was constructing, through the specific and irreplaceable medium of physical experience, a set of convictions about the nature of courage, will, and character that would underpin everything he did for the rest of his life. He was learning, in the gymnasium, in the water at Oyster Bay, in Long's boxing studio on Broadway that fear is not the opposite of courage but its necessary precondition. That the useful question is not whether one is afraid but what one does with the fear. That the body, pressed past its apparent limits, very often discovers that those limits were provisional.

	These were not insights arrived at through reading, though Theodore read as voraciously as ever during these years. They were insights arrived at through the specific pedagogy of physical hardship, through the experience of being winded and continuing, of being outmatched and returning, of committing to a course of action in full knowledge that it would be painful and persisting through the pain toward a conclusion that was not guaranteed. A person who has genuinely learned these things in the body knows them differently from a person who has only encountered them in books. They become not principles to be applied but reflexes to be deployed, available in the moment of crisis without the mediation of deliberate thought. Theodore Roosevelt would spend the next six decades deploying them.

	There was also something being built in these years that is harder to name but equally important: a kind of fundamental self-respect, grounded not in the social facts of his family's position or his own evident intelligence, but in the much more durable foundation of demonstrated capability. He had been told, in effect, by his own body, that he was inadequate. He had refused to accept the verdict. And he was, slowly, proving the body wrong. This was not arrogance; it was something closer to the opposite of arrogance, the hard-earned self-confidence of a person who has tested himself against a genuine obstacle and found, not that he was stronger than the obstacle, but that he was willing to keep going until he was. The distinction matters. Arrogance does not require evidence. What Roosevelt was developing required nothing but evidence.

	The Wilderness and the Will

	In the summers and in whatever stretches of time could be liberated from the routines of home and tutoring, Theodore pursued the natural world with an intensity that was by now inseparable from his physical training. He had not abandoned the Roosevelt Museum of Natural History, it had grown, in fact, into an increasingly serious enterprise, its collections organized with the methodical attention of a boy who has absorbed enough of the naturalist's literature to understand how genuine field science is conducted. But he was also pushing further into the actual natural environment, into the woods and marshes and shorelines where the specimens in his collection had been living things, and where the skills of the outdoorsman overlapped, more than he had perhaps anticipated, with the skills he was developing in the gymnasium and the boxing studio.

	To be a competent field naturalist in the 1870s required physical capability that no drawing room dilettante could manage. It required the ability to move quietly through difficult terrain, to be out in all weathers, to carry equipment over distance, to manage boats on water that was not always cooperative, and to maintain the quality of observation required for good field notes under conditions of cold, wet, fatigue, and insect torment. Theodore threw himself at all of it with an enthusiasm that was noticed and occasionally remarked upon by those who accompanied him. He was not graceful in the outdoors, he was never exactly graceful in any physical context but he was tireless, and tiresomeness, in this context, was more useful than grace.

	A formative episode occurred during a family trip

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	





