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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME
CONTROVERSIES WITH GENERAL MILES

an incident which excited much attention and varying comment occurred in December, 1901, during the prolonged controversy between Admirals Sampson and Schley concerning the conduct of the latter in the naval battle of Santiago during the war with Spain. The Naval Court of Inquiry, which investigated the case, made a report on December 16, which was adverse to Schley. In a published interview on December 17, General Nelson A. Miles, who was then the Lieutenant-General of the army, its highest officer, condemned the finding of the Court and upheld Schley's side in the controversy. He was rebuked officially by the Secretary of War, Elihu Root, for this expression on the ground that it was in violation of the army regulations which forbid expression by military men of opinions of any kind, either of praise or censure, in matters of the kind. The President approved the order of rebuke. General Miles went to the White House to protest to the President, and was shown into the reception room, where he found the President in conversation with a number of persons. Striding up to the President, and interrupting the conversation, the General said: "Mr. President, I have come here to protest against that order of Secretary Root." Before he could get any further, the President, noticing his excited condition, said quietly: '' Step into the Cabinet room, General, and I will see you there presently." Instead of heeding this request, the General said again, loudly for all to hear: "Mr. President, I am here to protest, etc." Again the President said, this time impressively: "General, I advise you to step into the Cabinet room!" Again the General declined to do so, repeating his previous utterances, whereupon the President, stepping closely to him and speaking with emphasis and distinctness, said, in substance: "General Miles, you are a veteran with a distinguished record. I wish to show you courtesy, but if you insist upon my telling you what I am about to, I shall do so. Your conduct has been not merely silly but insubordinate and un-military. You have done what you could to damage the navy and damage the army. Secretary Root is absolutely right, and you deserve a severe reprimand from the standpoint of the discipline absolutely essential to the army's welfare."
No account of this interview was given out from the White House, but General Miles allowed a version of his own to reach the press in which it was made to appear that the President had turned upon him in anger when he entered the room and had subjected him to humiliation by administering a rebuke to him publicly. The President never took the trouble to contradict this inaccurate report. The version herewith given is authoritative and strictly truthful. To a Western editor who had written to the President in the interest of General Miles, Roosevelt replied, December 10, 1901:
"I take it for granted that you will cordially agree with me that such action as that of General Miles is to be reprimanded severely, from the standpoint of the discipline absolutely essential if the Army and Navy are to amount to anything; and this without regard to which side he takes.
"As for the Schley matter, most emphatically I shall endeavor to do absolute justice. But you must let me say that in doing justice I should be ashamed to take into consideration whether what I did was popular or not. I hope I shall not have to take any part at all in a matter that purely refers to President McKinley's administration, and with which I have nothing whatever to do; but if I do have to take it up I shall decide the case absolutely on its merits, and I shall no more consider whether a majority of the people are for or against a given man than I should consider it if I were a judge sitting upon the bench deciding the rights or wrongs of a particular case.''
The verdict of the Sampson-Schley court of inquiry, after having been approved by the Secretary of the Navy, was, at Schley's request, referred to the President for review on January 7,1902, and on February 18 following the President confirmed it on the ground that it decreed substantial justice.
General Miles got himself into further trouble with the War Department a few weeks later. He made formal application on February 17, 1902, to the Secretary of War to be sent to the Philippines, with ten men of his own selection from Cuba and Porto Eico, to take full control there from the military and civil authorities, conduct a thorough inquiry, and return with such a number of native Filipinos as seemed desirable, and then enter into consultation with members of Congress as to a plan for the future control of the islands.
Secretary Root, in a memorandum dated March 5, 1902, which was approved by the President, denied the application, saying that to grant it would practically be to supersede Governor Taft and General Chaffee, who were in charge of the Philippines, and would be a reflection on their successful conduct of affairs in the islands. To this General Miles replied in a letter, March 24, 1902, reviewing the action of the President and Secretary, endeavoring to show it had been wrong, and assuming as evidence of his contention that certain charges which had been made of official misconduct in the Philippines were true, although they were at the time under investigation and unproved. On this letter Secretary Root made a memorandum, on March 25, 1902, reviewing the General's conduct in the matter and saying:
"In the interest of good discipline and effective service such a course is much to be regretted. Such charges ought not to be published against our countrymen, whom we have sent to labor and fight under our flag on the other side of the world, before they can be heard in their own defense."
On this memorandum the President wrote, March 27, 1902:
"The memorandum of the Secretary of War is approved as a whole and as to every part. Had there been any doubt before as to the wisdom of denying General Miles's request, these papers would remove such doubt."
General Miles brought it about that this correspondence was made known to members of Congress, and its publication was called for and procured. He also was believed to have been instrumental in securing the publication in the press of a letter containing the charges alluded to in his second letter to the Secretary of War, charges which were withdrawn later by the writer of the letter because no evidence could be adduced to sustain them.
While this episode in the career of General Miles was in progress, the President wrote a confidential letter to Secretary Root in which a very strong light is thrown on the mental peculiarities of the General. It is now published for the first time:
Private and Confidential.
March 7, 1902. My dear Mr. Secretary:
It seems to me that, for your private use at the present time, and with a view to making a permanent record of certain facts, I ought to send this memorandum to you in connection with the request of General Miles which you have so properly disapproved. This is the request which General Miles first showed me in a far more offensive form; the request at that time being couched in language which amounted to an endorsement by .the head of the army of some of the most offensive and most unfounded slanders which have been put forth on the stump and in Congress by the violent traducers of the army and of the nation. The course of General Miles in giving his endorsement to these utterly baseless slanders against the army of which he is himself the head was precisely on a parallel with his recent memorandum, in which he impliedly endorsed the statements of the least responsible demagogues, to the effect that the army was gathered near great cities for the purpose of overawing workingmen.
During the six months that I have been President, General Miles has made it abundantly evident by his actions that he has not the slightest desire to improve or benefit the army, and to my mind his actions can bear only the construction that his desire is purely to gratify his selfish ambition, his vanity, or his spite. His conduct is certainly entirely incompatible, not merely with intelligent devotion to the interests of the country, but even with intelligent devotion to the interests of the service. President McKinley and you yourself have repeatedly told me that such was the case during the period before I became President.
To show the animus of General Miles in these matters and the extreme unwisdom of trusting him in any position where he can imagine it to be for his interest to discredit the American Government or the American Army, I recapitulate here what I have already told you and President McKinley as to something that occurred about three years ago. At that time I had testified or was about to testify as to certain shortcomings in the "War Department during the Spanish War. General Miles seemingly construed this, not as a desire to tell the truth, whoever was affected, but as a championship of himself against Secretary Alger and President McKinley. I was Governor of New York, and had come on here to visit Senator Lodge. At the time, our army was engaged in the hard fighting which accompanied the outbreak of the Filipino insurrection. General Miles made repeated efforts to see me, and finally succeeded and had a long conversation with me, in Lodge's house, on the afternoon of Sunday, February 26, 1899. He proposed to me that we should join forces and that he should run for President while I ran for Vice-President. His estimate of the political situation was utterly fatuous, and the proposition was interesting only because, in the first place, it showed the man's political folly, and, in the second place, it gave me a glimpse of. a most unpleasant side of his character as Major-General commanding the army. He based his main hope of being able to upset President McKinley and deprive him of a re-nomination or reelection upon what he regarded as the probable failure of our arms in the Philippines. He repeated again and again, obviously with the utmost satisfaction, that disaster would certainly befall our troops and that possibly they might be driven out of the islands, and that this would discredit the administration of President McKinley and further the ambition of any one who was against him.
After listening to him for some time, I remarked that of course every one was bound to work for the success of our arms in the Philippines and to hope for it. This called forth the most perfunctory acquiescence on his part; and after a minute's pause he harped back to what he had been saying already and repeated two or three times, that disasters were certain to come; that there would be disgrace to the nation and that then President McKinley would suffer ; and that the disgrace which befell our army would vindicate himself (Miles) and help the opponents of the Administration.
His attitude was so foolish, and from a political standpoint he was so vague in his notions as to what should be done to achieve his ambition, and so ignorant of the fact that if the country did become hostile to McKinley the advantage was bound to accrue to somebody other than himself, that I should not have thought of the matter again had it not been for the very unpleasant impression which his conduct necessarily made upon me in view of his being the commanding general of the army. I told Senator Lodge of the matter at the time. The following July you came into your present office; and I was impressed more and more, as I thought over the matter, by the danger which might result from the fact that the general commanding the army, who was advising you in the most confidential manner as regards the course you were to follow in the Philippines, was really counting on the failure of that course as the stepping-stone to his own political ambition. I finally became convinced that, inasmuch as General Miles was in a frame of mind, which caused him to take delight in disasters to the American arms unless success would redound to his own personal advantage, it would be well to caution President McKinley against him. I accordingly told the facts to the President. Later on the President told me that Miles had tried his best to persuade him (President McKinley) to accept Miles as a candidate for Vice-President on the same ticket with him.
In view of these facts, I think that General Miles ought only to be employed when we are certain that whatever talents he may possess will be used under conditions which make his own interests and the interests of the country identical.
Faithfully yours,
theodore Roosevelt.
The closing episode in the public career of General Miles occurred in 1903. On August 8 of that year he was retired by limit of age, Secretary Root issuing the regulation formal order to that effect. A great clamor was at once raised in and out of the press because no letter or word of commendation of the General accompanied the order. The New York Times was especially vehement, saying the retirement of this "splendid soldier" without a word of praise was "an amazing blunder which may even assume the proportions of a veritable calamity to the administration." Two letters which the President wrote at the time may be cited in explanation of his course. The first was to Clarke Davis, editor of the Public Ledger of Philadelphia, under date of August 24, 1903:
"I had no knowledge that any one would suggest my writing a letter to Miles any more than to any of the other Generals I had retired. The matter merely did not occur to me, and of course I did not speak about it to Mr. Root. But if I had spoken about it to Mr. Root, I should most certainly have backed him in refusing to give any special recommendation to General Miles. It does not seem to me that the matter of General Miles's disloyalty to the army is one the knowledge of which is confined to the Administration. Take his last report on the Philippines, which was made public with the findings upon it. Therein it appears conclusively that this old soldier has devoted himself to a venomous slander of the army under his supposed control.
"As I told you in my last letter, General Miles asked me to go in with him, he as Presidential candidate and I as Vice-Presidential candidate, to upset McKinley for re-nomination. Of course he had a perfect right to make this proposition; although I do not think it is advisable for the General commanding the army, who has just been commissioned Lieutenant-General by the President, to seek a nomination at the expense of that President. But assuming that his conduct was proper in this regard, the thing that I minded was the sinister pleasure he showed at the thought that McKinley would be hurt by disasters to the army in the Philippines, and his eager belief that these disasters were coming and would hurt McKinley so that he (Miles) might step into McKinley's place. In other words, the General commanding the army was hoping for political preferment at the expense of the President, whose adviser he was supposed to be, through disaster to the army of which this same General was in titular command.
"When I came in as President I was willing to forget all this; to remember only Miles's gallant conduct forty years before in the Civil War and the fact that he had also done well in the Indian warfare—although not as well, for instance, as Crook, whose intriguing and underhanded enemy he ever showed himself to be. Accordingly I tried my best to keep on good terms with him. But it was absolutely impossible. The man has not one feeling which should characterize an officer and a gentleman, save that only of physical courage. He is a foolish creature possessing only the power for intrigue and for demagogy, but not of military capacity.
"But what counts for a hundredfold more than this, I became convinced that there was no single recommendation he was making which had in view anything but his own advancement. He was anxious not to benefit the army, but to harm Secretary Root, and to gratify his spite on the various officers of whom he disapproved. I have never met any officer of the army as wholly indifferent to its welfare as is Miles; and this, whether the matter at issue be the putting down of Filipino bandits, or the use and abuse of the canteen, or establishing a cavalry school, or anything else. I do not believe he is capable of considering anything but his own personal interest. In particular the course he has followed, again and again, seeking to discredit our troops in the Philippines and giving currency to reports of outrages by them which he well knew to be unfounded, has been such as to have warranted me in removing him from his position as Lieutenant-General. I am not sure that I did right in letting him serve out his term, but most certainly I should have been wrong and I should have inflicted harm on the army if I had thanked him for his treachery and misconduct."
The second letter was to Senator Lodge, who was then in London, serving as member of the Alaskan Boundary Commission. This was under date of September 3, 1903:
"The public generally and the soldiers in particular have gone frantic because we did not single Miles out for special commendation when he retired from the service—a thing we have done in the case of none of the other generals with Civil War records who have retired. We are a queer, emotional, hysterical people on occasions, and in the Miles . matter as in the Schley matter we have shown at our worst. Miles has for the two years of my Presidency, and of course for some years before that, shown himself the most dangerous foe and slanderer of the army which he was supposed to command. Nothing will hire me to praise him.
There has been really a great gust of popular anger against me; I am not writing too strongly when I say popular anger. The feeling against me, especially in the Grand Army, is so bitter that certain of my friends in Illinois and Indiana have told me that they believe that if the election were held at present I should lose both those States! However, I cannot help thinking that such folly will burn itself out before a year is over."
A final demonstration of personal idiosyncrasy on the part of General Miles occurred a few weeks later and is recorded in the following correspondence. On October 8, 1903, the President wrote to Governor Franklin Murphy of New Jersey:
"A few days ago General Miles went to one of the leading men in New York and told him, as illustrating my attitude toward property, that you had recently said that I had informed you that I was certain I was going to win the Northern Securities suit and thereby ruin Pierpont Morgan and Jim Hill, or, to use his exact words, 'turn Morgan and Hill into the street.' My informant was somewhat upset over the matter and at first declined to allow me to see you about it. I told him that I should insist upon this, because I was absolutely certain that the story was merely a lie of Miles and that you had never said one word such as you were represented as saying. Indeed, my memory is that we did not speak of the Northern Securities suit at all, and of course I never at any time used any such language as that imputed to me about Hill or Morgan, or expressed the slightest feeling of vindictiveness or personal hostility toward either.
"I am half ashamed to bring such an absurd falsehood to your notice. I wish you to understand that if I alone were cognizant of it, I should not bother you to deny it, for I should never think a second time of it; but it is astonishing what some sensible men are capable of believing, and so I should like you to write me just a line on the matter."
To this Governor Murphy replied immediately: '' Thank you greatly for calling my attention to the report which has reached you. You are entirely correct in your opinion of it. It is a lie in its statement and in its inference."
In response to this, the President wrote, on October 10, 1903: " I thank you for your letter. It is exactly the letter I supposed I would get from you. Perhaps the report originated as you suggest—most likely General Miles simply made it up from the beginning." 

