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Theodore Roosevelt
By Mary L. Bushong

If George Washington defined the Presidency
of the 18th century, and Abraham Lincoln
defined it for the 19th century, one man also
defined it for the 20th century. That man was
Theodore Roosevelt.

He was born in New York City on October 27,
1858. He was part of a wealthy family, but as a
child young Teddy was very sickly. His severe
asthma and poor eyesight kept him from
attending school as other children did. In spite
of that, he developed a strong interest in natural history.

When Teddy was thirteen, he was bullied by two boys while on a
trip. He was unable to defend himself and knew he did not want that
to happen again. He took boxing lessons and eventually became good
enough to be part of the Harvard University boxing team. Teddy also
worked hard to overcome his physical weakness through regular
exercise.

Roosevelt's health was improved by taking a yearlong trip to Europe.
When he returned at age fifteen, he began working with a tutor to
study to go to Harvard. Upon graduation, he married Alice Lee. Then
in 1881, he was elected to the New York State Legislature. He was
respected for his opposition to corrupt party politics.

February 1884 was a bad time for Teddy. His wife died after the birth
of their daughter, and his mother also died the same night. After
finishing his term in the legislature, he went to his ranch in the
Badlands of North Dakota to grieve. While there, he herded cattle and
hunted. After two years, he married his childhood friend Edith Carow,
and settled down in their home in Oyster Bay, where they raised his
daughter and their five children together.

Roosevelt returned to politics in 1889 and moved to Washington,
D.C. to become the Civil Service Commissioner. Then in 1895, he
became the police commissioner of New York City. He tried to put an

end to corruption in the police force. He would often walk the streets
of the city in the middle of the night with Jacob Riis. Jacob wrote a
book on what he saw called "How the Other Half Lives." It opened
the eyes of the people to the suffering of the very poor. Not everyone
liked Roosevelt's efforts. While an honest and energetic man, he was
not very diplomatic.

In 1897, he accepted a post as assistant Secretary of the Navy.
Roosevelt saw that a war with Spain was coming, and he started
making preparations. He raised the First United States Volunteer
Cavalry Regiment and his men were called Rough Riders. He was
hailed as a hero after the daring charge on Kettle Hill in Cuba. When
he returned home in 1898, he was elected the Governor of New York.

The Republican Party boss was afraid of Roosevelt's gift for
publicizing himself and his unconventional politics. To stop him from
running for President, they made him President McKinley's running
mate.

As it turned out, Teddy Roosevelt was not the Vice President very
long. By the time the regular session of Congress began, McKinley
had been assassinated, and Roosevelt had become President. He was
42 years old and the youngest man ever to serve in that office.

Roosevelt's view was that a President should be the "steward of the
people" and do everything possible for the public good unless the law
forbade it. During his first three years in office, Teddy built support
for his policies. One was "Trust Busting," the breaking up of huge
companies, which could strangle the economy. In 1902, he became
involved in a coal strike that could have cut off heat from not only
homes, but also hospitals and schools. He persuaded the mining
company to give the workers a "Square Deal." It became his slogan in
the 1904 election.

He won his second term by a huge margin, and it encouraged him to
do more. He regulated the processing of meats so they would be safe
for the public, but his greatest legacy came from his desire to conserve
natural resources. He had the Congress establish the Forest Service in
1905, and exercised his authority to eventually make 194 million
acres of public lands, national forests. This removed them from
commercial development.

During a bear hunting trip early in his Presidency, he was unable to
find a bear to hunt. Finally some of the men chased down an old,
injured bear and tied it to a tree so he could have a successful hunt.
Roosevelt refused to shoot the animal for sport, but instead had it put
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out of its misery. A shopkeeper began selling stuffed bears and asked
Roosevelt if he could call them Teddy Bears, after him. Since then,
most stuffed bears have been called Teddy Bears.

He began to involve the United States in more international affairs.
His motto was an African proverb, "Speak softly and carry a big
stick." He saw the need for a short cut from the Atlantic to the Pacific
Oceans. He arranged for the construction of the Panama Canal.

In 1903, several European countries tried to force Venezuela to pay
debts by planning to blockade her ports. Roosevelt protested this
violation of the Monroe Doctrine. He pressured them to arbitrate their
claims instead. The same year, the Alaskan boundary was disputed
with Canada, and it was settled peaceably through arbitration as well.

Two years later, Roosevelt helped bring peace between Russia and
Japan. He was awarded a Nobel Peace prize for his efforts. He was
also active in the Second Hague Peace Conference where members of
44 countries met to discuss rules for peaceful arbitration.

It was through the efforts of Teddy Roosevelt that the U.S. Navy and
Army were modernized. He believed that the United States was the
greatest country in the world and wanted to be sure her military was
the best it could be.

After serving two terms as President, Roosevelt retired. He went on
an African Safari and wrote several books. He tried to re-enter politics
in 1912, but lost his bid for office. In 1913, he led an expedition to
Brazil, where he contracted malaria.

He followed all the actions in World War I with great interest but was
allowed no part when the United States finally entered the war. He
died in his sleep January 6, 1919 at his home in Oyster Bay.

When Roosevelt was young, he struggled to overcome his own
physical weakness. As a President, he worked tirelessly to build the
United States into a strong world power. Viscount Lee of Fareham, an
English Statesman said, "Of all the public men I have known, on both
sides of the Atlantic...he stands out as the greatest and the most potent
influence for good upon the life of his generation."

Theodore Roosevelt

Questions
1. As a child, Teddy Roosevelt developed a strong interest in

A. Math
B. Natural History
C. Science
D. History

2. Where did Roosevelt go to grieve the loss of his mother and
wife?

3. As police commissioner, Roosevelt wanted to end what in the
police department?

4. To stop Roosevelt from running for President, party bosses
made him run for what office?

A. Congress
B. Senator
C. Governor
D. Vice President

5. Which of these was NOT Teddy Roosevelt's program?
A. Trust Busting
B. New Deal
C. Square Deal
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6. When Roosevelt refused to kill the injured, old bear for sport,
what did that tell you about him?

7. How do you think Roosevelt's motto "Speak softly and carry a
big stick," affected his actions as President?

8. Where did Roosevelt go right after leaving the presidency?


