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Theodore Roosevelt has a complicated legacy. To some, he was the quintessential American
patriot and hero, a valiant soldier and hawkish leader. Others remember him as the Progressive
cultural icon, the trust-buster who split from the Republican Party.So who was the real Teddy
Roosevelt?Daniel Ruddy’s new biography cuts through the impenetrable tangle of
misconceptions and contradictions that have grown up over the last century and obscured our
view of a man who remains one of the most controversial and misunderstood presidents in U.S.
history. Weighing Roosevelt's lifetime of actions against his sometimes-contradictory
Progressive rhetoric, Ruddy paints a portrait of a man who led by undeniably conservative
principles, but who obfuscated his own legacy with populist speeches. By focusing on
Roosevelt's actions and his effect on American history, Ruddy clears the cobwebs and presents
a real and convincing case for remembering Theodore Roosevelt as a great conservative leader.

"Roosevelt was a conservative reformer, not a liberal statist. From the start, there were two
strains of progressive thought, and Wilson's, not TR's, is the one that has come down to us
today. Roosevelt would regard today's government as a Frankenstein monster. It is here and
clear, in Ruddy's essential book. A lawyerly presentation, vital to understanding TR and current
American policies. Splendid!"-- RICK MARSCHALL, author of Bully! The Life and Times of
Theodore Roosevelt and advisory board member of the Theodore Roosevelt
Association"Theodore Roosevelt prepared America for the twentieth century, and Daniel
Ruddy's book makes it clear that, almost one hundred years after his death, TR's ideas and
influence can lead the nation into the twenty-first century as well. A 'must read.'"--HARRY
LEMBECK, author of Taking on Theodore Roosevelt"This is history the way it should be written.
Theodore the Great is full of fresh insights into Theodore Roosevelt--without even a hint of
whitewash. It restores a memorable president to relevance and affection in our time."-- THOMAS
FLEMING, author of The Illusion of Victory: America in World War I"As Lord Morley once
remarked, Theodore Roosevelt 'is not an American, you know, he is America.' Daniel Ruddy's
Theodore the Great ably rescues the reputation of this remarkable man from his recent and
narrow conservative critics. Ruddy shows that Roosevelt understood that capitalism and the free
market are not the same thing and that the latter sometimes needs protection from the former;
that military strength properly exercised could secure peace and national objectives without
firing a shot; and that the health of the natural family is the foundation of ordered liberty and
national greatness. A delight to read, Ruddy's book deserves a wide audience."-- ALLAN
CARLSON, professor of history at Hillsdale College, editor of The Family in America: A Journal
of Public Policy, and author of "The American Way": Family and Community in the Shaping of the
American IdentityFrom the Inside FlapBusting the “Progressive” Theodore Roosevelt MythMost



Americans agree that Theodore Roosevelt—one of four presidents on Mount Rushmore—was
one of America's greatest presidents. But all too often, Teddy Roosevelt is described as a
Republican "progressive" little different from his political enemy Woodrow Wilson or his cousin
Democrat Franklin Roosevelt (against whom Theodore Roosevelt Jr. campaigned).Nothing
could be further from the truth. By any reasonable definition, including his own, Theodore
Roosevelt was a conservative—indeed, a conservative crusader out to slay the socialism
represented by William Jennings Bryan and the liberalism of Woodrow Wilson.In his new book
Theodore the Great, Roosevelt scholar Daniel Ruddy debunks one historical myth after another,
showing:• Roosevelt's record of fiscal prudence, balanced budgets, and limited government
(including his desire to rein in the unchecked power of the courts)• Roosevelt's conservative
environmentalism, which put the needs of a developing nation first• Roosevelt as the exemplar
of statesmanship: achieving peace through strength (which won Roosevelt the Nobel Peace
Prize) and creating the "special relationship" with Great Britain• Roosevelt's profound social
conservatism that put strong families at the forefront of American life• How Roosevelt despised
Thomas Jefferson as the "liberal" founding father and venerated the conservatives Alexander
Hamilton and George WashingtonAs Ruddy shows, Theodore Roosevelt was first, last, and
always an American nationalist—the president who laid the necessary groundwork for the
United States to become the superpower of the twentieth century.Now, as America faces the
shadow of national decline, nothing could be more appropriate and helpful than reacquainting
ourselves with the true record of one of America's most outstanding leaders, reformers, and
conservatives: Theodore the Great.From the Back CoverBusting the "Progressive" Theodore
Roosevelt MythMost Americans agree that Theodore Roosevelt--one of four presidents on
Mount Rushmore--was one of America's greatest presidents. But all too often, Teddy Roosevelt
is described as a Republican "progressive" little different from his political enemy Woodrow
Wilson or his cousin Democrat Franklin Roosevelt (against whom Theodore Roosevelt Jr.
campaigned).Nothing could be further from the truth. By any reasonable definition, including his
own, Theodore Roosevelt was a conservative--indeed, a conservative crusader out to slay the
socialism represented by William Jennings Bryan and the liberalism of Woodrow Wilson.In his
new book Theodore the Great, Roosevelt scholar Daniel Ruddy debunks one historical myth
after another, showing:- Roosevelt's record of fiscal prudence, balanced budgets, and limited
government (including his desire to rein in the unchecked power of the courts)- Roosevelt's
conservative environmentalism, which put the needs of a developing nation first- Roosevelt as
the exemplar of statesmanship: achieving peace through strength (which won Roosevelt the
Nobel Peace Prize) and creating the "special relationship" with Great Britain- Roosevelt's
profound social conservatism that put strong families at the forefront of American life- How
Roosevelt despised Thomas Jefferson as the "liberal" founding father and venerated the
conservatives Alexander Hamilton and George WashingtonAs Ruddy shows, Theodore
Roosevelt was first, last, and always an American nationalist--the president who laid the
necessary groundwork for the United States to become the superpower of the twentieth



century.Now, as America faces the shadow of national decline, nothing could be more
appropriate and helpful than reacquainting ourselves with the true record of one of America's
most outstanding leaders, reformers, and conservatives: Theodore the Great.About the
AuthorThe list of Regnery authors reads like a "who's who" of conservative thought, action, and
history.Read more
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Roosevelt could speak progressively and act conservatively. But as a private citizen, what has
he but words to rely upon?1—London Times editorial after TR’s speech at Osawatomie, Kansas,
raised fears that the ex-president had become a socialistIt is well to keep in mind the remark of
Frederick the Great that if he wished to punish a province he would allow it to be governed by
philosophers.2—TR expressing his belief that practical realists made much better rulers than
ideological doctrinairesWhen we shake hands, we shake the world.3—Inscription of the German



leader, Kaiser Wilhelm II, to TR on a photograph of the two men at their first face-to-face
meeting in 1910INTRODUCTIONWhen Theodore Roosevelt died in January 1919, his
staunchest friend, Henry Cabot Lodge, cried out in the U.S. Senate, “Greatheart is gone!”4 To
Lodge, and to countless other Americans, Roosevelt had seemed like a romantic hero, almost
from the moment he burst onto the public stage.A decade before Roosevelt reached the White
House, the sitting president, Grover Cleveland, prophesized: “You do not know Theodore
Roosevelt. I do, and I tell you that he is one of the ablest politicians either party ever had and the
ablest Republican politician in this generation. The country will find this out in time.”5 The then–
Speaker of the House of Representatives, Thomas Reed, was equally sure Roosevelt was
destined for greatness. “We’ve got an American of blood and iron—a coming man,” he told a
new member of Congress. “You want to watch this man, for he is a new world Bismarck and
Cromwell combined, and you will see him President yet.”6 That was how Roosevelt, a man in his
early thirties, was viewed by the most powerful men in the U.S. government.The comparisons
with Bismarck and Cromwell were apt. Like Bismarck, Roosevelt wanted his country to be
feared, respected, and united. Like Cromwell, he approached politics with a passionate, even
religious fervor. Roosevelt wrote a biography of Cromwell and saw himself cast from a
Cromwellian mold, a “General of the Lord with his Bible and Sword,”7 a sword Roosevelt
intended to wield against the selfish plutocracy and corrupt “machine politics” of the Gilded
Age.One of Roosevelt’s British friends, Lord Morley, had a different take on the twenty-sixth
president, but he also described TR in religious terms, believing he was “an interesting
combination of St. Vitus and St. Paul.”8 He saw Roosevelt not as a Cromwellian warrior but as a
flamboyant entertainer fueled by endless reserves of nervous energy (St. Vitus is the patron
saint of actors and epileptics). And instead of a Bismarckian strongman, he saw his friend as a
political evangelist who used his extraordinary talents to persuade rather than to
intimidate.While astute observers saw the seeds of greatness in Roosevelt many years before
he reached the White House, others saw a quick-tempered, impetuous, and potentially
dangerous man who could not be trusted to wield presidential power. He never shook off this
reputation for rash behavior, but he did, as we’ll see, turn it to his advantage, especially in foreign
affairs.NOT A LIBERAL PROGRESSIVEBizarrely, “progressives,” as American liberals are now
often called, have tried to adopt Theodore Roosevelt as one of their own, just as many
conservatives have tried to disown him. But this is to get Roosevelt exactly backwards.At his
core, Roosevelt was a conservative who used progressive language to inspire a spirit of
nationalism in the American people. Unlike many modern progressives, he had not a smidgen of
ambivalence about American power or his country’s exceptional place in the world. He was a
patriot who did not see American history as a litany of sins. And while he believed in the power of
government to do good, as did his fellow conservative Alexander Hamilton, he was not, unlike
many modern progressives, a man who saw merit in socialism. In fact, he denounced socialism
as an unjust scheme that would damage the United States if it were ever implemented,
declaring, “Jacobinism, socialism, communism, nihilism and anarchism—these are the real foes



of a democratic republic.”9 On another occasion, he said, “The most cruel form of injustice that
can be devised would be to give a man who has not earned it the reward that ought to come only
to the man who has earned it.”10 Or again:The Roman mob, living on the bread given them by
the State and clamoring for excitement and amusement to be purveyed by the State, represent
for all time the very nadir to which a free and self-respecting population of workers can sink if
they grow habitually to rely upon others, and especially upon the State, either to furnish them
charity, or to permit them to plunder, as a means of a livelihood.11Roosevelt was, in fact, a fiscal
conservative, who believed that Congress had to live within its budget. Even when he asked for
the expansion of the United States Navy, he wanted the money to come from revenue surpluses
rather than borrowing.He opposed the income tax until it became a fait accompli with
Congress’s approval of the sixteenth amendment to the Constitution in 1910. He kept the
currency stable by adopting an inflexible “sound money” policy based on the gold standard (like
J. P. Morgan and Ronald Reagan, he favored a “strong dollar” to prevent inflation).A sensible and
cautious man in confronting politically charged issues, he supported the continuation of policies
that had produced prosperity throughout his generation, including a high tariff wall to protect
American industry and agriculture from foreign competition. The importance of Big Business in
generating prosperity did not escape him, and his celebrated “Trust Busting” was carried out with
laser-beam precision in order to encourage competition without disrupting the nation’s economy.
TR’s conservative economic policies, which largely continued those of Wall Street’s favorite son,
William McKinley, were validated by national prosperity throughout his presidency.He was also a
social conservative. The father of six celebrated family life and vehemently opposed abortion,
birth control, and divorce. A law-and-order governor and former police commissioner, he
strongly supported the death penalty and wanted it imposed on rapists. A lifelong hunter, he
owned many firearms and carried a concealed revolver when he was president. On national
security, he was a hawk before the term became a cliché, willing to use military force to protect
American interests.When Roosevelt used the word progressive, it was in the same way that
Edmund Burke, the intellectual founder of modern conservatism, used the word reform—as the
lifeblood of an active conservatism that could prevent social discontent and revolution.
Roosevelt was a conservative crusader who believed in a strong, united America.
Progressivism, as he understood it, was the means to achieve that end. In June 1918, six
months before his death, he succinctly defined his conservatism this way:There must be sincere
purpose to push forward and remedy wrong, but there must likewise be firm refusal to submit
either to the leadership of the criminal fringe or the lunatic fringe. Class hatred is a mighty poor
substitute for American brotherhood. If we are wise we will proceed by evolution and not
revolution. But Bourbon refusal to move forward at all merely invites revolution.12PART ITHE
FIRST MODERN PRESIDENTCHAPTER ONETR’S ROLLER-COASTER
REPUTATIONTheodore Roosevelt was always controversial, but he was also enormously
popular. In late 1907, fifty-five newspapers around the country asked whether President
Roosevelt, then completing his second term, should run for a third. Of the 21,475 people who



responded, 69 percent said yes.1 This was an astounding level of approval on its own merits,
never mind that it rose up against the long held presidential tradition established by George
Washington of retiring after two terms.To the astonishment of his critics, who repeatedly called
him a dictator, Roosevelt had pledged after his election victory in 1904 not to seek a third term.
That third term was his for the taking in 1908, and, while it is rash to indulge in counterfactual
history, given the unity of the Republican Party under his leadership, it is easy to imagine his
earning a fourth and a fifth term as well. At the end of five terms, he would have been only sixty-
two—eight years younger than Ronald Reagan was when he began his presidency.Roosevelt’s
immense popularity is apparent in the results of another newspaper survey, this one conducted
by the Baltimore Sun in February 1909. The paper asked readers, “What will Theodore
Roosevelt’s nickname be in the history books of the future?”2 The survey results, whatever their
limits, show a departing president regarded with affection (Teddy, Teddy Bear), respect
(Theodore the Great, the Big Stick, the Strenuous President, the Trust Buster), and admiration
(the Peacemaker, Father of the Panama Canal, the Rough Rider).It seems fair to say that no
American president has left the White House more liked by the public than Theodore Roosevelt,
but not all responses to the Sun’s question were complimentary. A vocal minority of Americans
saw him as an autocrat who usurped the constitutional powers of the legislative and judicial
branches and as a reckless imperialist who shamelessly flouted the sovereignty of weak nations
in Latin America. Members of this faction suggested the following nicknames:While Roosevelt’s
critics often accused him of being a vainglorious potentate, less serious detractors ridiculed his
ungainly physical appearance (Him with the Teeth, the Gargoyle in the White House); mocked
him as a sort of P. T. Barnum with a childlike need to be the center of attention (Too Much Teddy,
the Greatest Show on Earth, Theodore the Preposterous, the Limelight, Mr. Bunk, the King of
Capers, Teddy the Tiresome, the Blarney Stone, the Airship that Never Came Down); or pushed
back against his political moralizing (the Political Evangelist, the Common Scold, the Dragon of
Right, the High Priest of Good Morals).Other nicknames suggested by the readers of the
Baltimore Sun include: the Lion Hunter, the Superman, the Busy-Body, the Chief Detective of the
United States, the Observed Observer, the Hero of San Juan Hill, the Gladiator, Theodore the
Little, the Nightmare of Grafters, the Agitator, the Prince of Discord, the Archangel, the Ruthless,
the Preacher, the Encyclopedia, Panama Teddy, Theodore the Impossible, the Man that Scared
John D. [Rockefeller], Seven Long Years!, the Monitor of All Creation, the Lone Truth-Teller, the
Promoter of Panics, the Hero Told to Oversee (anagram of Theodore Roosevelt), Roosevelt the
Mighty, the Jack of All Trades, the Oracle of Oyster Bay, the Janus of America, and Xantippe (the
overbearing wife of Socrates).To most of the country, though, he was simply “Teddy”—not a
father-figure like George Washington but a respected big brother. No other American president
except “Abe” Lincoln has been honored in this way. Roosevelt did not insist that Americans call
him “Teddy,” the way President Carter insisted that everyone call him “Jimmy.” He preferred, in
fact, to be called Theodore. But he appreciated, however reluctantly, the moniker verdict of the
people, who on the whole thought of him as a beloved family member, not an aloof



politician.BURNISHING HIMSELF AS THE ROUGH RIDERRoosevelt expected to be
remembered as Theodore the Great—an honorific that paid tribute to his ambition, his energy,
and his achievements. An aristocrat with a privileged upbringing, his image among the American
people was, paradoxically, one of a rough-riding frontiersman who had been a cowboy and
hunter in the untamed West, who, when he turned to politics, was a tribune of the people leading
a high-minded crusade against government corruption in the cultured East.The defining
characteristic of Roosevelt’s personality was his need to show the world he was manly and
strong. In this respect, he was nothing like Abraham Lincoln, whose iron will to win and steely,
inscrutable resolve were kept hidden beneath an affable and folksy persona, or George
Washington, whose tightly controlled temper rarely exploded around others. He wasn’t like
Thomas Jefferson, infamous for his preference for intrigue over frontal assaults on political
enemies, or even the choleric Andrew Jackson, who let his Indian-killer, “Sharp Knife” reputation
speak for itself.Among American statesmen, Roosevelt most resembles Alexander Hamilton.
Both were relatively small in stature, yearned for battlefield glory, and were aggressive in their
defense of their honor. Roosevelt, of course, had to build his body up, to compensate for the
ravages of his childhood asthma. Hamilton built up his mind as an aggressive autodidact and
was an eager young militiaman at the start of the Revolutionary War. Both Hamilton and
Roosevelt achieved their lifelong desire for heroic combat in spectacular charges that ended
wars, Hamilton leading the climactic assault at Yorktown in 1781 and Roosevelt leading the final
assault on the Spanish entrenchments on Kettle Hill in Cuba in 1898. Both men were hawks who
denounced dithering presidents (in Hamilton’s case, John Adams; in TR’s, William McKinley) for
vacillating leadership as war loomed with a foreign foe (France in 1798, Spain in 1898). Both
men possessed a soaring ambition for personal and national greatness, and a fearless
personality that invited conflict with antagonists.Before the Spanish-American War gave him the
opportunity for military combat, Roosevelt settled for political combat. As a politician, he
portrayed himself as a crusader against sinister forces, while showing himself as an heroic
version of a common man, too, through stories he wrote for popular magazines that described
his rough-and-tough life in the unforgiving Dakota Territory. On his arrival in the West, Roosevelt
had at first been regarded as a soft, pampered “New York dude, who was all teeth and
eyeglasses” but had quickly changed that reputation by breaking “the buckiest, ugliest cow
ponies he could find,”4 driving a corrupt sheriff out of town, tracking down and capturing horse
thieves, and riding endless hours during the roundup with the rest of the hired hands. All this
helped make Roosevelt an immensely popular politician.POST-PRESIDENTIAL DIVEBut he
made mistakes, too, which have harmed his reputation. His ill-advised decision in 1912 to bolt
from the Republican Party and run for president as a Bull Moose Progressive made him seem
power-hungry and erratic. The victory of Woodrow Wilson that year ended Roosevelt’s political
winning streak, which had begun in 1881 with his election to the New York Assembly at the age
of twenty-three. His reputation did not recover during his seven remaining years of life.When the
Lusitania, a British ocean liner carrying 128 American civilians, was sunk by a German U-boat in



1915, Roosevelt insisted the United States, as a matter of national honor, join the war against
Germany. Few, however, shared his view. Most Americans wanted to stay out of a horrific war in
a distant land that did not seem to concern the United States. Refusing to flow with the popular
pacific tide, he denounced Wilson for cultivating national apathy, but his pro-war agitation only
decreased his popularity in a country that wanted to remain isolated from the world’s
troubles.The loveable Teddy Bear was now viewed as recklessly belligerent, indifferent to the
carnage that awaited America’s youth in the trenches of France. “I think the American people feel
a little tired of me,”5 said a frustrated Roosevelt. He was defying public opinion as he had never
dared to do while in the White House:I have spoken out as strongly and as clearly as possible,
and I do not think it has had any effect beyond making people think that I am a truculent and
bloodthirsty person, endeavoring futilely to thwart able, dignified, humane Mr. Wilson in his noble
plan to bring peace everywhere by excellently written letters sent to persons who care nothing
whatever for any letter that is not backed up by force!6Roosevelt’s faded reputation did not
benefit from his death in 1919. Warren Harding’s “Return to Normalcy” campaign the following
year rang the death knell of the progressive era and set the tone for the 1920s. Sickened by the
carnage of World War I and eager for a quiet life, the American people embraced the enigmatic
“Silent Cal” Coolidge—the antithesis of the preachy, crusading Roosevelt.The Great Depression
revived the spirit of reform that Roosevelt had fostered, and his reputation revived with it. His
progressive-minded cousin Franklin Roosevelt found the clan’s surname a political asset, and
the title of his economic program, the New Deal, paid homage to TR’s Square Deal. Leading the
Democratic Party, FDR successfully positioned himself as a conservative reformer, just as TR
had done a generation before, thwarting the attempt of TR’s son, Ted Jr., to do the same within
the Republican Party.TR’s reputation benefited from this cross-party endorsement of his legacy,
but was hit with a powerful countervailing force when many liberal academics in the 1930s linked
TR to the rise of European totalitarianism. It seemed to be a natural outgrowth of his militaristic,
strongman style of leadership. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., for example, recalled the popular
sentiment: “When I went to college in the 1930s, I was taught that Theodore Roosevelt was a
blustering bully.”7 The first full-length biography of Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Pringle’s Pulitzer
Prize–winning volume published in 1931, added to this ugly, unfair picture by depicting his
subject as a sham reformer whose remedies were at best superficial. Pringle, a cheerleader for
Al Smith, the Democratic governor of New York, dismissed the Republican Roosevelt as a
“magnificent child”8 and “violently adolescent person”9 who was “merely a strutting
personification of an America newly powerful in a new century, but not quite grown up and hence
dangerous.”10THE VIEW FROM MOUNT RUSHMOREIf TR’s reputation was suffering among
the intellectual class, he remained a popular figure—popular enough for sculptor Gutzon
Borglum to chisel Roosevelt’s face, along with those of Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, on
Mount Rushmore in South Dakota between 1934 and 1939. Borglum had admired Roosevelt,
having worked for him during the 1912 Bull Moose presidential campaign. Had another sculptor
designed the monument, Andrew Jackson’s might have been the fourth face, or three presidents



might have been depicted rather than four.Roosevelt’s apotheosis on Mount Rushmore might
have had less to do with his politics, though, than with his firm place as an American character.
In the popular Cary Grant film Arsenic and Old Lace (1944), two kindly spinsters poison lonely
old men and dispose of their corpses with the help of their crazy brother, Teddy, who believes
himself to be Theodore Roosevelt. When not screaming “Charge!” and running up the stairs to
San Juan Hill (the second floor of the house), Teddy is happy to bury the murdered men in the
basement, convinced they were unfortunate victims of “yellow fever” contracted while digging
the Panama Canal.The film, a dark comedy, helped revive the image of old, loveable “Teddy,” but
it also reinforced the erroneous idea that he was a touched-in-the-head cowboy adventurer, an
avuncular madman (Mark Twain had once called him “insane”) with delusions of grandeur, a
caricature his Wall Street enemies had circulated throughout his presidency to undercut his
popularity. In fact, from Hollywood’s treatment of Roosevelt (often as a comic figure, as in Robin
Williams’s 2006 portrayal in Night at the Museum), one would hardly guess he was a dignified,
sober-minded statesman who commanded the respect of the world. Germany and Japan
certainly took him seriously when he threatened them with the might of the U.S. Navy in 1902
and 1907, respectively (in the Venezuelan Crisis and a Japanese war scare), and forced both to
back down. So did Britain when TR moved U.S. troops to the Alaskan border during tense
negotiations to resolve a boundary dispute between the United States and Canada, gaining
everything he demanded.In the 1950s, when Roosevelt’s presidential papers were fully opened
and an eight-volume set of his letters was published, historians began to realize how distorted
his reputation had become since his death thirty years before. As a result, a much-needed
scholarly reassessment of his presidency cast aside the clownish image, emphasizing for the
first time the conservative core of his leadership and revealing a serious leader with a brilliant
mind. Walter Lippmann, the renowned political commentator and a founder of the liberal New
Republic, described the real TR when he pointed out a simple truth, that “Theodore Roosevelt
was a conservative who adopted progressive policies.”11Changing global conditions helped
burnish this positive, accurate view of TR. As America assumed the leadership of the free world
in the Cold War struggle against Soviet communism, Roosevelt’s faith in his country’s destiny as
a great power seemed far-sighted rather than far-fetched. Despite the international tensions of
the 1950s, the American people were optimistic and prosperous and well-disposed to an oracle
of national greatness.The presidency of John F. Kennedy revived the spirit of Theodore
Roosevelt. The Massachusetts aristocrat, a war hero and prize-winning author with hawkish
views on foreign policy and progressive rhetoric on civil rights and conservation, recalled the
Harvard man who had served in the White House sixty years before and had governed the
nation as a stealth conservative. Pointing out the remarkable similarities between the two men,
one astute observer wrote at the beginning of JFK’s administration, “Here is a tale of a wealthy
young President, virile, patriotic, widely read, liberal in speech and writing, but conservative on
basic issues and never far in front of the public. Does it sound familiar? Perhaps a canny buyer
will get a hint of just which past President a history-conscious John F. Kennedy may have



chosen for a model.”12When the optimistic mood of the country deteriorated after the
assassination of Kennedy and the escalation of the Vietnam War, the reputation of the bellicose
Roosevelt fell back to earth. By the end of the tumultuous 1960s, conservatives eager to return
the country to Harding-esque “normalcy” viewed him with suspicion, seeing his activism as the
inspiration for the excesses of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. At the same time, liberals
became disenchanted, especially with the unenlightened racial attitudes that Roosevelt shared
with his generation. Not surprisingly, the anti-war movement recoiled from his glorification of war
as a beneficial, character-building endeavor. The tide of disfavor against Roosevelt peaked in
the late 1970s, when protests erupted in Panama against the American presence on the
isthmus, reminding a new generation of the crowbar methods by which he had obtained control
of the Panama Canal Zone from Colombia in 1903.A REAGAN-ERA REVIVALRoosevelt’s
reputation began to rise again with the appearance of two books about his early life. Both
Edmund Morris’s The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt (1979), winner of the Pulitzer Prize, and
David McCullough’s Mornings on Horseback (1981), winner of the National Book Award,
brilliantly captured the swashbuckling appeal that had made Theodore Roosevelt so popular
with the American people.About the same time, Ronald Reagan stepped into the Oval Office
and began to pursue policies that reminded many Americans of TR’s Big Stick diplomacy.
Roosevelt, who had doubled the size of the navy and sent his Great White Fleet on a voyage
around the world, surely would have approved of Reagan’s plans for a six-hundred-ship navy,
dramatically increased military spending, and eagerness to challenge the Soviet Union. These
policies fit perfectly with TR’s philosophy of deterrence (which Reagan expressed succinctly as
“peace through strength”), and they were promoted in the same unequivocal moral terms—the
American “shining city on a hill” versus the Soviet “evil empire”—that Roosevelt habitually used
when describing enemies, foreign and domestic.Equally important, the revival of the American
economy during the 1980s created a positive national mood that bolstered Roosevelt’s standing
just as it had in the prosperous 1950s. The country’s resurgent optimism made it receptive to the
idea of American exceptionalism, the belief in national greatness Roosevelt had trumpeted to
the world when he called the United States “the mightiest Republic upon which the sun has ever
shone.”13The renewed enthusiasm for Roosevelt continued through the 1990s, reaching an
apex in 2001 when President Bill Clinton posthumously conferred on him the Medal of Honor for
his bravery in the Spanish-American War. Roosevelt had not been shy about his desire for the
award, which he considered “the greatest distinction open to any American.”14 He lobbied hard
for it after the war, telling his friend Henry Cabot Lodge, “This will seem very egotistical. I am
entitled to the Medal of Honor, and I want it.”15 But having made enemies in the War
Department, he would not enjoy during his lifetime the country’s highest recognition of valor—
recognition that any impartial judge would conclude was his due.Two frustrating and
inconclusive wars in the Middle East and a lackluster economy since the financial crisis of 2008
have brought another downturn in the national mood, and Roosevelt’s optimism once again
seems out of place. To those dismayed by the dramatic growth of the leviathan state, TR’s



confidence in the power of government to strengthen the country and improve the condition of
the American people may seem dated, and even foolish. To those weary of the immense (and
apparently futile) sacrifice of blood and treasure in Iraq and Afghanistan, his insistence that the
United States should not shirk the responsibilities of a great power may sound like mindless
hubris. Conservatives, shortsightedly, seem inclined to abandon Roosevelt, while liberals,
perhaps surprisingly—but sensing his continued latent appeal as one of the four presidents on
Mount Rushmore—have tried to claim him as one of their own, grabbing onto his achievements
as a reformer and conservationist in order to advance their own agenda. Lost in these various
caricatures is the true man, a man with giant virtues and perhaps equally great failings, but an
unmistakable giant in American history.CHAPTER TWODELIGHTED DEFENDER OF FAMILY
AND COUNTRYIf one speech captures the character of the first modern president, it is
Roosevelt’s address to his supporters just before the Republican National Convention in
1912.About to be robbed of his party’s nomination and infuriated at the certainty of defeat, he
electrified a packed Chicago Auditorium (another multitude of supporters was gathered outside):
“Assuredly the fight will go on whether we win or lose. . . . The victory shall be ours, and it shall
be won as we have already won so many victories, by clean and honest fighting for the loftiest of
causes. We fight in honorable fashion for the good of mankind, fearless for the future, unheeding
of our individual fates, with unflinching hearts and undimmed eyes. We stand at Armageddon
and we battle for the Lord.”1Today such rhetoric comes across as stunningly moralistic, the sort
of thing one would expect from a religious extremist. That was not Roosevelt’s intent or belief,
but it exemplifies why one scholar, Joshua David Hawley, has called him a “preacher of
righteousness.” Roosevelt’s own view of himself was not as a preacher, but as a soldier-
statesman who brought his martial spirit to his high-minded ideals.Roosevelt embraced combat
in the political arena with relish, winning victories over the capitalist titans of the age, J. P.
Morgan and John D. Rockefeller, as well as an army of lesser combatants including populist
Democrats (William Jennings Bryan), corrupt machine bosses (Thomas Platt), stalwart spoils-
men (John Wanamaker), demagogic newspaper moguls (William Randolph Hearst), vitriolic
pundits (Frank Hatton), rivals on the right (Mark Hanna), rivals on the left (Robert LaFollette),
doctrinaire socialists (Eugene Debs), cutthroat bureaucrats (Russell Alger), unctuous hangers-
on (Mr. & Mrs. Bellamy Storer), reactionary U.S. senators (Nelson Aldrich), anarchist-friendly
governors (John Altgeld), disloyal protégés (William Howard Taft), and insubordinate generals
(Nelson Miles). Summing up the combative pattern of TR’s political career, one newspaper writer
observed, “Where Mr. Roosevelt goes, there quarrelling and wrangling follows.”2TR’s rapier wit
helped him prevail in these contests. By the time he reached the White House, he had probably
read more books than any other American president; that study paid off handsomely. A master of
the English language, he commanded a vast vocabulary. As someone who knew him said, in his
hands “a dead phrase became a political missile. There it lay. There it had always lain. Roosevelt
stumbled on it, looked at it, roared, picked it up, hurled it at the right mark, and exploded it into
fame.”3 Thus Woodrow Wilson became a “Byzantine logothete”4 (translation: a passive



bureaucrat) because he refused to lead the United States into World War I against Germany
during the first years of that contest.In Roosevelt’s hands, witty invective was an assassin’s
dagger. As jagged as his public comments could be, his private remarks were often savage. The
novelist Henry James was “an emasculated mass of inanity”5; the German-born reformer Carl
Schurz a “prattling foreign reptile”6; Postmaster General John Wanamaker “an ill-constitutioned
creature, oily, but with bristles sticking up through the oil”7; Civil Service Commissioner Charles
Lyman “the most intolerably slow and pompous old muttonhead who ever adored red tape”8; a
justice of New York’s highest court “an amiable old fuzzy-wuzzy with sweetbread brains”9;
Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan “a professional yodeler, a human trombone”10;
Senator William Peffer “a well-meaning, pinheaded, anarchist crank of hirsute and slabsided
aspect”11; Secretary of the Interior Hoke Smith, “boisterous, vulgar . . . who has some power
and more shiftiness with his villainous little pigs eyes”12; William Randolph Hearst’s New York
Journal a “leprous spot upon our civilization”13; Mississippi Congressman John Sharp Williams
“the true old-style Jeffersonian of the barbaric blatherskite variety”14; Vice President Thomas
Hendricks “one of the arch-snakes from the old Copperhead nest.”15THE LOVABLE TEDDY
BEARIn anyone else, such an acerbic tongue might have proved repellant, but TR could charm
as easily as he could offend, and his offensiveness was almost part of his rambunctious, boyish
appeal. Both friends and enemies were drawn to his irresistible force. As one friend said: “To be
with him was not simply to live more strivingly. It was to live more abundantly. A primrose by the
river’s brim became a prodigious episode in the migration of flowers. A shy child coming into the
room became a romp and a riot. A feather on the White House lawn a sure sign of the migration
of fox-sparrows.”16Unlike George Washington, who was awkward to be around because of his
monarchial reserve, Roosevelt was friendly and engaging, more like the card-playing Henry Clay
than the Puritan-iceberg John Quincy Adams. He was as intellectually curious as Thomas
Jefferson, as impatient and aggressive as Andrew Jackson, and had his own inimitable love of
nature and family. His sophomoric humor, however, was not always appreciated. Among his
favorite pranks: dropping behind those who didn’t keep up while horseback riding, and then
sprinting forward at a hard gallop, “shouting a cowboy ‘Whoopee!’” as he passed. Henry Cabot
Lodge, the poster-child for humorless WASPs, was a frequent victim of this rearguard assault,
hanging “grimly onto the pommel”17 of his saddle as the president laughed in sadistic
satisfaction that he had melted the gelid dignity of his patrician friend.Explaining Roosevelt’s
antics, his British friend Cecil Spring-Rice said: “You must always remember that the President is
about six.”18 It was an opinion shared by TR’s sardonic secretary of war, Elihu Root, who
needled TR on the president’s forty-sixth birthday: “You have made a good start in life and your
friends have great hopes for you when you grow up.”19 Six years later in 1910, Root had not
changed his mind: “Theodore, you are still the same great, overgrown boy as ever.”20 The press
appreciated his youthful spirit, too. “He faced every phase of his Presidential life with the
bubbling enthusiasm of a schoolboy,” wrote the London Times.21 Even Roosevelt’s archenemy,
Woodrow Wilson, admitted the exuberance of his political foe was endearing. “He is a great big



boy,” Wilson remarked after a meeting at the White House in 1917. “I was charmed by his
personality. There was a sweetness about him that is very compelling. You can’t resist the
man.”22When wielding power, TR enjoyed devilish fun at the expense of wrongdoers. After an
army colonel made public remarks that displeased him, “the officer received sudden orders to
report to Camp Grant, Arizona. Accompanied only by a Negro orderly, he arrived at this new post
to find an all but totally abandoned garrison, consisting of only a few Indian scouts.”23 He was
equally creative as police commissioner of New York City when a notorious anti-Semite rabble-
rouser demanded police protection. “I decided that the best thing to do was to have him
protected by forty Jewish policemen,” Roosevelt said later. “Of course it was my duty to see that
he was not molested, and it struck me to have him protected by the very members of the race he
was denouncing was the most effective answer to that denunciation.”24To encounter Roosevelt
was to meet a moving object—a whirling dervish in a frock coat who lit up every gloomy
bureaucratic workplace with an electric luminescence. One witness waiting for him described
how TR “shot through the outer office like a dull brown streak, incidentally firing a question at the
pretty secretary as he passed” and that when they finally met, his handshake was “quick,
nervous and full of an energy which almost seemed to overflow at touch”25 and that his greeting
was “emphatic, decisive, the syllables chopped off, clean and sharp, as if by a knife.”26 As
governor of New York, his ceaseless motion was noted by another witness: “As he works, he
must range, now here, now there, ever on his feet, save for brief moments. . . . Gesticulating,
every muscle on tension, at this second frowning, at that laughing, filling the entire room with his
presence, he steps back and forth the live-long day.”27Roosevelt was as Thomas Carlyle said of
Daniel Webster, “a steam engine in trousers,”28 but at the same time so needful of others he
would halt his locomotive ambitions whenever he could to engage in conversation—of course,
he always did most of the talking. Senators accustomed to whispering deals in smoke-filled
rooms complained about his openness. “The President talks too loudly, giving no chance of
privacy,”29 they whined, pining for the discreet suavity of his predecessor, McKinley. “He is a
man who speaks with Bismarckian frankness,” wrote the correspondent of the London Times,
who was struck by Roosevelt’s “quick, impatient, yet tolerant look in the eyes, which before you
speak seems to say, ‘I know what you are going to say and will tell you where you are wrong.’”30
“The President employs no useless frills in learning what his callers want,”31 another eyewitness
observed, noting the brusque manner in which he conducted business and how he dispensed
with daily tasks as though he were mowing down an enemy with a machine gun.A NIAGARA
FALLS OF WORDS, WORDS, WORDSPossessing a prodigious appetite for both food and talk,
Roosevelt would share almost anything on his mind. Surprised the habit hadn’t hurt his career,
he told historian William Dodd over a noon meal: “When I think of all the things I have said, all
the mistakes even, I am surprised that I am President.” He was alluding to the fact that
outspoken leaders rarely rise to the highest office in the land. In the historian’s opinion,
Roosevelt was “blunt, quick and outspoken,” but Dodd thought these qualities had actually
helped his lunch companion, telling TR, “it is just because of what you have said, Mr. President,



and what you have done that you are President.”32Dodd glossed over the numerous verbal
landmines Roosevelt had inadvertently stepped on over the years. For instance, Roosevelt once
called Thomas Paine a “filthy little atheist,”33 a remark he was forced to explain all his life. While
defending Christendom against the slurs of the infidel Paine, he also warred against pacifists
whose consciences would not permit combat engagement, declaring: “In the long run, a Quaker
may be quite as undesirable a citizen as is a duelist. No man who is not willing to bear arms and
to fight for his rights can give a good reason why he should be entitled to the privilege of living in
a free community.”34 Attacking agitators who said too much (Paine) and pacifists who did too
little (Quakers), Roosevelt’s assaults on those he disagreed with revealed his habit of firing
howitzer-like denunciations at either side of the political spectrum, depending on which was
gaining strength at a given moment. At his core, he was a conservative who frowned on all
threats to the social order, whether they came from the left or the right. Above all else, he valued
a healthy balance of power, not only to avoid war between nations, but also in the domestic
sphere so that the country could thrive without social unrest endangering peace and
prosperity.While Roosevelt’s gaffes are forgotten, his love of delighted is not. He repeated the
word at least fifty times a day, pronouncing it as if it were three separate words, as do his
impersonators. “He is ‘dee-light-ed’ to see you,” noted one eyewitness of the president’s verbal
tick, “‘dee-light-ed’ to hear you are well and ‘dee-light-ed’ everything else.” He also overused
superlatives (fitting for one with a superlative personality), especially “very,” which he sprinkled
liberally throughout speeches. For emphasis in conversation, he would blurt out “By Jove!” and
“By George!” whenever he got excited, which was often.35The peculiar words that flowed from
Roosevelt’s mouth were matched by equally peculiar commentary gushing from his pen. Seeing
himself as an oracle of wisdom who knew better than anyone the best course for the country, he
loved dispensing advice, deluging the nation in “a Niagara of words, words, words” that was
breathtaking.36 His turgid annual messages to Congress, cumulatively about as long as a
Russian novel, contained pearls that set him apart from his less-verbose predecessors, who
invariably confined their remarks on the State of the Union to regurgitations of tariff-revenue
figures and facts equally lifeless. A windbag Polonius, the young president could not restrain his
pen when his turn came to lecture Congress, informing the legislature, among other things, that
it would be best to create preserves “for the wild forest creatures”; that women who used birth
control committed “a sin for which there is no atonement”; that militarism was a “non-existent
evil” which had “not the slightest chance of appearing here”; that wife beaters should themselves
be beaten as punishment; that the multimillionaire “whose son is a fool and his daughter a
princess” was the moral equivalent of a “marauder baron of the dark ages”; that immigrants with
“a low moral tendency or of unsavory reputation” should not be allowed into the
country.37President Roosevelt was a fiery pepper in the sometimes bland stew of politics. Not
everyone welcomed his burning advice. It reminded them of years before his presidency when
he disturbed the tranquility of Washington, on one occasion telling a reporter that radical leftists
should be put up against a wall and shot. “We know him of old as a person in whom the craving



for notoriety is very slightly, if at all, tempered by prudence and self-restraint,” wrote the
Washington Post, referring to his advocacy for firing-squad justice. “He has taken many
prizes . . . as the very Prince of Bumptiousness and the High Priest of Brutal Arrogance.
Habitually, he is a well-mannered, well-educated, quick-witted gentleman. Sporadically, he is
perhaps the most thoroughly Boeotian hoodlum who has ever been smuggled into polite
society.”38ALWAYS TIME FOR ORDINARY FOLK AND HIS CHILDRENWith his Jupiter-sized
ego, genius-level IQ, and genteel pedigree, he might have stood aloof and sneered at the hoi
polloi, but he did not. While traveling aboard a battleship to visit Panama in 1906, he astonished
the vessel’s officers by “going down in one of the fire rooms to shovel coal,”39 brute labor not
expected of the president. But he executed the drudgery with relish, sweating side-by-side with
the lowest members of the crew in the ship’s dungeon-like belly. Episodes like these, which
abound throughout his career, revealed his Lincolnesque ability to connect with regular folks. He
revealed he was one of them, that he understood their challenges, and empathized with their
condition.The Japanese diplomat Kentaro Kaneko captured Roosevelt’s human touch with this
anecdote about his visit to Sagamore Hill describing the president’s hospitality after a long
dinner conversation:The President rose and lit the candle, and conducted me upstairs to my
room. It was a cool night. He felt the coverings on my bed and decided that I might need another
blanket. “I’ll get you one,” he said, leaving the room. And in a minute or two he reappeared with a
blanket over his shoulder. “Come,” he said, as he put it on the bed, “and I’ll show you the bath
room.” I went with him. “Here’s soap,” said he, “and here are clean towels.” Then he took me back
to my room and wished me a good night.Kaneko was stunned; the president had assumed tasks
other heads of state would leave to servants. He declared that the display of simple manners
had given him “as great an honor as a man could have.”40Roosevelt could snap a crisp “Make it
so!”41 using the nautical language of a navy commander when informed the Great White Fleet
was ready to begin its voyage, and then in the next breath tell a diplomat from the nation most
threatened by the sixteen battleships: “Here’s soap and here are clean towels.” TR could be both
authoritative and humble in the same breath. One great source of strength that allowed him to do
that was his family. He was the unmistakable head of his household, who also adored his wife
and doted on his children. William Howard Taft observed: “We never had a President whose
family life has been better than Roosevelt’s. The people know it. That’s why they like him.”42TR
was a remarkable father, always finding time to play with his six children as he went about
conquering the universe, leading them on boisterous hikes in Rock Creek Park in Washington or
the Oyster Bay woods around Sagamore Hill. He could also be a martinet, riding his oldest so
hard as a boy that Ted Jr. had a nervous breakdown. “If one of my boys was a bully, I’d try to
thrash it out of him,” said Roosevelt. “If he would not defend himself against a bully, I’d thrash him
until I had some degree of manhood in him. He’d require but one thrashing.”43 As harsh as his
approach to parenting might sound, he demonstrated immense love of his children; they
worshipped him in return as a figure of absolute authority who was also fun to be around.None
of TR’s sons became a renowned statesmen, but all demonstrated a behavior he highly valued:



battlefield heroics. He and his oldest son Ted Jr. are, along with Arthur and Douglas MacArthur,
the only father-and-son pairs to win the Congressional Medal of Honor; his second son, Kermit,
served with distinction in the Middle East during World War I; his third son, Archie, recovered
from crippling wounds received in both world wars after demonstrating valor during each conflict;
his youngest son, Quentin, died in battle when his plane was shot down in France in 1918. Given
these military records, no other president can be mentioned in the same breath with TR as a
father of heroes. He never felt proud of his merchant ancestors who stood on the sidelines
during the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Civil War. But the
courage and sacrifice of his sons (three of them died in uniform) more than redeemed his
ancestors’ failure to risk life-and-limb for their country during its formative years.Copyright ©
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President, Mr. Roosevelt could speak progressively and act conservatively. But as a private
citizen, what has he but words to rely upon?1—London Times editorial after TR’s speech at
Osawatomie, Kansas, raised fears that the ex-president had become a socialistIt is well to keep
in mind the remark of Frederick the Great that if he wished to punish a province he would allow it
to be governed by philosophers.2—TR expressing his belief that practical realists made much
better rulers than ideological doctrinairesWhen we shake hands, we shake the world.3—



Inscription of the German leader, Kaiser Wilhelm II, to TR on a photograph of the two men at
their first face-to-face meeting in 1910As President, Mr. Roosevelt could speak progressively
and act conservatively. But as a private citizen, what has he but words to rely upon?1—London
Times editorial after TR’s speech at Osawatomie, Kansas, raised fears that the ex-president had
become a socialistIt is well to keep in mind the remark of Frederick the Great that if he wished to
punish a province he would allow it to be governed by philosophers.2—TR expressing his belief
that practical realists made much better rulers than ideological doctrinairesWhen we shake
hands, we shake the world.3—Inscription of the German leader, Kaiser Wilhelm II, to TR on a
photograph of the two men at their first face-to-face meeting in 1910INTRODUCTIONWhen
Theodore Roosevelt died in January 1919, his staunchest friend, Henry Cabot Lodge, cried out
in the U.S. Senate, “Greatheart is gone!”4 To Lodge, and to countless other Americans,
Roosevelt had seemed like a romantic hero, almost from the moment he burst onto the public
stage.A decade before Roosevelt reached the White House, the sitting president, Grover
Cleveland, prophesized: “You do not know Theodore Roosevelt. I do, and I tell you that he is one
of the ablest politicians either party ever had and the ablest Republican politician in this
generation. The country will find this out in time.”5 The then–Speaker of the House of
Representatives, Thomas Reed, was equally sure Roosevelt was destined for greatness. “We’ve
got an American of blood and iron—a coming man,” he told a new member of Congress. “You
want to watch this man, for he is a new world Bismarck and Cromwell combined, and you will
see him President yet.”6 That was how Roosevelt, a man in his early thirties, was viewed by the
most powerful men in the U.S. government.The comparisons with Bismarck and Cromwell were
apt. Like Bismarck, Roosevelt wanted his country to be feared, respected, and united. Like
Cromwell, he approached politics with a passionate, even religious fervor. Roosevelt wrote a
biography of Cromwell and saw himself cast from a Cromwellian mold, a “General of the Lord
with his Bible and Sword,”7 a sword Roosevelt intended to wield against the selfish plutocracy
and corrupt “machine politics” of the Gilded Age.One of Roosevelt’s British friends, Lord Morley,
had a different take on the twenty-sixth president, but he also described TR in religious terms,
believing he was “an interesting combination of St. Vitus and St. Paul.”8 He saw Roosevelt not as
a Cromwellian warrior but as a flamboyant entertainer fueled by endless reserves of nervous
energy (St. Vitus is the patron saint of actors and epileptics). And instead of a Bismarckian
strongman, he saw his friend as a political evangelist who used his extraordinary talents to
persuade rather than to intimidate.While astute observers saw the seeds of greatness in
Roosevelt many years before he reached the White House, others saw a quick-tempered,
impetuous, and potentially dangerous man who could not be trusted to wield presidential power.
He never shook off this reputation for rash behavior, but he did, as we’ll see, turn it to his
advantage, especially in foreign affairs.NOT A LIBERAL PROGRESSIVEBizarrely,
“progressives,” as American liberals are now often called, have tried to adopt Theodore
Roosevelt as one of their own, just as many conservatives have tried to disown him. But this is to
get Roosevelt exactly backwards.At his core, Roosevelt was a conservative who used



progressive language to inspire a spirit of nationalism in the American people. Unlike many
modern progressives, he had not a smidgen of ambivalence about American power or his
country’s exceptional place in the world. He was a patriot who did not see American history as a
litany of sins. And while he believed in the power of government to do good, as did his fellow
conservative Alexander Hamilton, he was not, unlike many modern progressives, a man who
saw merit in socialism. In fact, he denounced socialism as an unjust scheme that would damage
the United States if it were ever implemented, declaring, “Jacobinism, socialism, communism,
nihilism and anarchism—these are the real foes of a democratic republic.”9 On another
occasion, he said, “The most cruel form of injustice that can be devised would be to give a man
who has not earned it the reward that ought to come only to the man who has earned it.”10 Or
again:The Roman mob, living on the bread given them by the State and clamoring for excitement
and amusement to be purveyed by the State, represent for all time the very nadir to which a free
and self-respecting population of workers can sink if they grow habitually to rely upon others,
and especially upon the State, either to furnish them charity, or to permit them to plunder, as a
means of a livelihood.11Roosevelt was, in fact, a fiscal conservative, who believed that
Congress had to live within its budget. Even when he asked for the expansion of the United
States Navy, he wanted the money to come from revenue surpluses rather than borrowing.He
opposed the income tax until it became a fait accompli with Congress’s approval of the sixteenth
amendment to the Constitution in 1910. He kept the currency stable by adopting an inflexible
“sound money” policy based on the gold standard (like J. P. Morgan and Ronald Reagan, he
favored a “strong dollar” to prevent inflation).A sensible and cautious man in confronting
politically charged issues, he supported the continuation of policies that had produced
prosperity throughout his generation, including a high tariff wall to protect American industry and
agriculture from foreign competition. The importance of Big Business in generating prosperity
did not escape him, and his celebrated “Trust Busting” was carried out with laser-beam precision
in order to encourage competition without disrupting the nation’s economy. TR’s conservative
economic policies, which largely continued those of Wall Street’s favorite son, William McKinley,
were validated by national prosperity throughout his presidency.He was also a social
conservative. The father of six celebrated family life and vehemently opposed abortion, birth
control, and divorce. A law-and-order governor and former police commissioner, he strongly
supported the death penalty and wanted it imposed on rapists. A lifelong hunter, he owned many
firearms and carried a concealed revolver when he was president. On national security, he was a
hawk before the term became a cliché, willing to use military force to protect American
interests.When Roosevelt used the word progressive, it was in the same way that Edmund
Burke, the intellectual founder of modern conservatism, used the word reform—as the lifeblood
of an active conservatism that could prevent social discontent and revolution. Roosevelt was a
conservative crusader who believed in a strong, united America. Progressivism, as he
understood it, was the means to achieve that end. In June 1918, six months before his death, he
succinctly defined his conservatism this way:There must be sincere purpose to push forward



and remedy wrong, but there must likewise be firm refusal to submit either to the leadership of
the criminal fringe or the lunatic fringe. Class hatred is a mighty poor substitute for American
brotherhood. If we are wise we will proceed by evolution and not revolution. But Bourbon refusal
to move forward at all merely invites revolution.12INTRODUCTIONWhen Theodore Roosevelt
died in January 1919, his staunchest friend, Henry Cabot Lodge, cried out in the U.S. Senate,
“Greatheart is gone!”4 To Lodge, and to countless other Americans, Roosevelt had seemed like
a romantic hero, almost from the moment he burst onto the public stage.A decade before
Roosevelt reached the White House, the sitting president, Grover Cleveland, prophesized: “You
do not know Theodore Roosevelt. I do, and I tell you that he is one of the ablest politicians either
party ever had and the ablest Republican politician in this generation. The country will find this
out in time.”5 The then–Speaker of the House of Representatives, Thomas Reed, was equally
sure Roosevelt was destined for greatness. “We’ve got an American of blood and iron—a
coming man,” he told a new member of Congress. “You want to watch this man, for he is a new
world Bismarck and Cromwell combined, and you will see him President yet.”6 That was how
Roosevelt, a man in his early thirties, was viewed by the most powerful men in the U.S.
government.The comparisons with Bismarck and Cromwell were apt. Like Bismarck, Roosevelt
wanted his country to be feared, respected, and united. Like Cromwell, he approached politics
with a passionate, even religious fervor. Roosevelt wrote a biography of Cromwell and saw
himself cast from a Cromwellian mold, a “General of the Lord with his Bible and Sword,”7 a
sword Roosevelt intended to wield against the selfish plutocracy and corrupt “machine politics”
of the Gilded Age.One of Roosevelt’s British friends, Lord Morley, had a different take on the
twenty-sixth president, but he also described TR in religious terms, believing he was “an
interesting combination of St. Vitus and St. Paul.”8 He saw Roosevelt not as a Cromwellian
warrior but as a flamboyant entertainer fueled by endless reserves of nervous energy (St. Vitus
is the patron saint of actors and epileptics). And instead of a Bismarckian strongman, he saw his
friend as a political evangelist who used his extraordinary talents to persuade rather than to
intimidate.While astute observers saw the seeds of greatness in Roosevelt many years before
he reached the White House, others saw a quick-tempered, impetuous, and potentially
dangerous man who could not be trusted to wield presidential power. He never shook off this
reputation for rash behavior, but he did, as we’ll see, turn it to his advantage, especially in foreign
affairs.NOT A LIBERAL PROGRESSIVEBizarrely, “progressives,” as American liberals are now
often called, have tried to adopt Theodore Roosevelt as one of their own, just as many
conservatives have tried to disown him. But this is to get Roosevelt exactly backwards.At his
core, Roosevelt was a conservative who used progressive language to inspire a spirit of
nationalism in the American people. Unlike many modern progressives, he had not a smidgen of
ambivalence about American power or his country’s exceptional place in the world. He was a
patriot who did not see American history as a litany of sins. And while he believed in the power of
government to do good, as did his fellow conservative Alexander Hamilton, he was not, unlike
many modern progressives, a man who saw merit in socialism. In fact, he denounced socialism



as an unjust scheme that would damage the United States if it were ever implemented,
declaring, “Jacobinism, socialism, communism, nihilism and anarchism—these are the real foes
of a democratic republic.”9 On another occasion, he said, “The most cruel form of injustice that
can be devised would be to give a man who has not earned it the reward that ought to come only
to the man who has earned it.”10 Or again:The Roman mob, living on the bread given them by
the State and clamoring for excitement and amusement to be purveyed by the State, represent
for all time the very nadir to which a free and self-respecting population of workers can sink if
they grow habitually to rely upon others, and especially upon the State, either to furnish them
charity, or to permit them to plunder, as a means of a livelihood.11Roosevelt was, in fact, a fiscal
conservative, who believed that Congress had to live within its budget. Even when he asked for
the expansion of the United States Navy, he wanted the money to come from revenue surpluses
rather than borrowing.He opposed the income tax until it became a fait accompli with
Congress’s approval of the sixteenth amendment to the Constitution in 1910. He kept the
currency stable by adopting an inflexible “sound money” policy based on the gold standard (like
J. P. Morgan and Ronald Reagan, he favored a “strong dollar” to prevent inflation).A sensible and
cautious man in confronting politically charged issues, he supported the continuation of policies
that had produced prosperity throughout his generation, including a high tariff wall to protect
American industry and agriculture from foreign competition. The importance of Big Business in
generating prosperity did not escape him, and his celebrated “Trust Busting” was carried out with
laser-beam precision in order to encourage competition without disrupting the nation’s economy.
TR’s conservative economic policies, which largely continued those of Wall Street’s favorite son,
William McKinley, were validated by national prosperity throughout his presidency.He was also a
social conservative. The father of six celebrated family life and vehemently opposed abortion,
birth control, and divorce. A law-and-order governor and former police commissioner, he
strongly supported the death penalty and wanted it imposed on rapists. A lifelong hunter, he
owned many firearms and carried a concealed revolver when he was president. On national
security, he was a hawk before the term became a cliché, willing to use military force to protect
American interests.When Roosevelt used the word progressive, it was in the same way that
Edmund Burke, the intellectual founder of modern conservatism, used the word reform—as the
lifeblood of an active conservatism that could prevent social discontent and revolution.
Roosevelt was a conservative crusader who believed in a strong, united America.
Progressivism, as he understood it, was the means to achieve that end. In June 1918, six
months before his death, he succinctly defined his conservatism this way:There must be sincere
purpose to push forward and remedy wrong, but there must likewise be firm refusal to submit
either to the leadership of the criminal fringe or the lunatic fringe. Class hatred is a mighty poor
substitute for American brotherhood. If we are wise we will proceed by evolution and not
revolution. But Bourbon refusal to move forward at all merely invites revolution.12PART ITHE
FIRST MODERN PRESIDENTPART ITHE FIRST MODERN PRESIDENTCHAPTER ONETR’S
ROLLER-COASTER REPUTATIONTheodore Roosevelt was always controversial, but he was



also enormously popular. In late 1907, fifty-five newspapers around the country asked whether
President Roosevelt, then completing his second term, should run for a third. Of the 21,475
people who responded, 69 percent said yes.1 This was an astounding level of approval on its
own merits, never mind that it rose up against the long held presidential tradition established by
George Washington of retiring after two terms.To the astonishment of his critics, who repeatedly
called him a dictator, Roosevelt had pledged after his election victory in 1904 not to seek a third
term. That third term was his for the taking in 1908, and, while it is rash to indulge in
counterfactual history, given the unity of the Republican Party under his leadership, it is easy to
imagine his earning a fourth and a fifth term as well. At the end of five terms, he would have been
only sixty-two—eight years younger than Ronald Reagan was when he began his
presidency.Roosevelt’s immense popularity is apparent in the results of another newspaper
survey, this one conducted by the Baltimore Sun in February 1909. The paper asked readers,
“What will Theodore Roosevelt’s nickname be in the history books of the future?”2 The survey
results, whatever their limits, show a departing president regarded with affection (Teddy, Teddy
Bear), respect (Theodore the Great, the Big Stick, the Strenuous President, the Trust Buster),
and admiration (the Peacemaker, Father of the Panama Canal, the Rough Rider).It seems fair to
say that no American president has left the White House more liked by the public than Theodore
Roosevelt, but not all responses to the Sun’s question were complimentary. A vocal minority of
Americans saw him as an autocrat who usurped the constitutional powers of the legislative and
judicial branches and as a reckless imperialist who shamelessly flouted the sovereignty of weak
nations in Latin America. Members of this faction suggested the following nicknames:While
Roosevelt’s critics often accused him of being a vainglorious potentate, less serious detractors
ridiculed his ungainly physical appearance (Him with the Teeth, the Gargoyle in the White
House); mocked him as a sort of P. T. Barnum with a childlike need to be the center of attention
(Too Much Teddy, the Greatest Show on Earth, Theodore the Preposterous, the Limelight, Mr.
Bunk, the King of Capers, Teddy the Tiresome, the Blarney Stone, the Airship that Never Came
Down); or pushed back against his political moralizing (the Political Evangelist, the Common
Scold, the Dragon of Right, the High Priest of Good Morals).Other nicknames suggested by the
readers of the Baltimore Sun include: the Lion Hunter, the Superman, the Busy-Body, the Chief
Detective of the United States, the Observed Observer, the Hero of San Juan Hill, the Gladiator,
Theodore the Little, the Nightmare of Grafters, the Agitator, the Prince of Discord, the Archangel,
the Ruthless, the Preacher, the Encyclopedia, Panama Teddy, Theodore the Impossible, the
Man that Scared John D. [Rockefeller], Seven Long Years!, the Monitor of All Creation, the Lone
Truth-Teller, the Promoter of Panics, the Hero Told to Oversee (anagram of Theodore
Roosevelt), Roosevelt the Mighty, the Jack of All Trades, the Oracle of Oyster Bay, the Janus of
America, and Xantippe (the overbearing wife of Socrates).To most of the country, though, he
was simply “Teddy”—not a father-figure like George Washington but a respected big brother. No
other American president except “Abe” Lincoln has been honored in this way. Roosevelt did not
insist that Americans call him “Teddy,” the way President Carter insisted that everyone call him



“Jimmy.” He preferred, in fact, to be called Theodore. But he appreciated, however reluctantly, the
moniker verdict of the people, who on the whole thought of him as a beloved family member, not
an aloof politician.BURNISHING HIMSELF AS THE ROUGH RIDERRoosevelt expected to be
remembered as Theodore the Great—an honorific that paid tribute to his ambition, his energy,
and his achievements. An aristocrat with a privileged upbringing, his image among the American
people was, paradoxically, one of a rough-riding frontiersman who had been a cowboy and
hunter in the untamed West, who, when he turned to politics, was a tribune of the people leading
a high-minded crusade against government corruption in the cultured East.The defining
characteristic of Roosevelt’s personality was his need to show the world he was manly and
strong. In this respect, he was nothing like Abraham Lincoln, whose iron will to win and steely,
inscrutable resolve were kept hidden beneath an affable and folksy persona, or George
Washington, whose tightly controlled temper rarely exploded around others. He wasn’t like
Thomas Jefferson, infamous for his preference for intrigue over frontal assaults on political
enemies, or even the choleric Andrew Jackson, who let his Indian-killer, “Sharp Knife” reputation
speak for itself.Among American statesmen, Roosevelt most resembles Alexander Hamilton.
Both were relatively small in stature, yearned for battlefield glory, and were aggressive in their
defense of their honor. Roosevelt, of course, had to build his body up, to compensate for the
ravages of his childhood asthma. Hamilton built up his mind as an aggressive autodidact and
was an eager young militiaman at the start of the Revolutionary War. Both Hamilton and
Roosevelt achieved their lifelong desire for heroic combat in spectacular charges that ended
wars, Hamilton leading the climactic assault at Yorktown in 1781 and Roosevelt leading the final
assault on the Spanish entrenchments on Kettle Hill in Cuba in 1898. Both men were hawks who
denounced dithering presidents (in Hamilton’s case, John Adams; in TR’s, William McKinley) for
vacillating leadership as war loomed with a foreign foe (France in 1798, Spain in 1898). Both
men possessed a soaring ambition for personal and national greatness, and a fearless
personality that invited conflict with antagonists.Before the Spanish-American War gave him the
opportunity for military combat, Roosevelt settled for political combat. As a politician, he
portrayed himself as a crusader against sinister forces, while showing himself as an heroic
version of a common man, too, through stories he wrote for popular magazines that described
his rough-and-tough life in the unforgiving Dakota Territory. On his arrival in the West, Roosevelt
had at first been regarded as a soft, pampered “New York dude, who was all teeth and
eyeglasses” but had quickly changed that reputation by breaking “the buckiest, ugliest cow
ponies he could find,”4 driving a corrupt sheriff out of town, tracking down and capturing horse
thieves, and riding endless hours during the roundup with the rest of the hired hands. All this
helped make Roosevelt an immensely popular politician.POST-PRESIDENTIAL DIVEBut he
made mistakes, too, which have harmed his reputation. His ill-advised decision in 1912 to bolt
from the Republican Party and run for president as a Bull Moose Progressive made him seem
power-hungry and erratic. The victory of Woodrow Wilson that year ended Roosevelt’s political
winning streak, which had begun in 1881 with his election to the New York Assembly at the age



of twenty-three. His reputation did not recover during his seven remaining years of life.When the
Lusitania, a British ocean liner carrying 128 American civilians, was sunk by a German U-boat in
1915, Roosevelt insisted the United States, as a matter of national honor, join the war against
Germany. Few, however, shared his view. Most Americans wanted to stay out of a horrific war in
a distant land that did not seem to concern the United States. Refusing to flow with the popular
pacific tide, he denounced Wilson for cultivating national apathy, but his pro-war agitation only
decreased his popularity in a country that wanted to remain isolated from the world’s
troubles.The loveable Teddy Bear was now viewed as recklessly belligerent, indifferent to the
carnage that awaited America’s youth in the trenches of France. “I think the American people feel
a little tired of me,”5 said a frustrated Roosevelt. He was defying public opinion as he had never
dared to do while in the White House:I have spoken out as strongly and as clearly as possible,
and I do not think it has had any effect beyond making people think that I am a truculent and
bloodthirsty person, endeavoring futilely to thwart able, dignified, humane Mr. Wilson in his noble
plan to bring peace everywhere by excellently written letters sent to persons who care nothing
whatever for any letter that is not backed up by force!6Roosevelt’s faded reputation did not
benefit from his death in 1919. Warren Harding’s “Return to Normalcy” campaign the following
year rang the death knell of the progressive era and set the tone for the 1920s. Sickened by the
carnage of World War I and eager for a quiet life, the American people embraced the enigmatic
“Silent Cal” Coolidge—the antithesis of the preachy, crusading Roosevelt.The Great Depression
revived the spirit of reform that Roosevelt had fostered, and his reputation revived with it. His
progressive-minded cousin Franklin Roosevelt found the clan’s surname a political asset, and
the title of his economic program, the New Deal, paid homage to TR’s Square Deal. Leading the
Democratic Party, FDR successfully positioned himself as a conservative reformer, just as TR
had done a generation before, thwarting the attempt of TR’s son, Ted Jr., to do the same within
the Republican Party.TR’s reputation benefited from this cross-party endorsement of his legacy,
but was hit with a powerful countervailing force when many liberal academics in the 1930s linked
TR to the rise of European totalitarianism. It seemed to be a natural outgrowth of his militaristic,
strongman style of leadership. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., for example, recalled the popular
sentiment: “When I went to college in the 1930s, I was taught that Theodore Roosevelt was a
blustering bully.”7 The first full-length biography of Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Pringle’s Pulitzer
Prize–winning volume published in 1931, added to this ugly, unfair picture by depicting his
subject as a sham reformer whose remedies were at best superficial. Pringle, a cheerleader for
Al Smith, the Democratic governor of New York, dismissed the Republican Roosevelt as a
“magnificent child”8 and “violently adolescent person”9 who was “merely a strutting
personification of an America newly powerful in a new century, but not quite grown up and hence
dangerous.”10THE VIEW FROM MOUNT RUSHMOREIf TR’s reputation was suffering among
the intellectual class, he remained a popular figure—popular enough for sculptor Gutzon
Borglum to chisel Roosevelt’s face, along with those of Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, on
Mount Rushmore in South Dakota between 1934 and 1939. Borglum had admired Roosevelt,



having worked for him during the 1912 Bull Moose presidential campaign. Had another sculptor
designed the monument, Andrew Jackson’s might have been the fourth face, or three presidents
might have been depicted rather than four.Roosevelt’s apotheosis on Mount Rushmore might
have had less to do with his politics, though, than with his firm place as an American character.
In the popular Cary Grant film Arsenic and Old Lace (1944), two kindly spinsters poison lonely
old men and dispose of their corpses with the help of their crazy brother, Teddy, who believes
himself to be Theodore Roosevelt. When not screaming “Charge!” and running up the stairs to
San Juan Hill (the second floor of the house), Teddy is happy to bury the murdered men in the
basement, convinced they were unfortunate victims of “yellow fever” contracted while digging
the Panama Canal.The film, a dark comedy, helped revive the image of old, loveable “Teddy,” but
it also reinforced the erroneous idea that he was a touched-in-the-head cowboy adventurer, an
avuncular madman (Mark Twain had once called him “insane”) with delusions of grandeur, a
caricature his Wall Street enemies had circulated throughout his presidency to undercut his
popularity. In fact, from Hollywood’s treatment of Roosevelt (often as a comic figure, as in Robin
Williams’s 2006 portrayal in Night at the Museum), one would hardly guess he was a dignified,
sober-minded statesman who commanded the respect of the world. Germany and Japan
certainly took him seriously when he threatened them with the might of the U.S. Navy in 1902
and 1907, respectively (in the Venezuelan Crisis and a Japanese war scare), and forced both to
back down. So did Britain when TR moved U.S. troops to the Alaskan border during tense
negotiations to resolve a boundary dispute between the United States and Canada, gaining
everything he demanded.In the 1950s, when Roosevelt’s presidential papers were fully opened
and an eight-volume set of his letters was published, historians began to realize how distorted
his reputation had become since his death thirty years before. As a result, a much-needed
scholarly reassessment of his presidency cast aside the clownish image, emphasizing for the
first time the conservative core of his leadership and revealing a serious leader with a brilliant
mind. Walter Lippmann, the renowned political commentator and a founder of the liberal New
Republic, described the real TR when he pointed out a simple truth, that “Theodore Roosevelt
was a conservative who adopted progressive policies.”11Changing global conditions helped
burnish this positive, accurate view of TR. As America assumed the leadership of the free world
in the Cold War struggle against Soviet communism, Roosevelt’s faith in his country’s destiny as
a great power seemed far-sighted rather than far-fetched. Despite the international tensions of
the 1950s, the American people were optimistic and prosperous and well-disposed to an oracle
of national greatness.The presidency of John F. Kennedy revived the spirit of Theodore
Roosevelt. The Massachusetts aristocrat, a war hero and prize-winning author with hawkish
views on foreign policy and progressive rhetoric on civil rights and conservation, recalled the
Harvard man who had served in the White House sixty years before and had governed the
nation as a stealth conservative. Pointing out the remarkable similarities between the two men,
one astute observer wrote at the beginning of JFK’s administration, “Here is a tale of a wealthy
young President, virile, patriotic, widely read, liberal in speech and writing, but conservative on



basic issues and never far in front of the public. Does it sound familiar? Perhaps a canny buyer
will get a hint of just which past President a history-conscious John F. Kennedy may have
chosen for a model.”12When the optimistic mood of the country deteriorated after the
assassination of Kennedy and the escalation of the Vietnam War, the reputation of the bellicose
Roosevelt fell back to earth. By the end of the tumultuous 1960s, conservatives eager to return
the country to Harding-esque “normalcy” viewed him with suspicion, seeing his activism as the
inspiration for the excesses of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. At the same time, liberals
became disenchanted, especially with the unenlightened racial attitudes that Roosevelt shared
with his generation. Not surprisingly, the anti-war movement recoiled from his glorification of war
as a beneficial, character-building endeavor. The tide of disfavor against Roosevelt peaked in
the late 1970s, when protests erupted in Panama against the American presence on the
isthmus, reminding a new generation of the crowbar methods by which he had obtained control
of the Panama Canal Zone from Colombia in 1903.A REAGAN-ERA REVIVALRoosevelt’s
reputation began to rise again with the appearance of two books about his early life. Both
Edmund Morris’s The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt (1979), winner of the Pulitzer Prize, and
David McCullough’s Mornings on Horseback (1981), winner of the National Book Award,
brilliantly captured the swashbuckling appeal that had made Theodore Roosevelt so popular
with the American people.About the same time, Ronald Reagan stepped into the Oval Office
and began to pursue policies that reminded many Americans of TR’s Big Stick diplomacy.
Roosevelt, who had doubled the size of the navy and sent his Great White Fleet on a voyage
around the world, surely would have approved of Reagan’s plans for a six-hundred-ship navy,
dramatically increased military spending, and eagerness to challenge the Soviet Union. These
policies fit perfectly with TR’s philosophy of deterrence (which Reagan expressed succinctly as
“peace through strength”), and they were promoted in the same unequivocal moral terms—the
American “shining city on a hill” versus the Soviet “evil empire”—that Roosevelt habitually used
when describing enemies, foreign and domestic.Equally important, the revival of the American
economy during the 1980s created a positive national mood that bolstered Roosevelt’s standing
just as it had in the prosperous 1950s. The country’s resurgent optimism made it receptive to the
idea of American exceptionalism, the belief in national greatness Roosevelt had trumpeted to
the world when he called the United States “the mightiest Republic upon which the sun has ever
shone.”13The renewed enthusiasm for Roosevelt continued through the 1990s, reaching an
apex in 2001 when President Bill Clinton posthumously conferred on him the Medal of Honor for
his bravery in the Spanish-American War. Roosevelt had not been shy about his desire for the
award, which he considered “the greatest distinction open to any American.”14 He lobbied hard
for it after the war, telling his friend Henry Cabot Lodge, “This will seem very egotistical. I am
entitled to the Medal of Honor, and I want it.”15 But having made enemies in the War
Department, he would not enjoy during his lifetime the country’s highest recognition of valor—
recognition that any impartial judge would conclude was his due.Two frustrating and
inconclusive wars in the Middle East and a lackluster economy since the financial crisis of 2008



have brought another downturn in the national mood, and Roosevelt’s optimism once again
seems out of place. To those dismayed by the dramatic growth of the leviathan state, TR’s
confidence in the power of government to strengthen the country and improve the condition of
the American people may seem dated, and even foolish. To those weary of the immense (and
apparently futile) sacrifice of blood and treasure in Iraq and Afghanistan, his insistence that the
United States should not shirk the responsibilities of a great power may sound like mindless
hubris. Conservatives, shortsightedly, seem inclined to abandon Roosevelt, while liberals,
perhaps surprisingly—but sensing his continued latent appeal as one of the four presidents on
Mount Rushmore—have tried to claim him as one of their own, grabbing onto his achievements
as a reformer and conservationist in order to advance their own agenda. Lost in these various
caricatures is the true man, a man with giant virtues and perhaps equally great failings, but an
unmistakable giant in American history.CHAPTER ONETR’S ROLLER-COASTER
REPUTATIONTheodore Roosevelt was always controversial, but he was also enormously
popular. In late 1907, fifty-five newspapers around the country asked whether President
Roosevelt, then completing his second term, should run for a third. Of the 21,475 people who
responded, 69 percent said yes.1 This was an astounding level of approval on its own merits,
never mind that it rose up against the long held presidential tradition established by George
Washington of retiring after two terms.To the astonishment of his critics, who repeatedly called
him a dictator, Roosevelt had pledged after his election victory in 1904 not to seek a third term.
That third term was his for the taking in 1908, and, while it is rash to indulge in counterfactual
history, given the unity of the Republican Party under his leadership, it is easy to imagine his
earning a fourth and a fifth term as well. At the end of five terms, he would have been only sixty-
two—eight years younger than Ronald Reagan was when he began his presidency.Roosevelt’s
immense popularity is apparent in the results of another newspaper survey, this one conducted
by the Baltimore Sun in February 1909. The paper asked readers, “What will Theodore
Roosevelt’s nickname be in the history books of the future?”2 The survey results, whatever their
limits, show a departing president regarded with affection (Teddy, Teddy Bear), respect
(Theodore the Great, the Big Stick, the Strenuous President, the Trust Buster), and admiration
(the Peacemaker, Father of the Panama Canal, the Rough Rider).It seems fair to say that no
American president has left the White House more liked by the public than Theodore Roosevelt,
but not all responses to the Sun’s question were complimentary. A vocal minority of Americans
saw him as an autocrat who usurped the constitutional powers of the legislative and judicial
branches and as a reckless imperialist who shamelessly flouted the sovereignty of weak nations
in Latin America. Members of this faction suggested the following nicknames:While Roosevelt’s
critics often accused him of being a vainglorious potentate, less serious detractors ridiculed his
ungainly physical appearance (Him with the Teeth, the Gargoyle in the White House); mocked
him as a sort of P. T. Barnum with a childlike need to be the center of attention (Too Much Teddy,
the Greatest Show on Earth, Theodore the Preposterous, the Limelight, Mr. Bunk, the King of
Capers, Teddy the Tiresome, the Blarney Stone, the Airship that Never Came Down); or pushed



back against his political moralizing (the Political Evangelist, the Common Scold, the Dragon of
Right, the High Priest of Good Morals).Other nicknames suggested by the readers of the
Baltimore Sun include: the Lion Hunter, the Superman, the Busy-Body, the Chief Detective of the
United States, the Observed Observer, the Hero of San Juan Hill, the Gladiator, Theodore the
Little, the Nightmare of Grafters, the Agitator, the Prince of Discord, the Archangel, the Ruthless,
the Preacher, the Encyclopedia, Panama Teddy, Theodore the Impossible, the Man that Scared
John D. [Rockefeller], Seven Long Years!, the Monitor of All Creation, the Lone Truth-Teller, the
Promoter of Panics, the Hero Told to Oversee (anagram of Theodore Roosevelt), Roosevelt the
Mighty, the Jack of All Trades, the Oracle of Oyster Bay, the Janus of America, and Xantippe (the
overbearing wife of Socrates).To most of the country, though, he was simply “Teddy”—not a
father-figure like George Washington but a respected big brother. No other American president
except “Abe” Lincoln has been honored in this way. Roosevelt did not insist that Americans call
him “Teddy,” the way President Carter insisted that everyone call him “Jimmy.” He preferred, in
fact, to be called Theodore. But he appreciated, however reluctantly, the moniker verdict of the
people, who on the whole thought of him as a beloved family member, not an aloof
politician.BURNISHING HIMSELF AS THE ROUGH RIDERRoosevelt expected to be
remembered as Theodore the Great—an honorific that paid tribute to his ambition, his energy,
and his achievements. An aristocrat with a privileged upbringing, his image among the American
people was, paradoxically, one of a rough-riding frontiersman who had been a cowboy and
hunter in the untamed West, who, when he turned to politics, was a tribune of the people leading
a high-minded crusade against government corruption in the cultured East.The defining
characteristic of Roosevelt’s personality was his need to show the world he was manly and
strong. In this respect, he was nothing like Abraham Lincoln, whose iron will to win and steely,
inscrutable resolve were kept hidden beneath an affable and folksy persona, or George
Washington, whose tightly controlled temper rarely exploded around others. He wasn’t like
Thomas Jefferson, infamous for his preference for intrigue over frontal assaults on political
enemies, or even the choleric Andrew Jackson, who let his Indian-killer, “Sharp Knife” reputation
speak for itself.Among American statesmen, Roosevelt most resembles Alexander Hamilton.
Both were relatively small in stature, yearned for battlefield glory, and were aggressive in their
defense of their honor. Roosevelt, of course, had to build his body up, to compensate for the
ravages of his childhood asthma. Hamilton built up his mind as an aggressive autodidact and
was an eager young militiaman at the start of the Revolutionary War. Both Hamilton and
Roosevelt achieved their lifelong desire for heroic combat in spectacular charges that ended
wars, Hamilton leading the climactic assault at Yorktown in 1781 and Roosevelt leading the final
assault on the Spanish entrenchments on Kettle Hill in Cuba in 1898. Both men were hawks who
denounced dithering presidents (in Hamilton’s case, John Adams; in TR’s, William McKinley) for
vacillating leadership as war loomed with a foreign foe (France in 1798, Spain in 1898). Both
men possessed a soaring ambition for personal and national greatness, and a fearless
personality that invited conflict with antagonists.Before the Spanish-American War gave him the



opportunity for military combat, Roosevelt settled for political combat. As a politician, he
portrayed himself as a crusader against sinister forces, while showing himself as an heroic
version of a common man, too, through stories he wrote for popular magazines that described
his rough-and-tough life in the unforgiving Dakota Territory. On his arrival in the West, Roosevelt
had at first been regarded as a soft, pampered “New York dude, who was all teeth and
eyeglasses” but had quickly changed that reputation by breaking “the buckiest, ugliest cow
ponies he could find,”4 driving a corrupt sheriff out of town, tracking down and capturing horse
thieves, and riding endless hours during the roundup with the rest of the hired hands. All this
helped make Roosevelt an immensely popular politician.POST-PRESIDENTIAL DIVEBut he
made mistakes, too, which have harmed his reputation. His ill-advised decision in 1912 to bolt
from the Republican Party and run for president as a Bull Moose Progressive made him seem
power-hungry and erratic. The victory of Woodrow Wilson that year ended Roosevelt’s political
winning streak, which had begun in 1881 with his election to the New York Assembly at the age
of twenty-three. His reputation did not recover during his seven remaining years of life.When the
Lusitania, a British ocean liner carrying 128 American civilians, was sunk by a German U-boat in
1915, Roosevelt insisted the United States, as a matter of national honor, join the war against
Germany. Few, however, shared his view. Most Americans wanted to stay out of a horrific war in
a distant land that did not seem to concern the United States. Refusing to flow with the popular
pacific tide, he denounced Wilson for cultivating national apathy, but his pro-war agitation only
decreased his popularity in a country that wanted to remain isolated from the world’s
troubles.The loveable Teddy Bear was now viewed as recklessly belligerent, indifferent to the
carnage that awaited America’s youth in the trenches of France. “I think the American people feel
a little tired of me,”5 said a frustrated Roosevelt. He was defying public opinion as he had never
dared to do while in the White House:I have spoken out as strongly and as clearly as possible,
and I do not think it has had any effect beyond making people think that I am a truculent and
bloodthirsty person, endeavoring futilely to thwart able, dignified, humane Mr. Wilson in his noble
plan to bring peace everywhere by excellently written letters sent to persons who care nothing
whatever for any letter that is not backed up by force!6Roosevelt’s faded reputation did not
benefit from his death in 1919. Warren Harding’s “Return to Normalcy” campaign the following
year rang the death knell of the progressive era and set the tone for the 1920s. Sickened by the
carnage of World War I and eager for a quiet life, the American people embraced the enigmatic
“Silent Cal” Coolidge—the antithesis of the preachy, crusading Roosevelt.The Great Depression
revived the spirit of reform that Roosevelt had fostered, and his reputation revived with it. His
progressive-minded cousin Franklin Roosevelt found the clan’s surname a political asset, and
the title of his economic program, the New Deal, paid homage to TR’s Square Deal. Leading the
Democratic Party, FDR successfully positioned himself as a conservative reformer, just as TR
had done a generation before, thwarting the attempt of TR’s son, Ted Jr., to do the same within
the Republican Party.TR’s reputation benefited from this cross-party endorsement of his legacy,
but was hit with a powerful countervailing force when many liberal academics in the 1930s linked



TR to the rise of European totalitarianism. It seemed to be a natural outgrowth of his militaristic,
strongman style of leadership. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., for example, recalled the popular
sentiment: “When I went to college in the 1930s, I was taught that Theodore Roosevelt was a
blustering bully.”7 The first full-length biography of Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Pringle’s Pulitzer
Prize–winning volume published in 1931, added to this ugly, unfair picture by depicting his
subject as a sham reformer whose remedies were at best superficial. Pringle, a cheerleader for
Al Smith, the Democratic governor of New York, dismissed the Republican Roosevelt as a
“magnificent child”8 and “violently adolescent person”9 who was “merely a strutting
personification of an America newly powerful in a new century, but not quite grown up and hence
dangerous.”10THE VIEW FROM MOUNT RUSHMOREIf TR’s reputation was suffering among
the intellectual class, he remained a popular figure—popular enough for sculptor Gutzon
Borglum to chisel Roosevelt’s face, along with those of Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, on
Mount Rushmore in South Dakota between 1934 and 1939. Borglum had admired Roosevelt,
having worked for him during the 1912 Bull Moose presidential campaign. Had another sculptor
designed the monument, Andrew Jackson’s might have been the fourth face, or three presidents
might have been depicted rather than four.Roosevelt’s apotheosis on Mount Rushmore might
have had less to do with his politics, though, than with his firm place as an American character.
In the popular Cary Grant film Arsenic and Old Lace (1944), two kindly spinsters poison lonely
old men and dispose of their corpses with the help of their crazy brother, Teddy, who believes
himself to be Theodore Roosevelt. When not screaming “Charge!” and running up the stairs to
San Juan Hill (the second floor of the house), Teddy is happy to bury the murdered men in the
basement, convinced they were unfortunate victims of “yellow fever” contracted while digging
the Panama Canal.The film, a dark comedy, helped revive the image of old, loveable “Teddy,” but
it also reinforced the erroneous idea that he was a touched-in-the-head cowboy adventurer, an
avuncular madman (Mark Twain had once called him “insane”) with delusions of grandeur, a
caricature his Wall Street enemies had circulated throughout his presidency to undercut his
popularity. In fact, from Hollywood’s treatment of Roosevelt (often as a comic figure, as in Robin
Williams’s 2006 portrayal in Night at the Museum), one would hardly guess he was a dignified,
sober-minded statesman who commanded the respect of the world. Germany and Japan
certainly took him seriously when he threatened them with the might of the U.S. Navy in 1902
and 1907, respectively (in the Venezuelan Crisis and a Japanese war scare), and forced both to
back down. So did Britain when TR moved U.S. troops to the Alaskan border during tense
negotiations to resolve a boundary dispute between the United States and Canada, gaining
everything he demanded.In the 1950s, when Roosevelt’s presidential papers were fully opened
and an eight-volume set of his letters was published, historians began to realize how distorted
his reputation had become since his death thirty years before. As a result, a much-needed
scholarly reassessment of his presidency cast aside the clownish image, emphasizing for the
first time the conservative core of his leadership and revealing a serious leader with a brilliant
mind. Walter Lippmann, the renowned political commentator and a founder of the liberal New



Republic, described the real TR when he pointed out a simple truth, that “Theodore Roosevelt
was a conservative who adopted progressive policies.”11Changing global conditions helped
burnish this positive, accurate view of TR. As America assumed the leadership of the free world
in the Cold War struggle against Soviet communism, Roosevelt’s faith in his country’s destiny as
a great power seemed far-sighted rather than far-fetched. Despite the international tensions of
the 1950s, the American people were optimistic and prosperous and well-disposed to an oracle
of national greatness.The presidency of John F. Kennedy revived the spirit of Theodore
Roosevelt. The Massachusetts aristocrat, a war hero and prize-winning author with hawkish
views on foreign policy and progressive rhetoric on civil rights and conservation, recalled the
Harvard man who had served in the White House sixty years before and had governed the
nation as a stealth conservative. Pointing out the remarkable similarities between the two men,
one astute observer wrote at the beginning of JFK’s administration, “Here is a tale of a wealthy
young President, virile, patriotic, widely read, liberal in speech and writing, but conservative on
basic issues and never far in front of the public. Does it sound familiar? Perhaps a canny buyer
will get a hint of just which past President a history-conscious John F. Kennedy may have
chosen for a model.”12When the optimistic mood of the country deteriorated after the
assassination of Kennedy and the escalation of the Vietnam War, the reputation of the bellicose
Roosevelt fell back to earth. By the end of the tumultuous 1960s, conservatives eager to return
the country to Harding-esque “normalcy” viewed him with suspicion, seeing his activism as the
inspiration for the excesses of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. At the same time, liberals
became disenchanted, especially with the unenlightened racial attitudes that Roosevelt shared
with his generation. Not surprisingly, the anti-war movement recoiled from his glorification of war
as a beneficial, character-building endeavor. The tide of disfavor against Roosevelt peaked in
the late 1970s, when protests erupted in Panama against the American presence on the
isthmus, reminding a new generation of the crowbar methods by which he had obtained control
of the Panama Canal Zone from Colombia in 1903.A REAGAN-ERA REVIVALRoosevelt’s
reputation began to rise again with the appearance of two books about his early life. Both
Edmund Morris’s The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt (1979), winner of the Pulitzer Prize, and
David McCullough’s Mornings on Horseback (1981), winner of the National Book Award,
brilliantly captured the swashbuckling appeal that had made Theodore Roosevelt so popular
with the American people.About the same time, Ronald Reagan stepped into the Oval Office
and began to pursue policies that reminded many Americans of TR’s Big Stick diplomacy.
Roosevelt, who had doubled the size of the navy and sent his Great White Fleet on a voyage
around the world, surely would have approved of Reagan’s plans for a six-hundred-ship navy,
dramatically increased military spending, and eagerness to challenge the Soviet Union. These
policies fit perfectly with TR’s philosophy of deterrence (which Reagan expressed succinctly as
“peace through strength”), and they were promoted in the same unequivocal moral terms—the
American “shining city on a hill” versus the Soviet “evil empire”—that Roosevelt habitually used
when describing enemies, foreign and domestic.Equally important, the revival of the American



economy during the 1980s created a positive national mood that bolstered Roosevelt’s standing
just as it had in the prosperous 1950s. The country’s resurgent optimism made it receptive to the
idea of American exceptionalism, the belief in national greatness Roosevelt had trumpeted to
the world when he called the United States “the mightiest Republic upon which the sun has ever
shone.”13The renewed enthusiasm for Roosevelt continued through the 1990s, reaching an
apex in 2001 when President Bill Clinton posthumously conferred on him the Medal of Honor for
his bravery in the Spanish-American War. Roosevelt had not been shy about his desire for the
award, which he considered “the greatest distinction open to any American.”14 He lobbied hard
for it after the war, telling his friend Henry Cabot Lodge, “This will seem very egotistical. I am
entitled to the Medal of Honor, and I want it.”15 But having made enemies in the War
Department, he would not enjoy during his lifetime the country’s highest recognition of valor—
recognition that any impartial judge would conclude was his due.Two frustrating and
inconclusive wars in the Middle East and a lackluster economy since the financial crisis of 2008
have brought another downturn in the national mood, and Roosevelt’s optimism once again
seems out of place. To those dismayed by the dramatic growth of the leviathan state, TR’s
confidence in the power of government to strengthen the country and improve the condition of
the American people may seem dated, and even foolish. To those weary of the immense (and
apparently futile) sacrifice of blood and treasure in Iraq and Afghanistan, his insistence that the
United States should not shirk the responsibilities of a great power may sound like mindless
hubris. Conservatives, shortsightedly, seem inclined to abandon Roosevelt, while liberals,
perhaps surprisingly—but sensing his continued latent appeal as one of the four presidents on
Mount Rushmore—have tried to claim him as one of their own, grabbing onto his achievements
as a reformer and conservationist in order to advance their own agenda. Lost in these various
caricatures is the true man, a man with giant virtues and perhaps equally great failings, but an
unmistakable giant in American history.CHAPTER TWODELIGHTED DEFENDER OF FAMILY
AND COUNTRYIf one speech captures the character of the first modern president, it is
Roosevelt’s address to his supporters just before the Republican National Convention in
1912.About to be robbed of his party’s nomination and infuriated at the certainty of defeat, he
electrified a packed Chicago Auditorium (another multitude of supporters was gathered outside):
“Assuredly the fight will go on whether we win or lose. . . . The victory shall be ours, and it shall
be won as we have already won so many victories, by clean and honest fighting for the loftiest of
causes. We fight in honorable fashion for the good of mankind, fearless for the future, unheeding
of our individual fates, with unflinching hearts and undimmed eyes. We stand at Armageddon
and we battle for the Lord.”1Today such rhetoric comes across as stunningly moralistic, the sort
of thing one would expect from a religious extremist. That was not Roosevelt’s intent or belief,
but it exemplifies why one scholar, Joshua David Hawley, has called him a “preacher of
righteousness.” Roosevelt’s own view of himself was not as a preacher, but as a soldier-
statesman who brought his martial spirit to his high-minded ideals.Roosevelt embraced combat
in the political arena with relish, winning victories over the capitalist titans of the age, J. P.



Morgan and John D. Rockefeller, as well as an army of lesser combatants including populist
Democrats (William Jennings Bryan), corrupt machine bosses (Thomas Platt), stalwart spoils-
men (John Wanamaker), demagogic newspaper moguls (William Randolph Hearst), vitriolic
pundits (Frank Hatton), rivals on the right (Mark Hanna), rivals on the left (Robert LaFollette),
doctrinaire socialists (Eugene Debs), cutthroat bureaucrats (Russell Alger), unctuous hangers-
on (Mr. & Mrs. Bellamy Storer), reactionary U.S. senators (Nelson Aldrich), anarchist-friendly
governors (John Altgeld), disloyal protégés (William Howard Taft), and insubordinate generals
(Nelson Miles). Summing up the combative pattern of TR’s political career, one newspaper writer
observed, “Where Mr. Roosevelt goes, there quarrelling and wrangling follows.”2TR’s rapier wit
helped him prevail in these contests. By the time he reached the White House, he had probably
read more books than any other American president; that study paid off handsomely. A master of
the English language, he commanded a vast vocabulary. As someone who knew him said, in his
hands “a dead phrase became a political missile. There it lay. There it had always lain. Roosevelt
stumbled on it, looked at it, roared, picked it up, hurled it at the right mark, and exploded it into
fame.”3 Thus Woodrow Wilson became a “Byzantine logothete”4 (translation: a passive
bureaucrat) because he refused to lead the United States into World War I against Germany
during the first years of that contest.In Roosevelt’s hands, witty invective was an assassin’s
dagger. As jagged as his public comments could be, his private remarks were often savage. The
novelist Henry James was “an emasculated mass of inanity”5; the German-born reformer Carl
Schurz a “prattling foreign reptile”6; Postmaster General John Wanamaker “an ill-constitutioned
creature, oily, but with bristles sticking up through the oil”7; Civil Service Commissioner Charles
Lyman “the most intolerably slow and pompous old muttonhead who ever adored red tape”8; a
justice of New York’s highest court “an amiable old fuzzy-wuzzy with sweetbread brains”9;
Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan “a professional yodeler, a human trombone”10;
Senator William Peffer “a well-meaning, pinheaded, anarchist crank of hirsute and slabsided
aspect”11; Secretary of the Interior Hoke Smith, “boisterous, vulgar . . . who has some power
and more shiftiness with his villainous little pigs eyes”12; William Randolph Hearst’s New York
Journal a “leprous spot upon our civilization”13; Mississippi Congressman John Sharp Williams
“the true old-style Jeffersonian of the barbaric blatherskite variety”14; Vice President Thomas
Hendricks “one of the arch-snakes from the old Copperhead nest.”15THE LOVABLE TEDDY
BEARIn anyone else, such an acerbic tongue might have proved repellant, but TR could charm
as easily as he could offend, and his offensiveness was almost part of his rambunctious, boyish
appeal. Both friends and enemies were drawn to his irresistible force. As one friend said: “To be
with him was not simply to live more strivingly. It was to live more abundantly. A primrose by the
river’s brim became a prodigious episode in the migration of flowers. A shy child coming into the
room became a romp and a riot. A feather on the White House lawn a sure sign of the migration
of fox-sparrows.”16Unlike George Washington, who was awkward to be around because of his
monarchial reserve, Roosevelt was friendly and engaging, more like the card-playing Henry Clay
than the Puritan-iceberg John Quincy Adams. He was as intellectually curious as Thomas



Jefferson, as impatient and aggressive as Andrew Jackson, and had his own inimitable love of
nature and family. His sophomoric humor, however, was not always appreciated. Among his
favorite pranks: dropping behind those who didn’t keep up while horseback riding, and then
sprinting forward at a hard gallop, “shouting a cowboy ‘Whoopee!’” as he passed. Henry Cabot
Lodge, the poster-child for humorless WASPs, was a frequent victim of this rearguard assault,
hanging “grimly onto the pommel”17 of his saddle as the president laughed in sadistic
satisfaction that he had melted the gelid dignity of his patrician friend.Explaining Roosevelt’s
antics, his British friend Cecil Spring-Rice said: “You must always remember that the President is
about six.”18 It was an opinion shared by TR’s sardonic secretary of war, Elihu Root, who
needled TR on the president’s forty-sixth birthday: “You have made a good start in life and your
friends have great hopes for you when you grow up.”19 Six years later in 1910, Root had not
changed his mind: “Theodore, you are still the same great, overgrown boy as ever.”20 The press
appreciated his youthful spirit, too. “He faced every phase of his Presidential life with the
bubbling enthusiasm of a schoolboy,” wrote the London Times.21 Even Roosevelt’s archenemy,
Woodrow Wilson, admitted the exuberance of his political foe was endearing. “He is a great big
boy,” Wilson remarked after a meeting at the White House in 1917. “I was charmed by his
personality. There was a sweetness about him that is very compelling. You can’t resist the
man.”22When wielding power, TR enjoyed devilish fun at the expense of wrongdoers. After an
army colonel made public remarks that displeased him, “the officer received sudden orders to
report to Camp Grant, Arizona. Accompanied only by a Negro orderly, he arrived at this new post
to find an all but totally abandoned garrison, consisting of only a few Indian scouts.”23 He was
equally creative as police commissioner of New York City when a notorious anti-Semite rabble-
rouser demanded police protection. “I decided that the best thing to do was to have him
protected by forty Jewish policemen,” Roosevelt said later. “Of course it was my duty to see that
he was not molested, and it struck me to have him protected by the very members of the race he
was denouncing was the most effective answer to that denunciation.”24To encounter Roosevelt
was to meet a moving object—a whirling dervish in a frock coat who lit up every gloomy
bureaucratic workplace with an electric luminescence. One witness waiting for him described
how TR “shot through the outer office like a dull brown streak, incidentally firing a question at the
pretty secretary as he passed” and that when they finally met, his handshake was “quick,
nervous and full of an energy which almost seemed to overflow at touch”25 and that his greeting
was “emphatic, decisive, the syllables chopped off, clean and sharp, as if by a knife.”26 As
governor of New York, his ceaseless motion was noted by another witness: “As he works, he
must range, now here, now there, ever on his feet, save for brief moments. . . . Gesticulating,
every muscle on tension, at this second frowning, at that laughing, filling the entire room with his
presence, he steps back and forth the live-long day.”27Roosevelt was as Thomas Carlyle said of
Daniel Webster, “a steam engine in trousers,”28 but at the same time so needful of others he
would halt his locomotive ambitions whenever he could to engage in conversation—of course,
he always did most of the talking. Senators accustomed to whispering deals in smoke-filled



rooms complained about his openness. “The President talks too loudly, giving no chance of
privacy,”29 they whined, pining for the discreet suavity of his predecessor, McKinley. “He is a
man who speaks with Bismarckian frankness,” wrote the correspondent of the London Times,
who was struck by Roosevelt’s “quick, impatient, yet tolerant look in the eyes, which before you
speak seems to say, ‘I know what you are going to say and will tell you where you are wrong.’”30
“The President employs no useless frills in learning what his callers want,”31 another eyewitness
observed, noting the brusque manner in which he conducted business and how he dispensed
with daily tasks as though he were mowing down an enemy with a machine gun.A NIAGARA
FALLS OF WORDS, WORDS, WORDSPossessing a prodigious appetite for both food and talk,
Roosevelt would share almost anything on his mind. Surprised the habit hadn’t hurt his career,
he told historian William Dodd over a noon meal: “When I think of all the things I have said, all
the mistakes even, I am surprised that I am President.” He was alluding to the fact that
outspoken leaders rarely rise to the highest office in the land. In the historian’s opinion,
Roosevelt was “blunt, quick and outspoken,” but Dodd thought these qualities had actually
helped his lunch companion, telling TR, “it is just because of what you have said, Mr. President,
and what you have done that you are President.”32Dodd glossed over the numerous verbal
landmines Roosevelt had inadvertently stepped on over the years. For instance, Roosevelt once
called Thomas Paine a “filthy little atheist,”33 a remark he was forced to explain all his life. While
defending Christendom against the slurs of the infidel Paine, he also warred against pacifists
whose consciences would not permit combat engagement, declaring: “In the long run, a Quaker
may be quite as undesirable a citizen as is a duelist. No man who is not willing to bear arms and
to fight for his rights can give a good reason why he should be entitled to the privilege of living in
a free community.”34 Attacking agitators who said too much (Paine) and pacifists who did too
little (Quakers), Roosevelt’s assaults on those he disagreed with revealed his habit of firing
howitzer-like denunciations at either side of the political spectrum, depending on which was
gaining strength at a given moment. At his core, he was a conservative who frowned on all
threats to the social order, whether they came from the left or the right. Above all else, he valued
a healthy balance of power, not only to avoid war between nations, but also in the domestic
sphere so that the country could thrive without social unrest endangering peace and
prosperity.While Roosevelt’s gaffes are forgotten, his love of delighted is not. He repeated the
word at least fifty times a day, pronouncing it as if it were three separate words, as do his
impersonators. “He is ‘dee-light-ed’ to see you,” noted one eyewitness of the president’s verbal
tick, “‘dee-light-ed’ to hear you are well and ‘dee-light-ed’ everything else.” He also overused
superlatives (fitting for one with a superlative personality), especially “very,” which he sprinkled
liberally throughout speeches. For emphasis in conversation, he would blurt out “By Jove!” and
“By George!” whenever he got excited, which was often.35The peculiar words that flowed from
Roosevelt’s mouth were matched by equally peculiar commentary gushing from his pen. Seeing
himself as an oracle of wisdom who knew better than anyone the best course for the country, he
loved dispensing advice, deluging the nation in “a Niagara of words, words, words” that was



breathtaking.36 His turgid annual messages to Congress, cumulatively about as long as a
Russian novel, contained pearls that set him apart from his less-verbose predecessors, who
invariably confined their remarks on the State of the Union to regurgitations of tariff-revenue
figures and facts equally lifeless. A windbag Polonius, the young president could not restrain his
pen when his turn came to lecture Congress, informing the legislature, among other things, that
it would be best to create preserves “for the wild forest creatures”; that women who used birth
control committed “a sin for which there is no atonement”; that militarism was a “non-existent
evil” which had “not the slightest chance of appearing here”; that wife beaters should themselves
be beaten as punishment; that the multimillionaire “whose son is a fool and his daughter a
princess” was the moral equivalent of a “marauder baron of the dark ages”; that immigrants with
“a low moral tendency or of unsavory reputation” should not be allowed into the
country.37President Roosevelt was a fiery pepper in the sometimes bland stew of politics. Not
everyone welcomed his burning advice. It reminded them of years before his presidency when
he disturbed the tranquility of Washington, on one occasion telling a reporter that radical leftists
should be put up against a wall and shot. “We know him of old as a person in whom the craving
for notoriety is very slightly, if at all, tempered by prudence and self-restraint,” wrote the
Washington Post, referring to his advocacy for firing-squad justice. “He has taken many
prizes . . . as the very Prince of Bumptiousness and the High Priest of Brutal Arrogance.
Habitually, he is a well-mannered, well-educated, quick-witted gentleman. Sporadically, he is
perhaps the most thoroughly Boeotian hoodlum who has ever been smuggled into polite
society.”38ALWAYS TIME FOR ORDINARY FOLK AND HIS CHILDRENWith his Jupiter-sized
ego, genius-level IQ, and genteel pedigree, he might have stood aloof and sneered at the hoi
polloi, but he did not. While traveling aboard a battleship to visit Panama in 1906, he astonished
the vessel’s officers by “going down in one of the fire rooms to shovel coal,”39 brute labor not
expected of the president. But he executed the drudgery with relish, sweating side-by-side with
the lowest members of the crew in the ship’s dungeon-like belly. Episodes like these, which
abound throughout his career, revealed his Lincolnesque ability to connect with regular folks. He
revealed he was one of them, that he understood their challenges, and empathized with their
condition.The Japanese diplomat Kentaro Kaneko captured Roosevelt’s human touch with this
anecdote about his visit to Sagamore Hill describing the president’s hospitality after a long
dinner conversation:The President rose and lit the candle, and conducted me upstairs to my
room. It was a cool night. He felt the coverings on my bed and decided that I might need another
blanket. “I’ll get you one,” he said, leaving the room. And in a minute or two he reappeared with a
blanket over his shoulder. “Come,” he said, as he put it on the bed, “and I’ll show you the bath
room.” I went with him. “Here’s soap,” said he, “and here are clean towels.” Then he took me back
to my room and wished me a good night.Kaneko was stunned; the president had assumed tasks
other heads of state would leave to servants. He declared that the display of simple manners
had given him “as great an honor as a man could have.”40Roosevelt could snap a crisp “Make it
so!”41 using the nautical language of a navy commander when informed the Great White Fleet



was ready to begin its voyage, and then in the next breath tell a diplomat from the nation most
threatened by the sixteen battleships: “Here’s soap and here are clean towels.” TR could be both
authoritative and humble in the same breath. One great source of strength that allowed him to do
that was his family. He was the unmistakable head of his household, who also adored his wife
and doted on his children. William Howard Taft observed: “We never had a President whose
family life has been better than Roosevelt’s. The people know it. That’s why they like him.”42TR
was a remarkable father, always finding time to play with his six children as he went about
conquering the universe, leading them on boisterous hikes in Rock Creek Park in Washington or
the Oyster Bay woods around Sagamore Hill. He could also be a martinet, riding his oldest so
hard as a boy that Ted Jr. had a nervous breakdown. “If one of my boys was a bully, I’d try to
thrash it out of him,” said Roosevelt. “If he would not defend himself against a bully, I’d thrash him
until I had some degree of manhood in him. He’d require but one thrashing.”43 As harsh as his
approach to parenting might sound, he demonstrated immense love of his children; they
worshipped him in return as a figure of absolute authority who was also fun to be around.None
of TR’s sons became a renowned statesmen, but all demonstrated a behavior he highly valued:
battlefield heroics. He and his oldest son Ted Jr. are, along with Arthur and Douglas MacArthur,
the only father-and-son pairs to win the Congressional Medal of Honor; his second son, Kermit,
served with distinction in the Middle East during World War I; his third son, Archie, recovered
from crippling wounds received in both world wars after demonstrating valor during each conflict;
his youngest son, Quentin, died in battle when his plane was shot down in France in 1918. Given
these military records, no other president can be mentioned in the same breath with TR as a
father of heroes. He never felt proud of his merchant ancestors who stood on the sidelines
during the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Civil War. But the
courage and sacrifice of his sons (three of them died in uniform) more than redeemed his
ancestors’ failure to risk life-and-limb for their country during its formative years.CHAPTER
TWODELIGHTED DEFENDER OF FAMILY AND COUNTRYIf one speech captures the
character of the first modern president, it is Roosevelt’s address to his supporters just before the
Republican National Convention in 1912.About to be robbed of his party’s nomination and
infuriated at the certainty of defeat, he electrified a packed Chicago Auditorium (another
multitude of supporters was gathered outside): “Assuredly the fight will go on whether we win or
lose. . . . The victory shall be ours, and it shall be won as we have already won so many victories,
by clean and honest fighting for the loftiest of causes. We fight in honorable fashion for the good
of mankind, fearless for the future, unheeding of our individual fates, with unflinching hearts and
undimmed eyes. We stand at Armageddon and we battle for the Lord.”1Today such rhetoric
comes across as stunningly moralistic, the sort of thing one would expect from a religious
extremist. That was not Roosevelt’s intent or belief, but it exemplifies why one scholar, Joshua
David Hawley, has called him a “preacher of righteousness.” Roosevelt’s own view of himself
was not as a preacher, but as a soldier-statesman who brought his martial spirit to his high-
minded ideals.Roosevelt embraced combat in the political arena with relish, winning victories



over the capitalist titans of the age, J. P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller, as well as an army of
lesser combatants including populist Democrats (William Jennings Bryan), corrupt machine
bosses (Thomas Platt), stalwart spoils-men (John Wanamaker), demagogic newspaper moguls
(William Randolph Hearst), vitriolic pundits (Frank Hatton), rivals on the right (Mark Hanna),
rivals on the left (Robert LaFollette), doctrinaire socialists (Eugene Debs), cutthroat bureaucrats
(Russell Alger), unctuous hangers-on (Mr. & Mrs. Bellamy Storer), reactionary U.S. senators
(Nelson Aldrich), anarchist-friendly governors (John Altgeld), disloyal protégés (William Howard
Taft), and insubordinate generals (Nelson Miles). Summing up the combative pattern of TR’s
political career, one newspaper writer observed, “Where Mr. Roosevelt goes, there quarrelling
and wrangling follows.”2TR’s rapier wit helped him prevail in these contests. By the time he
reached the White House, he had probably read more books than any other American president;
that study paid off handsomely. A master of the English language, he commanded a vast
vocabulary. As someone who knew him said, in his hands “a dead phrase became a political
missile. There it lay. There it had always lain. Roosevelt stumbled on it, looked at it, roared,
picked it up, hurled it at the right mark, and exploded it into fame.”3 Thus Woodrow Wilson
became a “Byzantine logothete”4 (translation: a passive bureaucrat) because he refused to lead
the United States into World War I against Germany during the first years of that contest.In
Roosevelt’s hands, witty invective was an assassin’s dagger. As jagged as his public comments
could be, his private remarks were often savage. The novelist Henry James was “an
emasculated mass of inanity”5; the German-born reformer Carl Schurz a “prattling foreign
reptile”6; Postmaster General John Wanamaker “an ill-constitutioned creature, oily, but with
bristles sticking up through the oil”7; Civil Service Commissioner Charles Lyman “the most
intolerably slow and pompous old muttonhead who ever adored red tape”8; a justice of New
York’s highest court “an amiable old fuzzy-wuzzy with sweetbread brains”9; Secretary of State
William Jennings Bryan “a professional yodeler, a human trombone”10; Senator William Peffer
“a well-meaning, pinheaded, anarchist crank of hirsute and slabsided aspect”11; Secretary of
the Interior Hoke Smith, “boisterous, vulgar . . . who has some power and more shiftiness with his
villainous little pigs eyes”12; William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal a “leprous spot upon
our civilization”13; Mississippi Congressman John Sharp Williams “the true old-style
Jeffersonian of the barbaric blatherskite variety”14; Vice President Thomas Hendricks “one of
the arch-snakes from the old Copperhead nest.”15THE LOVABLE TEDDY BEARIn anyone else,
such an acerbic tongue might have proved repellant, but TR could charm as easily as he could
offend, and his offensiveness was almost part of his rambunctious, boyish appeal. Both friends
and enemies were drawn to his irresistible force. As one friend said: “To be with him was not
simply to live more strivingly. It was to live more abundantly. A primrose by the river’s brim
became a prodigious episode in the migration of flowers. A shy child coming into the room
became a romp and a riot. A feather on the White House lawn a sure sign of the migration of fox-
sparrows.”16Unlike George Washington, who was awkward to be around because of his
monarchial reserve, Roosevelt was friendly and engaging, more like the card-playing Henry Clay



than the Puritan-iceberg John Quincy Adams. He was as intellectually curious as Thomas
Jefferson, as impatient and aggressive as Andrew Jackson, and had his own inimitable love of
nature and family. His sophomoric humor, however, was not always appreciated. Among his
favorite pranks: dropping behind those who didn’t keep up while horseback riding, and then
sprinting forward at a hard gallop, “shouting a cowboy ‘Whoopee!’” as he passed. Henry Cabot
Lodge, the poster-child for humorless WASPs, was a frequent victim of this rearguard assault,
hanging “grimly onto the pommel”17 of his saddle as the president laughed in sadistic
satisfaction that he had melted the gelid dignity of his patrician friend.Explaining Roosevelt’s
antics, his British friend Cecil Spring-Rice said: “You must always remember that the President is
about six.”18 It was an opinion shared by TR’s sardonic secretary of war, Elihu Root, who
needled TR on the president’s forty-sixth birthday: “You have made a good start in life and your
friends have great hopes for you when you grow up.”19 Six years later in 1910, Root had not
changed his mind: “Theodore, you are still the same great, overgrown boy as ever.”20 The press
appreciated his youthful spirit, too. “He faced every phase of his Presidential life with the
bubbling enthusiasm of a schoolboy,” wrote the London Times.21 Even Roosevelt’s archenemy,
Woodrow Wilson, admitted the exuberance of his political foe was endearing. “He is a great big
boy,” Wilson remarked after a meeting at the White House in 1917. “I was charmed by his
personality. There was a sweetness about him that is very compelling. You can’t resist the
man.”22When wielding power, TR enjoyed devilish fun at the expense of wrongdoers. After an
army colonel made public remarks that displeased him, “the officer received sudden orders to
report to Camp Grant, Arizona. Accompanied only by a Negro orderly, he arrived at this new post
to find an all but totally abandoned garrison, consisting of only a few Indian scouts.”23 He was
equally creative as police commissioner of New York City when a notorious anti-Semite rabble-
rouser demanded police protection. “I decided that the best thing to do was to have him
protected by forty Jewish policemen,” Roosevelt said later. “Of course it was my duty to see that
he was not molested, and it struck me to have him protected by the very members of the race he
was denouncing was the most effective answer to that denunciation.”24To encounter Roosevelt
was to meet a moving object—a whirling dervish in a frock coat who lit up every gloomy
bureaucratic workplace with an electric luminescence. One witness waiting for him described
how TR “shot through the outer office like a dull brown streak, incidentally firing a question at the
pretty secretary as he passed” and that when they finally met, his handshake was “quick,
nervous and full of an energy which almost seemed to overflow at touch”25 and that his greeting
was “emphatic, decisive, the syllables chopped off, clean and sharp, as if by a knife.”26 As
governor of New York, his ceaseless motion was noted by another witness: “As he works, he
must range, now here, now there, ever on his feet, save for brief moments. . . . Gesticulating,
every muscle on tension, at this second frowning, at that laughing, filling the entire room with his
presence, he steps back and forth the live-long day.”27Roosevelt was as Thomas Carlyle said of
Daniel Webster, “a steam engine in trousers,”28 but at the same time so needful of others he
would halt his locomotive ambitions whenever he could to engage in conversation—of course,



he always did most of the talking. Senators accustomed to whispering deals in smoke-filled
rooms complained about his openness. “The President talks too loudly, giving no chance of
privacy,”29 they whined, pining for the discreet suavity of his predecessor, McKinley. “He is a
man who speaks with Bismarckian frankness,” wrote the correspondent of the London Times,
who was struck by Roosevelt’s “quick, impatient, yet tolerant look in the eyes, which before you
speak seems to say, ‘I know what you are going to say and will tell you where you are wrong.’”30
“The President employs no useless frills in learning what his callers want,”31 another eyewitness
observed, noting the brusque manner in which he conducted business and how he dispensed
with daily tasks as though he were mowing down an enemy with a machine gun.A NIAGARA
FALLS OF WORDS, WORDS, WORDSPossessing a prodigious appetite for both food and talk,
Roosevelt would share almost anything on his mind. Surprised the habit hadn’t hurt his career,
he told historian William Dodd over a noon meal: “When I think of all the things I have said, all
the mistakes even, I am surprised that I am President.” He was alluding to the fact that
outspoken leaders rarely rise to the highest office in the land. In the historian’s opinion,
Roosevelt was “blunt, quick and outspoken,” but Dodd thought these qualities had actually
helped his lunch companion, telling TR, “it is just because of what you have said, Mr. President,
and what you have done that you are President.”32Dodd glossed over the numerous verbal
landmines Roosevelt had inadvertently stepped on over the years. For instance, Roosevelt once
called Thomas Paine a “filthy little atheist,”33 a remark he was forced to explain all his life. While
defending Christendom against the slurs of the infidel Paine, he also warred against pacifists
whose consciences would not permit combat engagement, declaring: “In the long run, a Quaker
may be quite as undesirable a citizen as is a duelist. No man who is not willing to bear arms and
to fight for his rights can give a good reason why he should be entitled to the privilege of living in
a free community.”34 Attacking agitators who said too much (Paine) and pacifists who did too
little (Quakers), Roosevelt’s assaults on those he disagreed with revealed his habit of firing
howitzer-like denunciations at either side of the political spectrum, depending on which was
gaining strength at a given moment. At his core, he was a conservative who frowned on all
threats to the social order, whether they came from the left or the right. Above all else, he valued
a healthy balance of power, not only to avoid war between nations, but also in the domestic
sphere so that the country could thrive without social unrest endangering peace and
prosperity.While Roosevelt’s gaffes are forgotten, his love of delighted is not. He repeated the
word at least fifty times a day, pronouncing it as if it were three separate words, as do his
impersonators. “He is ‘dee-light-ed’ to see you,” noted one eyewitness of the president’s verbal
tick, “‘dee-light-ed’ to hear you are well and ‘dee-light-ed’ everything else.” He also overused
superlatives (fitting for one with a superlative personality), especially “very,” which he sprinkled
liberally throughout speeches. For emphasis in conversation, he would blurt out “By Jove!” and
“By George!” whenever he got excited, which was often.35The peculiar words that flowed from
Roosevelt’s mouth were matched by equally peculiar commentary gushing from his pen. Seeing
himself as an oracle of wisdom who knew better than anyone the best course for the country, he



loved dispensing advice, deluging the nation in “a Niagara of words, words, words” that was
breathtaking.36 His turgid annual messages to Congress, cumulatively about as long as a
Russian novel, contained pearls that set him apart from his less-verbose predecessors, who
invariably confined their remarks on the State of the Union to regurgitations of tariff-revenue
figures and facts equally lifeless. A windbag Polonius, the young president could not restrain his
pen when his turn came to lecture Congress, informing the legislature, among other things, that
it would be best to create preserves “for the wild forest creatures”; that women who used birth
control committed “a sin for which there is no atonement”; that militarism was a “non-existent
evil” which had “not the slightest chance of appearing here”; that wife beaters should themselves
be beaten as punishment; that the multimillionaire “whose son is a fool and his daughter a
princess” was the moral equivalent of a “marauder baron of the dark ages”; that immigrants with
“a low moral tendency or of unsavory reputation” should not be allowed into the
country.37President Roosevelt was a fiery pepper in the sometimes bland stew of politics. Not
everyone welcomed his burning advice. It reminded them of years before his presidency when
he disturbed the tranquility of Washington, on one occasion telling a reporter that radical leftists
should be put up against a wall and shot. “We know him of old as a person in whom the craving
for notoriety is very slightly, if at all, tempered by prudence and self-restraint,” wrote the
Washington Post, referring to his advocacy for firing-squad justice. “He has taken many
prizes . . . as the very Prince of Bumptiousness and the High Priest of Brutal Arrogance.
Habitually, he is a well-mannered, well-educated, quick-witted gentleman. Sporadically, he is
perhaps the most thoroughly Boeotian hoodlum who has ever been smuggled into polite
society.”38ALWAYS TIME FOR ORDINARY FOLK AND HIS CHILDRENWith his Jupiter-sized
ego, genius-level IQ, and genteel pedigree, he might have stood aloof and sneered at the hoi
polloi, but he did not. While traveling aboard a battleship to visit Panama in 1906, he astonished
the vessel’s officers by “going down in one of the fire rooms to shovel coal,”39 brute labor not
expected of the president. But he executed the drudgery with relish, sweating side-by-side with
the lowest members of the crew in the ship’s dungeon-like belly. Episodes like these, which
abound throughout his career, revealed his Lincolnesque ability to connect with regular folks. He
revealed he was one of them, that he understood their challenges, and empathized with their
condition.The Japanese diplomat Kentaro Kaneko captured Roosevelt’s human touch with this
anecdote about his visit to Sagamore Hill describing the president’s hospitality after a long
dinner conversation:The President rose and lit the candle, and conducted me upstairs to my
room. It was a cool night. He felt the coverings on my bed and decided that I might need another
blanket. “I’ll get you one,” he said, leaving the room. And in a minute or two he reappeared with a
blanket over his shoulder. “Come,” he said, as he put it on the bed, “and I’ll show you the bath
room.” I went with him. “Here’s soap,” said he, “and here are clean towels.” Then he took me back
to my room and wished me a good night.Kaneko was stunned; the president had assumed tasks
other heads of state would leave to servants. He declared that the display of simple manners
had given him “as great an honor as a man could have.”40Roosevelt could snap a crisp “Make it



so!”41 using the nautical language of a navy commander when informed the Great White Fleet
was ready to begin its voyage, and then in the next breath tell a diplomat from the nation most
threatened by the sixteen battleships: “Here’s soap and here are clean towels.” TR could be both
authoritative and humble in the same breath. One great source of strength that allowed him to do
that was his family. He was the unmistakable head of his household, who also adored his wife
and doted on his children. William Howard Taft observed: “We never had a President whose
family life has been better than Roosevelt’s. The people know it. That’s why they like him.”42TR
was a remarkable father, always finding time to play with his six children as he went about
conquering the universe, leading them on boisterous hikes in Rock Creek Park in Washington or
the Oyster Bay woods around Sagamore Hill. He could also be a martinet, riding his oldest so
hard as a boy that Ted Jr. had a nervous breakdown. “If one of my boys was a bully, I’d try to
thrash it out of him,” said Roosevelt. “If he would not defend himself against a bully, I’d thrash him
until I had some degree of manhood in him. He’d require but one thrashing.”43 As harsh as his
approach to parenting might sound, he demonstrated immense love of his children; they
worshipped him in return as a figure of absolute authority who was also fun to be around.None
of TR’s sons became a renowned statesmen, but all demonstrated a behavior he highly valued:
battlefield heroics. He and his oldest son Ted Jr. are, along with Arthur and Douglas MacArthur,
the only father-and-son pairs to win the Congressional Medal of Honor; his second son, Kermit,
served with distinction in the Middle East during World War I; his third son, Archie, recovered
from crippling wounds received in both world wars after demonstrating valor during each conflict;
his youngest son, Quentin, died in battle when his plane was shot down in France in 1918. Given
these military records, no other president can be mentioned in the same breath with TR as a
father of heroes. He never felt proud of his merchant ancestors who stood on the sidelines
during the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Civil War. But the
courage and sacrifice of his sons (three of them died in uniform) more than redeemed his
ancestors’ failure to risk life-and-limb for their country during its formative years.
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