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This month marks the 150th anniversary of Theodore Roosevelt’s birth in New York City.  It seems appropriate to reflect on the man who is sometimes compared to current candidates for their youth and inexperience.  Roosevelt never allowed either factor to get in his way of affecting policy and making a difference.  But to understand T.R. the politician one must first examine his background.


Descended from early Dutch stock who had the good sense to invest in Manhattan real estate, Theodore Roosevelt was born into wealth.  His mother was a transplanted Georgian whose southern ties created tension in the household during the Civil War.  Fearful that her husband would be on a battlefield opposing her family, she insisted that he hire a substitute which he did but spent the rest of his life carrying the guilt.



Young Theodore, or “Teedie” as he was called, was the second of four children in the household.  Even as a toddler, his grandmother pronounced him as “one of the brightest little fellows I ever knew.”  By the age of three, he began battling asthma and required constant care especially at night when attacks often occurred.  As a youngster, Teedie used his ailment to his advantage and reminded his parents that they should not punish him lest it bring on an attack.  At this time, his mother wrote that her son was “brimming full of mischief.” 

The family took its first European continent trip when Teedie was ten, and he found the experience rather uninspiring.  With the asthma continuing to cause his son difficulties, Theodore, Senior, decided more needed to be done.  “You have the mind but not the body,” his father explained, “and without the help of the body the mind cannot go as far as it should.  You must make your body.”  A gym was added to the back of their home and the lad began strenuous workouts. Slowly, his efforts bore fruit, and the attacks grew farther apart and less severe.  Physical fitness became one of Teedie’s lifelong interests. 

Roosevelt also began developing another lifelong hobby -- natural science. He viewed the world as wondrous and frequently collected specimens.  To preserve them, he put them in the icebox until his mother found dead mice and quickly consigned them to the trash. Teedie bemoaned “the loss to science.”  Once he received his first pair of glasses, a new world opened to young Roosevelt and he seized the opportunity to enjoy it -- taking long hikes, sailing, rowing, horseback riding, and now hunting.  Sitting passively by would never be a characteristic of Theodore. 

At the age of sixteen, Roosevelt entered Harvard.  Students found him rather odd from his bespectacled appearance to his insistence in sharing his knowledge on far-ranging subjects.  This prompted one professor to bellow, “Now look here, Roosevelt, let me talk! I’m running this course!” Sadly he lost his beloved father during this period, but he found the student body accepted him.  During his junior year, he met Alice Lee of Boston and immediately decided she would become his wife.  She agreed wholeheartedly and after graduation, he and Alice wed on his twenty-second birthday. 

After entering the Columbia School of Law, Theodore developed a distaste for it, and decided he would be better suited to a political career.  At the tender age of twenty-three he ran and won his first political office -- New York assemblyman.  Wasting no time, he opposed railroad mogul Jay Gould on a bill, and while it was approved by the New York legislature, the governor vetoed it. Roosevelt next began an investigation of a judge suspected to be in Gould’s pocket.  Although he greatly upset the robber baron, Theodore earned the hearts of New Yorkers, and he won two more terms. 

In the summer of 1883, Roosevelt traveled to the badlands of the Dakota Territory for a hunting trip and was so enthralled by the country that he decided to buy a ranch and begin raising cattle.  He still continued his political career and anxiously awaited the birth of his first child, a baby girl born February 12, 1884.  All seemed well in the first telegrams from New York City, but things took an ominous turn and he was told to make haste from Albany.  Arriving home, he found his mother dangerously ill with typhoid and his wife near death.  Both died on Valentine’s Day.  Theodore was heartbroken and left his newborn daughter whom he named Alice in the care of his sister and he returned to his Dakota ranch to work off his grief. 

Two years of hard labor on his Elkhorn ranch ultimately helped Roosevelt evolve not only out of his grief-stricken state but also to become a different man. Gone was his eastern snobbishness and instead, his friendships with the men he met during this era were treasured ones.  Determined to resume his life, Roosevelt returned to New York and soon began courting a childhood friend, Edith Carow.  The two married in Europe and returned to their New York City residence with toddler Alice.  Over the years, five additional children arrived: Theodore, Jr., Kermit, Ethel, Archibald, and Quentin.  Theodore spent much of his time writing books on historical subjects and resumed his political career by accepting the post of civil service commissioner granted by President Benjamin Harrison.  In this post, he worked to transform thousands of jobs from political patronage to civil service positions. 

In 1895, Theodore took on a new challenge -- New York City police commissioner.  While also serving as a member of the Health Board, he resolved to work to improve the lives of all New York City residents including the poor ones.  He also implemented training reforms and standardized weapons for the Police Department.  Still, he looked for new challenges, and President William McKinley offered him one -- Assistant Secretary of the Navy. 

With growing tension between the U.S. and Spain as a result of unrest in Cuba, Roosevelt yearned for his country to take military action.  He happily resigned from office when war came and helped organize a cavalry regiment nicknamed the Rough Riders.  This odd assortment of his friends -- New York City gentlemen and cowboys and Indians of the West, formed the most unusual outfit of the Spanish-American War.  He became its commander and their finest hour was the attack on San Juan Hill.  Roosevelt’s fame catapulted him into the governor’s mansion in Albany. 

Continuing his deeds as a reformer, Roosevelt championed ending school segregation, improving working conditions in factories, continuing civil service reforms, and setting aside land for preservation.  Others watched his work from afar and believed they saw a future president.  New York Republican boss, Tom Platt, was no fan of Roosevelt and desperately searched for a way to be rid of him.  He found it in putting the young man on the ticket as McKinley’s vice president. After all, what more useless job could be found than that of vice president?  Moreover, Platt sensed that Theodore’s ambition would not allow him to turn down the job.  He was correct although Roosevelt was lukewarm at the suggestion but enthusiastically campaigned.  The McKinley-Roosevelt ticket won, but not everyone was thrilled including the president who said, “Don’t you realize there’s only one life between that madman and the White House?” 

In September 1901, the Roosevelt family was enjoying a vacation high in the Adirondacks when word reached them that the president had been shot. McKinley’s condition worsened, and on September 13, Theodore Roosevelt became president at the age of forty-two. 

Within months, Roosevelt embroiled himself in a war with the wealthiest men of America who also controlled the northern rail route.  Their plans for a railroad trust were cut short by the president and the Northern Securities Trust was found by the Supreme Court to violate the Sherman Antitrust Act.  A threatened strike by mine workers was averted by arbitration insisted upon by the White House.  Afterwards, Roosevelt announced that the two parties had won a “square deal.”  Another phrase the president liked was one from West Africa: “Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.”  Central America felt the “big stick” when Colombia balked at allowed Panama to be used for a canal.  A pro-American revolt resulted, and a canal treaty was negotiated. Adding the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, he told the world, that the U.S. had the right to intervene if a nation was a victim of unwanted foreign aggression or was acting contrary to U.S. interests. 

In 1904, the president made a surprising announcement stating that he would seek election but not re-election in 1908.  He would later regret that statement. 

Their White House tenure was enjoyed by the entire Roosevelt clan.  The children roller skated in the East Room, slid down the stairs on cookie sheets, and kept their own zoo including snakes.  One incident became legendary --taking Archie’s pony upstairs in the elevator to cheer up the sick lad.  Edith managed to keep her sanity as First Lady but reminded everyone that the president was her oldest child. 

Mediating between Japan and Russia regarding an ongoing war over Manchuria and Korea resulted in Roosevelt winning the Nobel Peace Prize of 1906.  Overseeing growth of the American fleet also gave the president a great deal of pleasure and pride. He sent the ships on a tour of the world to impress friends and foes of the might of the U.S. Navy. 

One of Roosevelt’s greatest legacies was his dedication to preserving America’s land for the future.  He created five national parks; sixteen national monuments; four game refuges; and fifty-one bird reservations.  For this, he later became immortalized at another national park -- Mount Rushmore. Hunting still remained one of his passions, and during a presidential trek to Mississippi, he refused to shoot an old bear tied to a tree.  A cartoon illustrating this moment became popular and soon toy manufacturers created “teddy bears.” 

Hating to say goodbye but refusing to go back on his word of not seeking another term, Theodore Roosevelt left the presidency in 1909 and wrote, “I do not believe that any President has ever . . . enjoyed himself as much.”  Probably no other president has before or since. 
Roosevelt’s remaining years were spent in traveling, hunting, and writing. Disappointed by his friend William Taft who became his successor, Roosevelt decided to oppose him for the presidency in 1912.  T.R. formed a third party, the Bull Moose Party, and while campaigning, he was shot but finished his speech before seeking medical treatment.  Both Taft and Roosevelt lost the election to Democrat Woodrow Wilson. 

Roosevelt continued adding specimens to the American Museum of Natural History, where years ago, his father had served on the board. A dangerous trek on the Amazon nearly ended in Roosevelt’s death.  Still, he persevered but with World War I, all four Roosevelt boys answered the call to duty.  Sadly, the youngest, Quentin, died when his plane was shot down. The news seemed to break his father’s heart, and six months later, “the old lion” died.  He was fifty-nine years old.  Few people have packed so much into their lives as the indomitable Theodore Roosevelt.
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