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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME 

POLICE COMMISSIONER 

with the entrance of Roosevelt upon his service as Police Commissioner in New York City, in the spring of 1895, there began between him and myself a close personal friendship which continued unbroken throughout his career, growing steadily in mutual confidence and affection with time. The present narrative from this point onward will be written in the light which this intimacy threw upon his motives and character, and its statements will be illuminated and corroborated by citations from confidential letters written by him both to myself and to other persons, and by authentic anecdotes and episodes which have hitherto either not been made public or given publication in inaccurate form.
Kipling once said of New York City, as the result of his observations during several visits, that it had a government of the worst elements of the population tempered by occasional insurrections of respectable citizens. An insurrection of this kind occurred in November, 1894, when a reform Mayor, William L. Strong, was chosen on a non-partisan ticket. The uprising of righteous indignation had been caused by revelations of shameful misconduct on the part of the Tammany government, especially in the Police Department, and in the care of the city's streets. Mayor Strong at first asked Roosevelt to accept the office of Street Cleaning Commissioner but he, feeling that he had no special fitness for it, declined. The Mayor then appointed him a Police Commissioner in a Board of four members, he to be the President of the Board. As this was a position in the line of good municipal government to which he had devoted himself while in the Legislature, he accepted gladly and with the distinct understanding that he should administer the affairs of the department with entire disregard of partisan politics and solely as a good citizen interested in promoting the welfare of good citizens.
The task before him was not a light one. For many years, in fact from the very beginning of its organization, the Police Department had been subjected to political influences of the most demoralizing sort. Its powers of administration were vested in a bi-partisan board, composed of two members of each political party, selected by the party bosses for the position. They divided both the spoils of the department and the appointments to the force. When Roosevelt took office there was a regular tariff for appointments and promotions, and these could be obtained only by its payment. The entire force was permeated with corruption in every department of activity. A very large revenue was collected by the force from vice and crime and the unlawful sale of liquor, and this was divided among the higher officials of the force and the political leaders. In fact, the entire Department was organized for the purpose of exercising a licensing power, outside of the law, which was far more valuable in pecuniary results than the license laws of the city themselves. As both party organizations shared in these illicit gains, to attack the system was to assail both and to challenge the furious wrath and bitter hostility of both.
This was a fight after Roosevelt's own heart. It was in essence the counterpart of his fight in the Legislature and his subsequent fight in the Civil Service Commission—a fight against political criminals and lawbreakers, corrupt methods in politics and corrupt politicians, wherever found and without regard to party names or affiliations. He began the fight at once, using in it the weapons he had employed in its predecessors, full publicity, strict enforcement of law, and utter disregard of partisan political considerations. Trials of members of the force on various charges of neglect or misconduct, which had previously been conducted in secret, were conducted before the full Board in public. Appointments and promotions were made after examinations and on merit and fitness alone. Neither the payment of money nor the word of a political boss was any longer sufficient to "get a man on the force," or to secure his promotion in its service.
One of the chief sources of blackmail by the police, in fact, the fundamental source, was the law requiring liquor saloons to be closed on Sunday. This law was in 1895 the bulwark of the most stupendous system of political blackmail any modern city has known. The largest saloons were owned by the great breweries, and these paid blackmail in large sums to the party bosses as the price of immunity from police interference with Sunday side door selling. The small saloons, operated by their owners, were left to the police to blackmail as they chose. This state of affairs was well known, but all efforts to put an end to it by so amending the law as to permit the sale of liquor during certain hours on Sunday were defeated in deference to the religious sentiment of the State, and were not supported by more than a small portion of the religious elements of the city itself. It was held to be a "compromise with evil" to legalize any degree of selling on Sunday. In fact, it was held, perhaps not openly but tacitly, that illegal selling through side-doors on Sunday was preferable to open selling by permission of law.
If police blackmail had been confined to Sunday liquor-selling, the evil would have been serious enough, but this was not the case. From blackmailing the illegal liquor-dealer the police turned naturally for additional revenue to all other forms of illegal industry,—vice, gambling, crime of all kinds, pedlers, merchants who wished to make forbidden use of sidewalks and streets, and to every practise or proceeding that depended upon police favor. The revenue from these sources ran up into the millions, and the politicians of both parties were sharers of it.
When, therefore, Roosevelt declared his intention to enforce the Sunday-closing law rigorously, the outcry from all political quarters was tremendous. The politicians and the newspapers that they were able to control were as furious in their wrath as their kind had been when Roosevelt began to enforce the Civil Service law. They declared that the attempt was pure foolishness, that the law was obsolete, a mere "blue law," and was never intended to be enforced anyway. A Tammany spokesman said, "We believe the law should be enforced, but with intelligence and discrimination," to which Roosevelt retorted: "That is a good deal like believing in truthful mendacity." To another objector who advocated less rigor, he replied: "You cannot half obey the law." To another: "I am enforcing honestly a law that hitherto has been enforced dishonestly." It was predicted that the proceeding was useless because it was not possible to enforce the law, but for several months it was enforced with beneficial results, as the records of crime and disorder showed. At the end of that period a magistrate was discovered who was able to decide that under the law a drink could be had with a meal and that a sandwich or a pretzel constituted a meal, and Sunday selling was partially resumed; but the main object, the stopping of blackmail, had been largely attained. Although Sundayselling through side-doors of saloons was gradually resumed, it was done more furtively than before and never again attained anything approaching its former dimensions.
At the outset of his police administration Roosevelt had what seemed to be the cordial support of his three associates in the Board. They professed full agreement with him, and he accepted their professions in good faith, believing them to be as sincere as he was himself. They continued to work in harmony with him for several months, but at the end of that period two of them, yielding to the demands of the political organizations to which they owed their selection for their positions, broke away and sought to defeat his purposes by causing a permanent deadlock in the Board. This was the method the political bosses, who found themselves powerless to control Roosevelt's action, or to persuade the Mayor to attempt to control it, resorted to as the only means of defeating his policy and saving the illicit profits from total annihilation. They had tried in various other ways to get rid of him. One was a proposal for the Legislature to pass a law abolishing the City Police Board and creating a State police force with a head appointed by the Governor. This was defeated by an overwhelming popular protest. They subsequently succeeded in getting the Civil Service law impaired, under the guise of amendments, which "took the starch out of it." Roosevelt says in his 'Autobiography': "They attempted to seduce or frighten us by every species of intrigue and cajolery, of promise of political reward and threat of political punishment."
I had intimate personal knowledge on this point for I was closely associated with Roosevelt during the entire period of his police service. The Evening Post, of which I was at the time a subordinate editor, was cordially supporting his policy and I was in almost daily confidential conference with him. Having as a journalist of many years' experience in the devious ways of New York politicians, acquired an exact knowledge of many of them, I had warned Roosevelt when he entered upon his duties to be on his guard against one of his fellow commissioners who was in the Board as the representative of a small and particularly vicious political organization. In accordance with an invariable and incurable tendency—which he was never able to overcome—he persisted in placing full confidence in this man, simply because the man professed full devotion to him. "He may be, as you say," he replied to my repeated warnings, "a tricky politician, but I am sure that he is loyal to me." To this I could only say, as I did many times: "He is a snake in the grass, and sooner or later he will smite you."
It was this member that the enraged politicians selected as their first agent for the undermining and paralyzing of Roosevelt's policy. The man was a political schemer by nature, possessing a certain order of low cunning, and covering his designs with plausible professions of virtuous convictions. He was frequently present at the conferences with Roosevelt and myself and always expressed accord with us. On one occasion when the three of us had been dining together, he accompanied me toward my home after we had separated from Roosevelt. As soon as we were alone, he said: "You have great influence with Roosevelt. I wish you would stop him from talking so much in the newspapers. He talks, talks, talks all the time. Scarcely a day passes that there is not something from him in the papers about what he is doing and the Police Board is doing, and the public is getting tired of it. It injures our work."
I laughed and said: "Stop Roosevelt talking? Why, you would kill him. He has to talk. The peculiarity about him is that he has what is essentially a boy's mind. What he thinks he says at once, thinks aloud. It is his distinguishing characteristic, and I don't know as he will ever outgrow it. But with it he has great qualities, which make him an invaluable public servant—inflexible honesty, absolute fearlessness, and devotion to good government, which amounts to religion. We must let him work in his own way for nobody can induce him to change it. Furthermore, he is talking for a purpose. He wishes the public to know what the Police Board is doing so that it will have popular support."

The commissioner said nothing further and we parted rather coldly. About noon of the following day, Roosevelt called me on the telephone and asked me to lunch with him. As soon as we were seated at a narrow table he leaned forward, bringing his face close to mine, and with appalling directness said: "P	came into my office this morning and said: 'You think Bishop is a friend of yours, don't you ?' ' Yes,' I replied. ' Well, you know what he said about you last night? He said you had a boy's mind and it might never be developed.' "

Roosevelt's eye-glasses were within three inches of my face and his eyes were looking straight into mine. Knowing my man, I did not flinch. "Roosevelt, I did say that. Did he tell you what else I said?" "No, that is what I want to hear." When I had told him, he brought his fist down on the table with a bang, exclaiming: "By George, I knew it!" "There, Roosevelt," said I, "is your snake in the grass, of which I warned you—the meanest of mean liars, who tells half the truth."
I relate this incident fully because of the light it throws upon a dominating element in Roosevelt's character—its unflinching directness. How many men in like situation
would have acted as he did? P	surely did not suspect
such a proceeding. His hope was to put an end to the publicity which Roosevelt was systematically giving to the Police Board's work for the purpose of securing popular support and thus making it both difficult and dangerous for the politicians to stop it.
When the scheme failed, this commissioner threw off all disguise and became an open opponent of the Roosevelt policy. He was soon afterwards joined by a second member who succumbed to the pressure of the Republican boss, and the two established a permanent deadlock in the Board by refusing to attend its meetings. The conduct of the first revolting commissioner became so notoriously bad that the Mayor preferred charges against him and after public hearings on the same, recommended his removal by the Governor. The Governor, who was the man who had originated the proposal to "take the starch out" of the Civil Service law, declined to approve the Mayor's recommendation.
While the deadlock paralyzed to considerable extent further progress of Roosevelt's policy, it did not undo the very important results which had been achieved. Not only had the practise of blackmail been to a great extent banished permanently from the force but there had been created throughout its members a distinct morale, which had been almost totally lacking when he entered upon his duties. This had been accomplished not only by making appointments and promotions on merit and fitness but by prompt recognition in all cases of individual service, which displayed courage and devotion in the performance of duty. Everyman in the force had become convinced that faithful performance of duty was certain to receive quick recognition and full reward—that promotion was sure along that line, and that it could be obtained in no other way. The members of the force discovered that the Roosevelt policy was securing for them what they had not formerly possessed,— the respect of the public, and this knowledge gave them the most powerful of all incentives to upright conduct,—a feeling of self-respect. When he resigned from the Board in April, 1897, Roosevelt left in the Department a force that had to a large extent undergone a moral transformation. It had received a large transfusion of members who had come into it under honorable conditions, free from all debasing characteristics, and who owed their presence to their personal merits and not to the favor of bosses and not to the payment of money. Not all the old evils had been eradicated, for the evil results of years of corrupt management could only be completely removed by the abolition of the force, but a new standard had been set which was destined to endure. Although under a partial reversion to the old order of control, which followed his exit, some of the former evils were restored, the force never reverted to the disgraceful condition in which he found it. Appointments and promotions were never again made on the basis of boss favor and cash payment alone, but mainly on merit, and the levying of blackmail as a general police practise was never resumed.
A clear statement of Roosevelt's method of dealing with members of the force appears in a letter which he wrote, on January 10,1898, while Assistant Secretary of the Navy, to John McCullagh on his appointment to the position of Chief of Police. After expressing his delight at the promotion, he said:
"Now, Chief, I want you to let me say a word to you merely as a man who has backed you and been your friend. You have drawn one of the big prizes; and in my opinion you have fairly won it by courage, ability and good conduct. The Chief of the Police of Greater New York is the foremost police officer in the entire world, and he is one of the six or eight most important men in New York itself. You have reached the pinnacle. Your place is assured. You will leave a name and a great reputation to your children. Now, on the other hand, it is a place of great temptation,—political, and worse than political, temptation. All kinds of chances to go crooked without much risk of detection will offer themselves. I have the utmost confidence in you. I feel that in the future, as during my own two years of service, your conduct will amply and -over and over justify the attitude your friends took on your behalf. But I do want you to realize most seriously that you must not ever make the least slip, for if you make even a small one it will give men a hold upon you. Both Byrnes and Conlin had very great chances before them, but they could not stand the strain; only a man of indomitable will, of great power, and a resolute purpose for integrity, can. I am very sure you are such a man, and I confidently look forward to the event proving my belief to be right, and that every man of us will be able to be proud of you and proud of the officers under you."
An ultimate result, not by any means the least beneficial of the Roosevelt policy, was the abolition a few years later of the bi-partisan board method of control and a substitution of control by a single commissioner responsible solely to the Mayor. This reform was due in large measure to the demonstration, which had been made during Roosevelt's term of the evils of bi-partisan management through a board of four members. It was a demonstration of the evils of divided responsibility, rather than of bi-partisan control, for his board had not divided on partisan lines, one of his opposing members being a Democrat and the other a Republican. His faithful and loyal supporter, Avery D. Andrews, was a Democrat, a graduate of West Point, and an honest and fearless man who proved himself as inhospitable to partisan political influences as Roosevelt himself.
While Police Commissioner, Roosevelt continued and deepened the interest in the welfare of the poorer classes of the Community, which he had developed while member of the Legislature. As President of the Police Board he was also a member of the Health Board, and in the latter capacity he was brought into close relations with conditions of life in the tenement house districts. He had made personal visits to these districts as a member of a legislative investigating committee about ten years earlier and the impressions, which had then been made upon his mind as to the crying need of reform and betterment remained unimpaired. These impressions had been strengthened by the revelations made in a very remarkable book by Jacob A. Riis, entitled "How the Other Half Lives," which was published in 1890. He formed an intimate friendship with Riis, which lasted throughout the latter's life, and spoke of him when he died as next to his father the best man he had ever known, saying of his book that it had been to him both an enlightenment and an inspiration for which he could never be too grateful. In company with Riis he visited the tenement house regions, often at midnight, in order to see for himself just what conditions were, just what the police were doing in regard to them, and what the Health Department was doing to regulate and improve them. That a fresh and powerful impetus was imparted to his interest in the social welfare of the masses by these visits is recorded in his 'Autobiography':
"My experience in the Police Department taught me that not a few of the worst tenement houses were owned by wealthy individuals who hired the best and most expensive lawyers to persuade the courts that it was 'unconstitutional' to insist on the betterment of conditions. These businessmen and lawyers were very adroit in using a word with fine and noble associations to cloak their opposition to vitally necessary movements for industrial fair play and decency. They made it evident that they valued the Constitution, not as a help to righteousness, but as a means for thwarting movements against unrighteousness. After my experience with them I became more set than ever in my distrust of those men, whether business men or lawyers, judges, legislators, or executive officers, who seek to make of the Constitution a fetich for the prevention of the work of social reform, for the prevention of work in the interest of those men, women, and children on whose behalf we should be at liberty to employ freely every governmental agency."
A striking tribute to Roosevelt's character and public usefulness was paid to him at the time of his departure from the Police Department by Mr. E. L. Godkin, Editor of the New York Evening Post, who had been on many occasions one of his most severe critics. When it was announced that Roosevelt had been nominated by President McKinley as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Mr. Godkin wrote him an earnest letter of protest, in which he said:
"I have a concern, as the Quakers say, to put on record my earnest belief that in New York you are doing the greatest work of which any American to-day is capable, and exhibiting to the young men of the country the spectacle of a very important office administered by a man of high character in the most efficient way amid a thousand difficulties. As a lesson in politics I cannot think of anything more instructive."
That he firmly believed during his service as Police Commissioner that he would never again hold a public office, I have personal knowledge. Toward the end of that service he said to me during a long and intimate conversation relative to the difficulties and obstacles he was encountering: "This is the last office I shall ever hold. I have offended so many powerful interests and so many powerful politicians that no political preferment in future will be possible for me. All the liquor interests, including the great breweries, and all the party bosses will oppose me, and no political party will venture to defy an opposition so fatal as that is. I realized this when I began my fight for the enforcement of the Sunday law and against police bribery arid corruption, but it was the only course I could honestly pursue and I am willing to abide by the consequences."
An interchange of views between Roosevelt and President Cleveland in regard to the importance of strict maintenance of the Monroe Doctrine, which took place while Roosevelt was Police Commissioner, may be noted here. When in December, 1895, Cleveland startled the country with his famous Venezuela message, Roosevelt wrote of his action: "It would be difficult to overestimate the good done in this country by the vigorous course taken by the National Executive and legislature in this matter." In recognition, President Cleveland wrote to Roosevelt, on March 26, 1896:
"I note with pleasure what you write in regard to the Venezuela affair and thank you for it. It has taken a little time and thought for the good people to understand our position in the matter but as usual they are coming around.
"It seems to me that you and I have both been a little misunderstood lately." 


