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CHAPTER THREE 
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME 
LEGISLATURE—SECOND TERM

the prestige that he had won during his first term in the Legislature secured Roosevelt a re-nomination without opposition by the Republican organization of his district, and with the warm support of the press he was reelected by an increased majority. His conduct during this session showed the same characteristics that had marked the preceding one. In spite of the advice of well-meaning friends, he persisted in being himself. He received his party's nomination for Speaker, which was merely honorary, as the Democrats had a majority in the body. At the preceding session a bill had been introduced reducing the fare on the elevated railways in New York City from 10 cents to 5. It was introduced as a "strike" upon the railway company, that is, with the intention of making the company use money to secure its defeat. When they were convinced that money was being so used, Roosevelt and his reform associates supported it, and were confirmed in their conviction when on final passage the very members who had introduced it voted against it. It was reintroduced at the succeeding session, when the company decided not to use money for its defeat but to fight it on its merits. The entire "Black Horse Cavalry," including its original supporters, voted against it, but the honest members, including Roosevelt and his associates, voted for it, though doubtful about its principle, being influenced largely in their action by the character of the opposition. It was passed, and when it reached the Governor, Grover Cleveland, he vetoed it on the ground of unconsti-tutionality. When an attempt was made to pass it over the veto, Roosevelt supported the veto in a speech, which will always stand among the most thoroughly characteristic utterances of his career. Never was he more entirely himself than he was in this confession of error in judgment and act. In the course of it he said:
"I have to say with shame that when I voted for this bill I did not act as I think I ought to have acted and as I generally have acted on the floor of this House. I have to confess that I weakly yielded, partly in a vindictive spirit, toward the infernal thieves and conscienceless swindlers who have had the elevated railroad in charge, and partly to the popular voice of New York.
"I realize that they (managers of the railway) have done the most incalculable wrong to this community with their hired newspapers, with their corruption of the judiciary, with their corruption of past legislatures. It is not a question of doing right to them. They are merely common thieves. It is not a question of doing justice to them. It is a question of doing justice to ourselves. It is a question of standing by what we honestly believe to be right, even if in so doing we antagonize the feelings of our constituents.
"We have heard a great deal about the people demanding the passage of this bill. Now, anything that the people demand that is right, it is most clearly and most emphatically the duty of this Legislature to do; but we should never yield to what they demand if it is wrong.
"I would rather go out of politics feeling that I had done what was right than stay in with the approval of all men knowing in my heart that I had acted as I ought not to."
This remarkable declaration, the like of which was rarely ever heard in a legislative body, was received with jeers and veritable howls of delight by the newspapers that had abused Roosevelt in the impeachment controversy and in his other assault upon the elevated railway tax relief bill. They were quite sure that he had wrecked his political career and that little more would be heard of him. One of them spoke of him as a young man of whom it could be truly said: 
"His strong point is his bank account, His weak point is his head."
Another one said: "The popular voice of New York will probably leave this weakling at home hereafter." Another spoke of the deliverance as the "last dying speech and confession" and declared that to say it showed "characteristic manliness," as a contemporary had done, was, "if not trampling on a grave, certainly amounts to dancing on the side of it." Still another regretted that "a son of Theodore Roosevelt should have brought this discredit upon a name made honorable by the private virtues and public services of his father."
These prophets undoubtedly had faith in their predictions. Roosevelt had opposed what seemed to be an overwhelming popular sentiment and his critics could not believe that a public man could do that and not invite political ruin. Roosevelt himself had grave doubts on the subject but they had not influenced his action. When, in 1918, I was going over with him the account here given of this portion of his career, we read together the passages I have cited from this memorable speech. After a moment's thought he said: "Let it stand. I expressed myself more strongly at the time than I would have done had the incident occurred later in my life, but I am willing to have what I said go into the record unchanged for the position I took then I have always held and hold to-day."
Among his letters I find one to his son Theodore at Harvard, written on October 20, 1903, which contains an interesting allusion to this episode in his legislative career:
"Immediately after leaving college I went to the Legislature. I was the youngest man there, and I rose like a rocket. I was reelected next year by an enormous majority in a time when the Republican party as a whole met with great disaster; and the Republican minority in the Assembly, although I was the youngest member, nominated me for Speaker, that is, made me the leader of the minority. I immediately proceeded to lose my perspective, and the result was that I came an awful cropper and had to pick myself up after learning by bitter experience the lesson that I was not all-important and that I had to take account of many different elements in life. It took me fully a year before I got back the position I had lost, but I hung steadily at it and achieved my purpose."
Another man who took a leading part in the incident and who, like Roosevelt, was destined to attain the highest office in the gift of the people of the nation, was Grover Cleveland. Many years later, in the fall of 1891, in the course of an intimate conversation with him at his residence in New York City, I spoke of his veto of the five-cent fare bill. With that unrestrained frankness which was characteristic of him, he said:
"I was convinced that the bill was wrong, that it was unjust and might lead to practical confiscation. I had no choice but to veto it, but I had not a doubt in the world that by so doing I was ruining my political career. As I got into bed that night after writing and signing my veto message I said to myself, 'Grover Cleveland, you've done the business for yourself to-night.' The next morning I went down to the Executive Office feeling pretty blue but putting a smiling face on it. I didn't look at the morning papers, didn't think they had anything to say that I cared to see. I went through my morning mail with my secretary, Dan Lamont, pretending all the time I didn't care about the papers but thinking of them all the time just the same. When we had finished I said, as indifferently as I could, 'Seen the morning papers, Dan?' He said 'yes.' 'What have they got to say about me, anything?' 'Why, yes, they are all praising you.' 'They are! Well, here, let me see them!' I tell you I grabbed them pretty quickly and felt a good deal better."
Roosevelt soon made it apparent that whatever might be the effect upon his political fortunes, the affair had not in the slightest degree lessened his courage or modified his determination to follow his own convictions in spite of all obstacles. He continued to be himself, and in doing so demonstrated very quickly that he had not lost his popularity, neither had his fighting vigor abated. Several acts and utterances during the remainder of the session are worthy of record for they were the keynotes of his subsequent career.
One that all the veteran politicians regarded as '' suicidal'' had occurred during his first term in the Legislature and was repeated in the second. An item was included in the regular Supply Bill appropriating a sum of money for a private institution called the Catholic Protectory. Roosevelt objected to it on the ground that it was unconstitutional because it violated the stipulation of the State constitution, which forbade the use of public money for a private institution. Furthermore, such proposals brought into the Legislature the question of politics and religion. He had opposed a similar grant to a Protestant institution on precisely the same grounds and he should continue to fight all such tooth and nail. He had many warm personal friends in the Catholic faith and the man who had done more for him politically than any one else was a Catholic. He believed that he was acting in unison with the sentiment of those intelligent members of the Catholic Church who indorsed the utterances of one of the greatest of Catholics, Daniel O'Connell, that religion ought to be kept from politics.
Roosevelt's opposition did not avail to defeat either the Catholic or Protestant appropriation, both being voted by a large majority. This early stand is noteworthy as being the first assertion of a rule of conduct, which he maintained inflexibly throughout his career, and which, be it said to the honor of the great body of both Catholics and Protestants, won for him their confidence and esteem.
On several other occasions he gave utterance to convictions and principles of conduct which he ever afterwards upheld, showing that at this early stage of his career his character was already established on immutable lines. A bill was introduced to amend the Penal Code so as to permit publishers and editors of newspapers to be sued for libel in any place in the state in which their newspapers circulated. This was declared to be an effort to gag the press, and a motion was made to kill the bill by striking1 out its enacting clause. In supporting this motion, Roosevelt said: '' Taking it for granted that this is a bill for gagging the newspapers, I trust that the motion will prevail. I think that if there is one thing we ought to be careful about it is in regard to interfering with the liberty of the press. We have all of us at times suffered from the liberty of the press, but we have to take the good and the bad. I think we certainly ought to hesitate very seriously before passing any law that will interfere with the broadest public utterance. I think it is a great deal better to err a little bit on the side of having too much discussion and having too virulent language used by the press, rather than to err on the side of having them not say what they ought to say, especially with reference to public men and measures. I heartily agree with the proposition to have the enacting clause of the bill stricken out."
The motion was carried without a division. Thirty-four years later, during the European War, Roosevelt upheld the same position in regard to criticism of the Wilson Administration's conduct of the war, having never varied from his first adherence to it.
Roosevelt succeeded in getting before the Assembly at this session a bill reforming the Civil Service of New York City by applying to it the provisions of the national Civil Service law. He could not get it passed by the Democratic body, but he was able, at a committee hearing on its provisions, to get his views on the subject placed upon record. "My object," he said, "in pushing this measure is less to raise the standard of the civil service than it is to take the office-holders out of politics. It is a good thing to raise the character of our public employees but it is better still to take out of politics the vast band of hired mercenaries whose very existence depends on their success, and who can almost always in the end overcome the efforts of men whose only care is to secure a pure and honest government, for in such a contest the discipline of regulars, fighting literally for their means of livelihood, is sure in the end to overcome the spasmodic ardor of volunteers."
This was a thoroughly bad session of the Legislature and the most that Roosevelt and the little band of men whom he led could accomplish was to defeat some of the worst jobs. Roosevelt, instead of being a ruined man, came out of the session standing higher in public esteem than ever before. One of the press commentators said: "Mr. Roosevelt lasted to the end, when he was stronger than at the beginning." Another: "Mr. Roosevelt enjoys the distinction of having convictions and living up to them." Another: "Mr. Roosevelt's voice and vote are sure for what is honest, wise and progressive."

