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CHAPTER TWO
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME

LEGISLATURE—FIRST TERM
Theodore Roosevelt’s public career began in January, 1882, when at the age of 23 he entered the New York Legislature as a member of its lower house. He had been graduated from Harvard in 1880 and had spent the following year in the study of law. His inclination toward the legal profession was not strengthened by his studies for it seemed to him that some of the teachings of the law books and of the class-room were against rather than in favor of the attainment of justice. Then, too, the standards set by many successful lawyers who were in the service of great corporations, were incompatible with the idealism which he, in common with other high-minded men, entertained. It was a period, not yet closed, in which many of the ablest and most eminent members of the bar devoted their talents, not so much to the strict observance of the law, as to finding ways by which their clients could violate the spirit if not the letter of the law and escape its penalties. The effect of studies under these conditions made an impression upon young Roosevelt’s mind which was never wholly effaced, but which deepened and strengthened as time went on and found expression later in his action as President in the direction of regulating and controlling the conduct of great corporations.
While studying law he began to take an active interest in politics and his comfortable financial condition enabled him to give time and attention to political matters which he would otherwise have been obliged to concentrate upon earning a livelihood. He had been left by his father sufficient means to permit him to make the earning of additional money a secondary matter. He said in after life that it was the possession of this inheritance which enabled him to accept offices at a salary inadequate for the support of himself and his family and through which he secured advancement in public life. Instead of making his inheritance the excuse for an idle and purposeless life, as many another man in like situation has done, he used it as an aid to a life of action and public usefulness.
In 1880, the machinery of party organization in New York City was entirely in the hands of men who made politics a profession by means of which they earned a livelihood. As the Republican party was in a hopeless minority in the city, the men in control of its organization used it mainly as a basis for combinations or "deals" with Tammany Hall, receiving in return minor offices from the Tammany authorities and various other favors. The Republican district organizations formed social and political clubs and these selected all the candidates for office, who were usually men who could be depended upon to "obey orders," that is, to act as the party bosses commanded. It was somewhat difficult for a man of young Roosevelt's type to become a member of a district club, as candidates had to be regularly proposed and elected, as in any other club.
When Roosevelt declared his intention of becoming a member of the club in his district, which was known as the "silk-stocking" district of the city because of the wealth and social eminence of a large proportion of its voting population, his friends ridiculed him, saying that the men in control of city politics were not gentlemen, but saloonkeepers, street-car conductors and the like, and that he would not only be unable to exert any influence but would be subjected to unpleasantness and even brutality. His reply was characteristic of the man. '' I answered,'' he says in his 'Autobiography,' "that if this were so it merely meant that the people I knew did not belong to the governing class, and that the other people did—and that I intended to be one of the governing class; that if they proved too hard-bit for me I supposed I would have to quit, but I certainly would not quit until I had made the effort and found out whether I really was too weak to hold my own in the rough and tumble."
He was admitted to membership and after a year's association had so held his own as to become on good terms with enough of his fellow members to win their nomination for member of the Assembly, or lower branch of the Legislature, in spite of the fact that he had been an open opponent of their machine methods and had fought a losing fight with them on more than one occasion. There was no doubt in their minds about his anti-machine sentiments or about his inflexible determination to uphold them at any and all times. In fact, they obtained fresh light on the subject as soon as he was nominated. The Assembly district included sections of Fifth and Sixth Avenues, and the party leaders thought at first they would take him on a personal canvass through the liquor saloons along Sixth Avenue. The canvass ended with the first saloon. The candidate was introduced with proper solemnity to the proprietor, who was an important political personage, and who began to catechize him as a suppliant for favor. When he said that he expected Roosevelt as member to treat the liquor interests fairly, he got a rather sharp reply that all interests would be treated fairly, and when he added that he regarded existing licenses as too high he got in response an assurance that the candidate did not consider them high enough and would endeavor to have them made higher. The interview at this point assumed so stormy an aspect that the candidate was withdrawn by his backers on a plea of pressing engagements elsewhere, and no other saloons were visited, it being explained to him that he would better confine his energies to his friends in Fifth Avenue and leave to others the burdens of the canvass in Sixth Avenue.
These details of the first steps of Roosevelt in political life are given as throwing important light upon his subsequent career, for they disclose the same characteristics that he displayed in all its later stages.
He was successful in the election, and in January, 1882, took his seat in the Legislature a new man in politics, totally unknown outside the limits of the district that he represented. He had at the time no intention or expectation of abandoning the profession of law for a political career. He wrote immediately after his election, to a classmate, Charles G. Washburn of Worcester, Mass., that finding it would not interfere with his law studies he had accepted the nomination, "but don't," he added, "think I am going to go into politics after this year, for I am not."
Almost from the moment of his entrance he took a commanding position among his associates. The Assembly was nearly evenly divided between Republicans and Democrats, the latter having a bare majority of one vote. The Democrats themselves were divided between Tammany and anti-Tammany members. The half dozen Tammany members sought to dictate the nomination for Speaker by putting up a candidate of their own, thus depriving the regularly nominated Democratic candidate of a majority. There was thus provided an ideal situation for a "deal" between the machine Republican members and the handful of Tammany members in favor of the nomination of a Speaker who would divide the patronage of the Assembly between his supporters. "Deals" of this character had been a well-established custom for many years, whenever the opportunity arose, and one was confidently anticipated at this time. In fact, the first steps of it had been taken, when the new and unknown member from New York arose to explain his vote while the deadlock was in progress. He said that the Democrats were in the majority and should be permitted to organize the Assembly. No harm was being done by the delay, and he was convinced after talking with gentlemen among his constituents who had large commercial interests that they would be relieved rather than annoyed by the absence of legislation. The Democrats were responsible for the delay and they would receive whatever blame the people might administer for it. As for the Republicans, they were opposed to any combination with the Democrats.
The effect of this unexpected speech was instantaneous and, so far as the proposed "deal" was concerned, deadly. As it was the first utterance of Roosevelt as a holder of public office it is interesting to record the comments that were made on it by the newspapers at the time. One said: "Assemblyman Roosevelt made a very favorable impression by his first speech." Another: "His sensible and well-delivered remarks brought him many hearty congratulations from the older members." An Albany correspondent of another: "The next orator was Mr. Theodore Roosevelt of the twenty-first, a Republican. This young gentleman has been dubbed 'Oscar Wilde' by his admiring colleagues, who were much amused by his elastic movements, voluminous laughter and wealth of mouth. But his speech to-day was well-considered and put." Another correspondent, like the one just quoted, writing for a Democratic journal, felt moved to ridicule while bestowing praise: "Young Mr. Roosevelt of New York, a blond young man with eyeglasses, English side whiskers, and Dundreary drawl in his speech, made his maiden effort as an orator. He objected to talk of Republican aid to the Democrats. . . . The older Republican members who have been trying to make party capital by representing the State as going to ruin because the Democrats did not organize the Legislature, wriggled uneasily in their seats when young Mr. Roosevelt pictured the complacency of the people over the deadlock. There was no way to stop him, however, and he got through without interruption. An effort to undo what he said to-day will probably be made to-morrow."
It was impossible to undo it for the simple reason that daylight had been let into the scheme by "Young Mr. Roosevelt"—he was to be accused of the "atrocious crime of being a young man" for many years afterwards—and the "deal" was abandoned, for political trickery of that sort must be carried on in secret or it cannot succeed. The anti-Tammany candidate for Speaker was elected by aid of the Tammany votes and Roosevelt had scored his first victory over the united powers of evil in politics.
  The second victory followed quickly on the steps of the first. An effort was made to regain what had been lost in the Speakership contest by a scheme to deprive the Speaker of the power to appoint subordinate officers in the Assembly, lodging it in the hands of the clerk, who was a Republican. The defeated Tammany members had united with the Republican "dealers" in this project. A Republican caucus was held and a resolution was introduced by an expert Republican ''dealer" to approve the plan. Mr. Roosevelt, who had been joined by a half-dozen other young members who shared his independent views, denounced the plan so vigorously that it was defeated by a nearly unanimous vote. The press of the State had been fully aroused by the action which Roosevelt had taken in the Speakership contest and its hearty approval of his course had made Republican members very timid about opposing him.
He had been made a member of the Committee on Cities, and as soon as the Speakership controversy was settled he turned his attention to needed legislation for the city of New York, bringing in a bill which provided for the election of Aldermen by Assembly Districts and the election of the President of the Board by the city at large. This abolished the existing method which included a system of minority representation that had worked chiefly in the interest of '' deals'' and the consequent success of the most undesirable candidates, and assured the choice of a President of the Board who, because of the method of his election, would be a less objectionable person than was possible under the old system. The measure was fought viciously by the politicians of both parties but was supported warmly by the reputable press of the city and was enacted. It was the first step toward an improvement in the quality of the membership of the Board of Aldermen, and was the basis of further steps in the same direction in subsequent years.
The action of his first legislative session, which attracted most widespread attention and subjected Roosevelt to abuse and ridicule was his effort to secure the impeachment of a Justice of the Supreme Court of the State. The Justice had been charged in the press with allowing himself to be used as an instrument in their business by men connected with railway interests in New York City. Roosevelt introduced a resolution calling for an investigation by the Judiciary Committee of the Assembly. In support of it he made a carefully prepared speech, setting forth in detail the charges in the case. Strong opposition was at once made to the resolution, led by one of the oldest Republican leaders in the Assembly and warmly espoused by the leader or boss of Tammany Hall. It was the old combination that Roosevelt had fought and overcome in the Speaker-ship contest.
The press of the city and State was divided on the question, the more reputable portion favoring investigation and the Tammany Democratic portion bitterly opposing it and assailing Roosevelt personally. As, on the occasion of his first speech in the Assembly, these press comments are of illuminating value, especially in view of other comments, which were made at various stages of his career.
In reference to his speech in presenting the resolution the New York Times said it was "A very concise and vigorous presentation of the essential facts in the case," and added:
"Mr. Roosevelt has a most refreshing habit of calling men and things by their right names, and in these days of judicial, ecclesiastical, and journalistic subservience to the robber-barons of the Street, it needs some little courage in any public man to characterize them and their acts in fitting terms. There is a splendid career open for a young man of position, character, and independence like Mr. Roosevelt who can denounce the legalized robbery of Gould and his allies without descending to the turgid abuse of the demagogue, and without being restrained by the cowardly caution of the politician."
The New York World represented the opposite view and taking the side of Tammany and its Republican allies, said on various occasions:
"The son of Mr. Theodore Roosevelt ought to have learned, even at this, early period of his life, the difference between a call for a legislative committee of inquiry and a stump speech.
"Why not allow Mr. Roosevelt to impeach the Judge at once, try him and convict him? Why irritate an estimable youth into making a spectacle of himself to no purpose?"
Concerning the quality of Mr. Roosevelt's speech, the Albany correspondent of the New York Sun said: "It was delivered with deliberation and measured emphasis, and his charges were made with a boldness that was almost scathing." Another correspondent wrote: "The bold language used by Mr. Roosevelt to-day has been the principal topic of conversation among the members to-night."
Every parliamentary trick and device was used to defeat the resolution. An ex-Governor of the State, who was the oldest Republican member and an expert "dealer" of many years' practice, talked against time when the resolution was introduced and prevented a vote being reached. He alluded to Roosevelt repeatedly as the "young man from New York," and in this and subsequent sessions led the opposition on the floor, upheld invariably by the Republican Speaker in the chair, who represented the district in which the accused Judge lived. Among other efforts to secure defeat it was asserted on the floor that a member of the Roosevelt family had been "squeezed" in some operation by the elevated railway authorities and he was trying to "get even" with them by assailing the Judge. This was promptly refuted. Roosevelt, undaunted and undismayed, overcame all obstacles, steadily pressing for a vote, and when the time for it arrived the resolution was adopted by a vote of 104 in favor to only 6 against. So strong was popular sentiment throughout the State in favor of Roosevelt's course that few of the members who had been opposing it in private ventured to do so openly when they were forced to go on the record.
Commenting on this result, Harper's Weekly, then edited by George William Curtis, said:
"It is with the greatest satisfaction that those who are interested in good government see a young man in the Legislature who, like Mr. Roosevelt, does not know the meaning of fear, and to whom the bluster and bravado of party and political bullies are as absolutely indifferent as the blowing of the wind."
The investigation resulted in two reports from the Judiciary Committee, one by the majority against impeachment of the Judge and one by a minority in favor of impeachment. The "Black Horse Cavalry," as the forces of evil in politics were called, had triumphed. The Committee members whom they controlled had voted, without the slightest regard to the evidence, against impeachment. Their action was fore-ordained from the beginning. Roosevelt made an earnest effort to have the Assembly adopt the minority report, but without success, for the same forces were in control there. The majority report was adopted by a vote of 77 to 35. This action was denounced by the reputable press of the city and State as a disgrace to the Assembly and a shameless act of "whitewashing." Unbiased public opinion throughout the State was virtually unanimous in the belief that the evidence presented had established beyond question the guilt of the Judge. The Assembly won a temporary triumph, but a great moral victory was accredited to Roosevelt, who stood higher than ever in public estimation.
Roosevelt further incurred the bitter enmity of the Elevated Railway Company by opposing and securing the failure of a measure designed to relieve it of the burden of about one-half of its just taxes. A bill which had passed the Assembly relating to the taxation of corporations was surreptitiously amended in the Senate and passed by that body in such form as to fix the rate of taxation to be levied upon the elevated railway corporation at 4 per cent of gross receipts, instead of 8 per cent as levied by the city authorities on that and other corporations. An effort was made by the "Black Horse Cavalry," assisted by one of their number in the chair, to force the bill through the Assembly under "gag law." Roosevelt objected, insisted upon reading official protests from the New York city authorities, showing that the bill would deprive the city of at least a quarter of a million dollars, and in explaining his vote declared: "It is a steal pure and simple, the most monstrous that has been perpetrated here this year. The way it is being pushed through under the gag law shows the motives of those who are thus acting." He was unable to defeat the bill in the Assembly, but his denunciation led to full publicity in the press regarding its nature and the method of its passage, raising a storm of protest throughout the State, and leading to a veto by the Governor. Roosevelt's opposition was justified three years later when, after much litigation, the courts decreed that the Elevated companies owed taxes in excess of $1,500,000, as levied by the city authorities.
Roosevelt's experience made upon him what was shown in later years to be a lasting impression. "Various men," he says in his 'Autobiography,' "whom I had known socially and had been taught to look up to, prominent business men and lawyers, acted in a way which not only astounded me, but which I was quite unable to reconcile with the theories I had formed as to their high standing." He relates a conversation with a member of a prominent law firm, an old family friend, which should be reproduced here, not only because of its bearing upon Roosevelt's subsequent career, but for another reason which will be mentioned presently. He records that this family friend took him to lunch one day with this outcome:
"He explained that I had done well in the Legislature, that it was a good thing to have made the 'reform play,' that I had shown that I possessed ability such as would make me useful in the right kind of law office or business concern; but that I must not overplay my hand; that I had gone far enough, and that now was the time to leave politics and identify myself with the right kind of people, the people who would always in the long run control others and obtain the real rewards which were worth having. I asked him if that meant that I was to yield to the ring in politics. He answered somewhat impatiently that I was entirely mistaken (as in fact I was) about there being merely a political ring, of the kind of which the papers were fond of talking; that the 'ring,' if it could be called such—that is, the inner circle—included certain big business men, and the politicians, lawyers and judges who were in alliance with and to a certain extent dependent upon them, and that the successful man had to win his success by the backing of the same forces, whether in law, business, or politics.
'' This conversation not only interested me, but made such an impression that I always remembered it, for it was the first glimpse I had of that combination between business and politics which I was in after years so often to oppose."
The gist of this friend's advice was that Theodore Roosevelt should cease to be himself, change the personality to which his first success as a public man was due, and become somebody else. Time was to show that this disinterested friend was the forerunner of a vast host of the same type. Throughout his career, at every stage of its progress, politicians, statesmen, editors, clergymen, educators and others bestowed upon him like advice, begged him to go their way instead of his own, cease to be himself, and become the sort of man they thought he should be. Abundant evidence on this point will be forthcoming as this narrative proceeds.  


