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CHAPTER FIVE

THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME
FIRST APPEARANCE IN NATIONAL POLITICS
MR. BLAINE'S CANDIDACY

at the end of his third term in the Legislature, Roosevelt had become a distinct personality in national politics. His advance had been remarkably rapid. When in the summer of 1881 he decided to take an active part in political affairs he was, as I have said, practically unknown outside the limits of his own Assembly district. Before the end of his third term his fame had extended over the entire country. He had won such a position of leadership in his party in the State that when the time came to elect delegates to the Republican National Convention in the spring of 1884, he was, with the hearty approval of the great mass of his party, chosen as the chief of the four delegates-at-large. So strong was popular sentiment in his favor that he easily overcame an organized effort by the old machine leaders in the State Convention to prevent his selection.
He went to the National Convention an avowed advocate of the nomination of Senator George F. Edmunds of Vermont as the Republican candidate for the Presidency in preference to James Or.  Blaine, who was the favorite of a majority of the delegates. The  Blaine supporters were in control of the National Republican Committee and sought to organize the Convention in their interest by having a man of their choice, ex-Senator Powell Clayton, of Alabama, made temporary Chairman. The National Committee submitted this selection to the Convention for approval. Senator H. C. Lodge, a delegate from Massachusetts and like Roosevelt an avowed Edmunds supporter, nominated a colored man, ex-Congressman John R. Lynch of Mississippi. In support of Senator Lodge's motion, Roosevelt took the floor and made his first speech in a national convention. As this was his first appearance in the field of national politics the impression which he made upon his audience is worthy of record. The New York Times of June 4, 1894, published this account from its convention correspondent:
"Up from the midst of the Empire State delegates rose a slight, almost boyish figure. It was that of an active, nervous, light-haired, gray-eyed man who had just thrown off a straw hat and scrambled to his perch on the chair, with juvenile activity. Everybody knew the man, for there is not a State headquarters which he has not visited in his canvass for Edmunds, and scarce an influential delegate with whom he has not conversed in a straightforward, manly way, carrying conviction even when he could not convert. It was Theodore Roosevelt, of New York, the leader of the younger Republicans, and he was greeted with a rousing burst of applause as he stood waiting to speak. When he spoke it was not the voice of a youth, but of a man—and a positive, practical man. His sensible speech was in delightful contrast with the plausible apologies of the men who had endeavored to excuse the outrage which the National Committee had committed."
The speech itself is of historic value for in it Roosevelt established a precedent for a similar position, which he took 28 years later in another national convention. Its full text was as follows:
"I trust that the motion made by the gentleman from Massachusetts (Mr. Lodge) will be adopted, and that we will select as chairman of this convention that representative Republican, Mr. Lynch, of Mississippi. Mr. Chairman, it has been said by the distinguished gentleman from Pennsylvania (Mr. Stewart) that it is without precedent to reverse the action of the National Committee. Who has not known numerous instances where the action of a State committee has been reversed by the State convention? Not one of us but has known such instances. Now there are, as I understand it, but two delegates to this convention who have seats on the National Committee; and I hold it to be derogatory to our honor, to our capacity for self-government, to say that we must accept the nomination of a presiding officer by another body; and that our hands are tied, and we dare not reverse its action.
"Now, one word more. I trust that the vote will be taken by individual members, and not by States. Let each man stand accountable to those whom he represents for his vote. Let no man be able to shelter himself behind the shield of his State. What we say is, that one of the cardinal doctrines of the American political government is the accountability of each man to his people; and let each man stand up here and cast his vote, and then go home and abide by what he has done.
"It is now, Mr. Chairman, less than a quarter of a century since, in this city, the great Republican party for the first time organized for victory, and nominated Abraham Lincoln, of Illinois, who broke the fetters of the slave and rent them asunder forever. It is a fitting thing for us to choose to preside over this convention one of the race whose right to sit within these walls is due to the blood and the treasure so lavishly spent by the founders of the Republican party. And it is but a further vindication of the principles for which the Republican party so long struggled. I trust that the Honorable Mr. Lynch will be elected temporary chairman of this convention."
The effect of the speech was shown in the result of the ballot, for Mr. Lynch was elected by a vote of 431 to 382. The convention asserted its right to reverse the action of the National Committee, even if by doing so it "violated precedent.''
By the nomination of Mr. Blaine, which followed later, Roosevelt was confronted with what in many respects was the most serious crisis of his career. He had to decide which of two courses he should choose. He must separate himself completely from his party and become an absolute Independent, or stay within his party and support its regularly nominated candidate. The nomination of Mr. Blaine had been fairly won. He was unquestionably the choice of the convention. There was no claim that the will of the majority had been subverted either through the action of a committee on contested seats or in any other way. The problem before him was thus a quite different one from that presented to him twenty-eight years later in the National Republican Convention of 1912. In opposing the nomination of Mr.  Blaine he and his Republican associates had been acting with a considerable body of professional Independents, that is, men without allegiance to either of the great political parties. Though he had been during his brief public career an avowed Republican, seeking to accomplish all his reforms through Republican aid and inside party lines, his Independent associates, as soon as the Blaine nomination was made, assumed that he would leave his party and join them in seeking to accomplish  Blaine's defeat by supporting the Democratic candidate. In fact, they not merely asked but demanded that he abandon the course, which he had followed since his entry into political life and upon which he had built his public career. They were sincere in their belief that he should do this. It seemed incredible to them that he could do anything else. He gave them full credit for sincerity, but declared that the question was one that he must insist upon deciding for himself. He admitted frankly that he had worked hard for the nomination of Edmunds and was savagely indignant at his defeat, but he declined to say at once what course he should pursue in regard to the nomination of Mr.  Blaine. Various devices were used to force him to declare his intentions, some by Republican politicians, and others, not entirely creditable, by leading Independents, but all in vain. He insisted upon deciding the question for himself, and in his own way and time. He went direct from the convention in Chicago to his ranch in Dakota, and several weeks later put forth a formal statement in which he defined his decision as follows:
"I intend to vote the Republican Presidential ticket. While at Chicago I told Mr. Lodge that such was my intention, but before announcing it I wished to have time to think the matter over. A man cannot act both without and within the party; he can do either, but he cannot possibly do both. Each course has its advantages and each has its disadvantages, and one cannot take the advantages or the disadvantages separately. I went in with my eyes open to do what I could within the party; I did my best and got beaten, and I propose to stand by the result. It is impossible to combine the functions of a guerilla chief with those of a colonel in the regular army; one has a greater independence of action, the other is able to make what action he does take vastly more effective. In certain contingencies the one can do most good, in certain contingencies the other; but there is no use in accepting a commission and then trying to play the game out on a lone hand.
'' During the entire canvass for the nomination Mr.  Blaine received but two checks—one was at the Utica Convention, the other was the Powell Clayton incident. I had a hand in both, and I could have had a hand in neither had not those Republicans who at Utica elected me as the head of the New York State delegation supposed that I would in good faith support the man who was fairly made the Republican nominee. I am by inheritance and by education a Republican; whatever good I have been able to accomplish in public life has been accomplished through the Republican party; I have acted with it in the past, and wish to act with it in the future; I went as a regular delegate to the Chicago Convention, and I intend to abide by the outcome of that Convention. I am going back in a day or two to my Western ranch, as I do not expect to take any part in the campaign this fall."
This determination not to take part in the campaign he recalled later, for reasons, which were eminently characteristic. "When I started out to my ranch two months ago," he said in October, "I had no intention of taking any part whatever in the Presidential canvass, and the decision I have now come to is the result of revolving the matter in my mind during that time. It is altogether contrary to my character to occupy a neutral position in so important and exciting a struggle, and besides my natural desire to occupy a positive position of some kind, I made up my mind that it was clearly my duty to support the ticket."
His decision called forth bitter denunciation from the Independents, who declared that he had deserted his principles, and predicted with absolute conviction that he had wrecked his career. The Democratic press took a similar view of his future and declared that he had always been a "humbug" and a "political charlatan," a "reform fraud" and a "Jack-in-the-box politician," who had now been thoroughly found out. He faced the storm of disapproval and abuse calmly, and in a reply to an open letter of regret and remonstrance from an Independent he wrote:
"I thank you for your good opinion of my past services. My power, if I ever had any, may or may not be as utterly gone as you think, but most certainly it would deserve to go if I yielded any more to the pressure of the Independents at present, when I consider them to be wrong, than I yielded in the past to the pressure of the machine when I thought it wrong."
He declined a re-nomination for the Assembly, which he could have had without opposition, and two separate offers of a nomination for Congress in as many districts in which he was eligible as a candidate, on the ground that his private interests, which had been neglected during his service in the Legislature, demanded all of his attention. 


