

[image: Cover image for Honor in the Dust: Theodore Roosevelt, War in the Philippines, and the Rise and Fall of America's Imperial Dream]



HONOR IN THE DUST



 


[image: ]

Theodore Roosevelt, War in the Philippines,
and the Rise and Fall of America’s Imperial Dream




GREGG JONES






[image: ] NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY



 





NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY

Published by New American Library, a division of

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,

New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto,

Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2,

Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124,

Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.)

Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park,

New Delhi - 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632,

New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue,

Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices:

80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

First published by New American Library,

a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

First Printing, February 2012

10    9    8    7    6    5    4    3    2    1

Copyright © Gregg Jones, 2012

Maps by Chris Erichsen

All rights reserved

[image: ] REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA:

Jones, Gregg

Honor in the dust: Theodore Roosevelt, war in the Philippines, and the rise and fall of America’s imperial dream/Gregg Jones.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

EISBN: 9781101575123

1. Philippines—History—Philippine American War, 1899–1902—Campaigns—Philippines—Samar.     2. Philippines—History—Philippine American War, 1899–1902—Atrocities.    3. Philippines—History—Philippine American War, 1899–1902—Political aspects—United States.    4. Philippines—Annexation to the United States.    5. Waller, Littleton Waller Tazewell, 1856–1926.    6. Roosevelt, Theodore, 1858–1919. I. Title.

DS682.S26J66 2012

959.9′031—dc23                2011033386

Set in Baskerville

Designed by Ginger Legato

Printed in the United States of America

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers and Internet addresses at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.




To Don and Bonny Edmonds


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: ]







The debts I have accumulated in the course of writing this book are considerable, and they begin at home. I met my wife, Ali, in 1984, shortly after I arrived in the Philippines to chronicle the political upheaval in America’s former colony. She was a gifted writer at a local design studio, and, with our common interests in books and world travel, we fell in love. As I completed this project, we celebrated our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. I will be forever grateful to Ali, and our son, Chris, for their love and forbearance as I pursued this passion.

It is impossible to adequately express the gratitude I feel toward Brent Howard, my editor at New American Library. Brent saw potential from the first pitch, and he convinced his colleagues that this book was worth publishing. His enthusiasm sustained me through hard months when deadlines passed and the finish line remained far in the hazy distance. But that only begins to describe Brent’s contributions. He devoted diligent weeks to my first draft, and conceived a superb road map for transforming my meandering manuscript into a compelling book. His skill and good judgment are reflected throughout.

I also want to thank New American Library publisher, Kara Welsh, who supported Brent’s pursuit of this book and patiently shifted schedules as I labored on. Pete Garceau designed a striking cover. Rosalind Parry assisted with the photo insert, production logistics, and numerous other vital tasks. My thanks also to copy editor Tiffany Yates Martin and publicist Jen Bernard.

Agents are a critical cog in the publishing wheel, and I am indebted to mine, fellow writer and friend Jim Donovan. He embraced this project from the outset, taking careful notes on a napkin as I laid out the story over plates of stromboli at the Elbow Room. True to his word, he found a good home for this book.

At a time when libraries, archives, and museums are undergoing heartbreaking budget cuts, I would like to thank the dedicated professionals at the following institutions for their assistance: National Archives and Records Administration and Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.; Marine Corps Archives and Special Collections Branch, Alfred M. Gray Marine Corps Research Center and Marine Corps University Library in Quantico, Virginia; National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, Missouri; McDermott Library at the University of Texas at Dallas; University of Texas Arlington Library; Dallas Public Library and Plano Public Library in Texas; Old Dominion University Libraries and the Norfolk Public Library in Norfolk, Virginia.

Early on, I was fortunate to sit down with Trevor Plante at the National Archives. I had admired Trevor’s work in Prologue magazine over the years, but he was even more impressive in person. His knowledge of U.S. military activities during the Spanish-American and Philippine conflicts was encyclopedic. Even more invaluable was his assistance in tracking down various records and microfilm reels.

While the entire staff at the Marine Corps Archives and Special Collections Branch earned my gratitude, two people deserve special mention. Greg Cina was ever helpful, from the first moment I contacted him about scheduling research trips to the final minutes I spent poring over the personal papers of legendary Marines. I would also like to thank J. Michael Miller, branch head, for his kind assistance.

Special thanks as well to Michelle Brown at the National Personnel Records Center, Robert Hitchings at the Norfolk Public Library’s Sargeant Memorial Room and Harry Frizzell at Old Dominion University. Roy Waller provided useful background information on Virginia’s storied Waller clan. Jean Fe Wall shared rare articles and diaries as well as priceless stories about her father, Balangiga survivor Adolph Gamlin. John Reed of the University of Utah imparted keen insights on America’s war in the Philippines, especially the campaigns in Panay and Samar.

Chuck Camp, a world-class writer, provided deft editing and a pitch-perfect critique as I struggled to corral the early chapters. Doug Swanson, my former collaborator and editor at the Dallas Morning News, was a cherished link to the outside world. I thank Doug as well as Bob Mong, George Rodrigue, and Maud Beelman for arranging a leave of absence late in this project, and for graciously accepting my resignation from the newspaper to pursue my dream of writing history.

I am grateful to longtime friend Steve LeVine, my running mate during our exhilarating days in the Philippines. When this book was still an inchoate idea, Steve spurred me on, and he and his wife, Nuri, later loaned me their apartment during a research trip to Washington, D.C. Thanks as well to filmmaker Chris Billing, who let me crash on his couch during a Washington trip and inspired me with his example. Late in the project, Gunnar Jacobson, a brilliant young writer, teacher, organic farmer, and traveler, devoted several energetic days to tying up loose ends for me at the National Archives. James Hohman helped me track down several obscure journal articles. Lori Miller of Redbird Research provided a timely assist when a missing file suddenly became available at the National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis.

Closer to home, Steve Jones has always been a terrific brother and sounding board. I’m grateful to George Getschow for his enthusiasm and encouragement. Thanks also to my Red Line Mafia cohorts—Chris Wilkins, Eddie Maguire, Pete Johnson, Keith Campbell and Gary Jacobson—for their camaraderie as I scrunched into a corner of our evening commuter train, pen or laptop in hand, and disappeared into the world of Theodore Roosevelt and America’s forgotten war in the Philippines.

Finally, I wish to pay tribute to Don and Bonny Edmonds—surrogate parents, friends, mentors, and role models since we met in Virginia in 1981. Their passion for books and art and the fearless pursuit of their dreams have inspired me these past thirty years. We have shared books and stimulating conversation, exotic travels and good food, countless laughs and a few tears. Without realizing it, Don set this journey in motion in August 2007 during an evening at Casa Edmonds. I had just finished describing a book idea that I had long contemplated, about Theodore Roosevelt and the collapse of America’s imperial dreams amid a war crimes scandal in the Philippines in 1902. In his cut-to-the-chase manner, Don declared, “Now that’s a book I’d like to read.”

It was all I needed to hear.


INTRODUCTION

[image: ]







American history captivated me from an early age, but I did not learn of the U.S. conquest of the Philippines until I was in my twenties. I wound up in the islands in the mid-1980s, a young newspaper reporter inspired to write the first draft of history as a foreign correspondent. It was while chronicling the death throes of the dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos that I became acquainted with the bloody story of how America had acquired the islands after the Spanish-American War in 1898.

A year after arriving in the Philippines, I made a reporting trip to the island of Samar. I went there to write about the Marcos government’s military campaign against Communist guerrillas, and the plight of poor farmers caught in the cross fire. I traveled into Samar’s mountainous interior by dugout canoe and tramped through steamy jungles on muddy trails. I found a wild and rugged island that had changed little since American soldiers had fought a savage war with nationalist guerrillas more than eighty years earlier.

The military campaign on Samar had been the closing act in the U.S. conquest of the islands, the culmination of America’s rise as a world power. But the victory had been tainted by revelations of military atrocities. The disclosures shocked the nation and staggered the young administration of President Theodore Roosevelt. After the fallout of the Samar campaign, many Americans concluded the price of empire had been too high.

I left the Philippines in 1989 and moved on to other stories, but I remained intrigued by this forgotten chapter in our nation’s history. When Americans bitterly debated the Bush administration’s decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003, I was reminded of our divisive war in the Philippines. The controversy over the U.S. military’s use of “waterboarding” in Iraq highlighted other striking parallels with America’s earlier experience in the Philippines. Some Americans justified torture in Iraq and Afghanistan as a necessary response to an elusive and treacherous enemy. It was the same argument some put forth in defense of the “water cure” and other extreme measures used by U.S. soldiers in the Philippines under Teddy Roosevelt.

On one level, Honor in the Dust is the story of interrelated dramas that consumed Americans in the spring of 1902: the courts-martial of U.S. military officers accused of war crimes in the Philippines, and the contentious Senate hearings on the conduct of that war. But in a larger sense, this is the story of America’s emergence as a world power, and the bitter national discourse that accompanied that rise. The issues at the heart of that forgotten debate will sound familiar to anyone who has followed America’s contemporary back-and-forth over military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan. The use of U.S. power, the propriety of torture in the pursuit of American interests, the obligations of national honor—then, as now, as readers will see, Americans held passionately disparate views on these subjects.


“The fiery trial through which we pass will light us down in honor or dishonor to the latest generation.”

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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Prologue

Panay Island, Philippines







NOVEMBER 27, 1900

I’m going to die.

The terrifying realization seized the slight, middle-aged man as he lay pinned to the convent floor by two light-skinned soldiers. A stick prevented him from closing his mouth while water poured down his throat, strangling him and swelling his stomach and intestines until surely they must explode.

Oh, how it hurts!

The americanos had arrived at daybreak, thundering into town with a clatter of hooves. They had summoned the man from his house and ordered him to wait while they ate their breakfast of freshly cooked eggs. Only then did the interrogation begin.1

A bearded officer asked the questions through a native interpreter. When the captive failed to respond as desired, a brisk command followed. Soldiers stripped the man of his jacket and shirt, tied his hands behind his back and threw him to the floor beneath a large water tank.

Ordinarily, Joveniano Ealdama surely would have protested such treatment, for he was a proud and prominent man—indeed, mayor of his town.2 But fear stifled his indignation. Few who lived on the island of Panay in 1900 had not heard of the torment that the americanos used to loosen Filipino tongues.

Two soldiers forced Ealdama’s mouth open, positioned his head beneath the tank’s faucet and turned the spigot. When his stomach filled with water and became hard as a drum, the soldiers pounded his midsection with their fists. Ealdama screamed in agony, and water and gastric juices erupted from his mouth and nose. His stomach now empty, the torture began anew.

As the water did its cruel work, the American officers watched casually. Past experience left little doubt how this would end.

The Americans had slyly christened the agony that their captive was now undergoing the “water cure,” for it cured Filipinos of their reluctance to betray the revolution against U.S. rule. Filipino collaborators had taught Americans the technique, but its origins resided in Spain. The “strangling torments” of torture by water had been perfected during the Spanish Inquisition, when it was forbidden by the Catholic Church to draw blood or inflict permanent injury during questioning. Water torture left no marks, but it inflicted excruciating pain and terror. Victims experienced the simultaneous sensations of drowning and of being burned or cut as internal organs stretched and convulsed.3 Confessions usually followed quickly.

After less than ten minutes, Joveniano Ealdama could endure no more. The water was stopped, and the soldiers removed the stick from his mouth. Ealdama groaned and rolled onto his side.

He would tell the americanos what they wanted to hear.
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CHAPTER 1
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Call to Arms

As the battleship USS Maine steamed into Havana Harbor, Cuba, on a muggy January night, even the lowliest sailor could see that this would be no ordinary port call. Ashore, rebels roamed the hills as Spanish soldiers watched warily from stone forts. In the bay, German warships rode at anchor, poised to capitalize on the worsening chaos at America’s doorstep. Anxious officials back in Washington had ordered U.S. naval forces on high alert, then dispatched the Maine, one of the nation’s finest warships, to this hotbed of hemispheric unrest. Every gun on deck was loaded, extra nighttime watches had been assigned and Marines were prepared to rush ashore “at any moment,” seventeen-year-old apprentice seaman Charles Hamilton wrote his father back home in Rhode Island. “By the looks of things now,” he predicted, “I think we will have some trouble before we leave.”1

Officially, the Maine was just paying a neighborly visit to the Spanish colony ninety miles off the tip of Florida. As she lolled at anchor in the muddy harbor over the next three weeks, her officers would attend bullfights and diplomatic receptions in the city, and host shipboard banquets and tours for distinguished guests. But behind the civil display, the three-hundred-foot-long, 6,600-ton warship was clearly in Cuba for another reason: The mere presence of the first American naval vessel to call on Havana in three years was a pointed reminder that the United States had more than a passing interest in the island’s affairs.

America’s tension with Spain had simmered for years over the European power’s increasingly brutal attempts to suppress an independence movement on the island. As the year began, thousands of Cubans were dying of disease and starvation in relocation camps. Meanwhile, Washington’s repeated signals to Madrid to loosen its grip went unheeded.

From his position aboard the Maine, Hamilton had an uncomfortably close view of this high-stakes game. Cruising just off the coast of Cuba, he and his shipmates had witnessed Spanish troops firing on the rebels in jungle encounters. As the American ship glided into Havana Bay past Morro Castle, the iconic sixteenth-century fort at the harbor entrance, Hamilton and his comrades felt the resentful stares of the Spanish soldiers. “We are in a pretty dangerous position at the present time and we hardly know when we are safe,” the fledgling sailor reported. He signed off “hoping that I may be alive to see you all again.”2

It wasn’t to be.

Ten days after Hamilton posted his letter, at nine forty on the evening of February 15, 1898, just after the Maine’s Marine bugler had sounded taps, a tremendous explosion shattered windows across Havana, and a fireball boiled into the night sky. Twin blasts ripped through the Maine’s bow, detonating ammunition magazines and killing or mortally wounding 262 Americans, including Hamilton. Only eighty-nine men made it off the dying ship. Her spine shattered, the Maine settled into the harbor mud within minutes.

TRAGIC HEADLINES FILLED THE FRONT pages of countless American newspapers, and a black mood descended upon the nation. In Washington, D.C., flags were lowered to half-staff, and the city’s high social season was abruptly suspended. Solemn crowds clustered outside the White House, awaiting word from the president. In the State, War, and Navy Building across the street, workmen quietly opened a case displaying a wooden model of the Maine and moved its tiny ensign to half-mast—eerily matching the Stars and Stripes that by then had been lowered on her wrecked mast in Havana Bay.

President William McKinley urged Americans to await an investigation before assigning blame. But publishing tycoons William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer saw no virtue in calm deliberation, and their newspapers whipped public opinion into a fury long before Navy divers finished combing the Maine’s wreckage. In late March, five weeks after the explosion, the Navy’s investigation concluded that the Maine had been deliberately destroyed by a mine, though it stopped short of blaming Spanish agents, as Hearst and other U.S. hawks insisted. By then, it barely mattered. Cries of “Remember the Maine!” were reverberating from pulpits and meeting halls across the country, and Congress was preparing for war by passing a $50 million emergency defense measure.

More than half of the new spending was set aside to increase the size of the Navy, a massive undertaking entrusted to the most energetic assistant secretary of the Navy the nation had ever seen—an asthmatic, bespectacled New Yorker by the name of Theodore Roosevelt. Almost overnight, the obscure Naval Auxiliary Board that he directed became one of the most productive offices within the vast federal bureaucracy.

The board scrambled to buy or lease scores of ships for duty as troop transports, colliers, floating hospitals, refrigeration ships, dispatch boats and patrol craft. Negotiations commenced with steamship lines, ferryboat companies and tug operators, but quickly moved on to the nation’s business barons, for their steel-hulled, steam-powered yachts were some of the fastest vessels afloat. Members of the New York Yacht Club fielded offers for their richly appointed pleasure craft and retained brokers to cut deals. Some saw an opportunity for extortionate profits. The son of a Cincinnati baker and gin distiller, whose father counted President McKinley as a close friend, demanded $175,000 for the yacht Hiawatha—nearly double his purchase price a few years earlier. Under Roosevelt’s relentless prodding, deals for five of America’s finest yachts were hammered out. Among the sellers was oil and railroad magnate Henry Flagler, who, on April 6, parted ways with his beloved Alicia, soon to become the gunboat Hornet. The following week, financier John Pierpont Morgan agreed to sell his magnificent 242-foot-long Corsair for $225,000.3

One notable holdout was William Randolph Hearst, whose New York and San Francisco newspapers were busy infecting Americans with war fever. He declined to sell his storied Buccaneer. Only a few months earlier, it had carried Hearst’s star correspondent, Karl Decker, to rescue a Cuban damsel whose imprisonment had become a cause célèbre in the United States. Now Hearst was planning blow-by-blow coverage of the war he so much favored, and he would use the swift Buccaneer to transport Decker and a team of Edison Company cameramen to Cuba to produce the world’s first wartime newsreels for New York theaters.4

As spring air coaxed buds from the boughs of white oak, black walnut and tulip trees along Brooklyn Heights, the newly acquired vessels converged on the venerable New York Naval Shipyard. Better known as the Brooklyn Navy Yard, it had become overnight the center of the nation’s fevered war preparations. The yard had turned out the frigate Adams in 1798, three years before it was an official government installation, as well as the country’s first steam warship, the Fulton, in 1815. During the Civil War, some six thousand workers manned its foundries, shops and dry docks. Though not built there, the Union ironclad Monitor, which changed the very nature of warship design, was commissioned at Brooklyn. But the yard’s biggest triumph in recent times had been the 1890 launch of the Maine, a state-of-the-art symbol of not only America’s burgeoning industrial might but also its commitment to becoming a global power.

Now shouts and boat whistles mingled with the thuds, thwacks and swishes of hammers, chisels and brushes as Brooklyn crews scraped hulls to increase speed, caulked leaky seams, repaired furnaces and boilers, and camouflaged colorful hulls and smokestacks with battle gray paint. Soon an array of former merchant ships, yachts, ferries and tugs was transformed into a “mosquito fleet” tasked with defending the East Coast from Spanish attack and protecting the armada of warships converging on Key West, Florida.

Fears of a Spanish first strike unleashed a flurry of additional home defense steps. The entrance to New York Harbor was mined and studded with torpedoes. Massive twelve-inch guns were hauled onto ramparts overlooking the harbor. Rifle pits were dug and telephone and telegraph lines strung to connect a network of fortifications stretching from New York City down to Sandy Hook on the Jersey shore. Hot-air balloons were readied for aerial surveillance.5 Roosevelt even ordered old Civil War monitors out of mothballs for coastal duty to satisfy East Coast mayors panicked by the threat of Spanish naval attacks.

In late April, the Navy unveiled plans for an early-warning system along the Atlantic coast. Upon first sight of any Spanish ship, dozens of homing pigeons with messages attached to their legs were to be released from U.S. patrol boats. If a sighting were made 150 miles out, experts calculated, the birds could arrive at Navy yard lofts eight hours before the enemy and five hours ahead of the fastest U.S. dispatch boats.6

THE CUBAN ISSUE HAD HAUNTED President McKinley from his first days in office. Indigenous independence forces had renewed their rebellion against Spain during the term of his predecessor, Democrat Grover Cleveland, and by the time McKinley took over in March 1897, the protagonists had battled to a stalemate. In his inauguration address, McKinley signaled his distaste for intervention. “We want no wars of conquest,” he proclaimed. “We must avoid the temptations of territorial aggression. Peace is preferable to war in almost every contingency.”7

As he warily watched matters worsen through his first months in the White House, the president avoided addressing the Cuba problem publicly. Finally, in his annual message to Congress that December, he pledged to make Cuba a diplomatic priority, while calling for patience to allow Spain time to reform its behavior there. It was vintage McKinley, cautious to a fault.

McKinley’s timid approach toward Cuba put him at odds with a majority of his fellow Republicans. Led by Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts and McKinley’s own assistant secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt, the party’s interventionists saw the Cuban revolt as a golden opportunity to expel Spain from the Western Hemisphere and establish America as a global power. The destruction of the Maine only strengthened their hand. As the clamor for intervention in Cuba spread across the country, McKinley found himself under growing pressure from his own party. Even at Cabinet meetings and White House socials, supposed allies like Roosevelt and Lodge now urged him to force Spain to quit Cuba—or go to war with the United States.

Despite his hesitation, McKinley was no pacifist. He had distinguished himself on the battlefield during the Civil War, rising through the ranks from private to major. But behind closed doors he expressed horror at suggestions that a conflict with Spain would be good for America. “I have been through one war,” he said. “I have seen the dead piled up, and I do not want to see another.”8 As the crisis deepened in late February and into March, McKinley despaired over the difficult choices he faced. Just as the nation sought leadership, its president fell silent.

McKinley’s reluctance to even speak of the Maine disaster became clear just a week after the explosion at an appearance at the University of Pennsylvania. As Hearst’s New York Journal shrilly blamed Spanish sabotage for the carnage, McKinley called for calm in a speech honoring George Washington’s birthday. He reminded his audience of the first president’s cautious foreign policy credo: “Observe good faith and justice toward all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all.”9

Roosevelt fumed. The president, he huffed, had “no more backbone than a chocolate éclair.” By February 25, he couldn’t contain himself. When his hypochondriac boss, Secretary John D. Long, left work at midday that Friday, Roosevelt did everything but declare war against Spain. After conferring with Senator Lodge, his ally in favoring a muscular U.S. response, he requisitioned guns, ordered ammunition, stockpiled coal and asked Congress to approve the unlimited recruitment of seamen. He also alerted the U.S. fleets in Europe and the South Atlantic to stand by for war, and cabled the Asiatic Squadron to be prepared to take on the Spanish in the Philippines.10

President McKinley was appalled, but did nothing to reverse Roosevelt’s bellicose actions.

Pressure on McKinley continued to mount. On March 17, Republican Senator Redfield Proctor of Vermont stunned the president, and the nation, with his account of a fact-finding trip he and others had just taken to Cuba. Before visiting the island, Proctor had supported McKinley’s call for a peaceful approach. Now he stood before a packed Senate chamber and recited a litany of facts and statistics on Cuba’s sick and starving reconcentrados, civilians who had been herded into fetid relocation camps by Spanish forces to deny their support to the insurgents. “Torn from their homes, with foul earth, foul water and foul food or none, what wonder that one-half have died and one-quarter of the living are so diseased that they cannot be saved?” Proctor declared.11 As fellow senators and spectators hung on every word, Proctor called for an immediate invasion.

McKinley was still scrambling to contain the fallout from Proctor’s speech a week later, when Secretary Long and four naval officers delivered the results of the Maine investigation—a mine in Havana Bay, not an accidental fire on board, was to blame. The president had hoped to sit on the report for a few days before passing it quietly to Congress, giving more time for negotiations with Spain, but a rebellion among congressional Republicans made that impossible. At town hall meetings and public gatherings across the country, crowds were now hissing at the mere mention of McKinley’s name. Republican leaders begged him to refute charges that he was placing the interests of his business supporters above those of murdered American sailors by not taking decisive action.

The president agonized. Should the continued suffering of the Cuban people caused by inaction outweigh the lives of American boys that would be lost in a war? As stress over his decision mounted, aides were shocked by McKinley’s increasingly haggard, hollow-eyed appearance. They learned he had even been rummaging through his wife’s medicine cabinet at night seeking a narcotic-induced sleep.12

At a White House social in early April, the distraught president pulled a sympathetic Chicago newspaper editor into a room and bared his soul. “It seems to me I have not slept over three hours a night for over two weeks,” McKinley moaned. “Congress is trying to drive us into war with Spain.” He then wept like a child.13

McKinley finally came to terms with reality: He had already lost his party and was fast losing the country. On April 11, he asked Congress for authority to use armed force to end the civil war in Cuba. Spanish Prime Minister Práxedes Sagasta countered with an offer to grant limited autonomy to the island, but it was too late. On April 19, Congress adopted a joint resolution authorizing the president to intervene in Cuba.

The following day McKinley scribbled his signature on an ultimatum calling on Spain to cease operations against the independence forces in Cuba and allow America to arbitrate the conflict. The president had no doubt as to how Spain would react. Solemnly, he carried the document into the Cabinet Room, where many of the same members of Congress who had begged for this action waited. A crotchety Senator William P. Frye of Maine pressed him on how much time he intended to give Spain. Three days, McKinley replied, adding, “I suppose you’d like to give them only fifteen minutes.”

Spain wouldn’t need three days, or even fifteen minutes. After receiving a translation of the document in Madrid on Thursday, Spanish officials summoned the U.S. minister and announced a break in diplomatic relations with the United States.14

While President McKinley hoped to the last to avoid war, millions of Americans clamored to prove the nation’s fighting worth to the world. Fishermen and farmers, coal miners and carpenters, steelworkers and store clerks flocked to join the Army, Navy, or Marine Corps. Bands dusted off Civil War tunes, and flags sprouted from homes and offices. Crowds gathered to cheer the arrival and departure of Navy ships and military detachments. Pent-up emotions erupted across the country.

In mid-April, a Saturday night crowd surged out of a saloon near the Navy yard in New York City and roamed the streets until dawn, finally hanging an effigy of Spanish General Valeriano Weyler, known as “the Butcher” of the Cuban conflict.15 That same week, uptown in Manhattan, John W. Dexter, a building contractor, appeared in court on charges that he’d violated city permit laws by jumping onto a City Hall park bench and delivering a fiery prowar speech that drew hundreds of bystanders. Asked by the judge to explain, Dexter burst into verse:



“There’s only one flag in the world for me;

only one flag to light for liberty;

only one flag to make the Cubans free;

only one flag to make the Spaniards flee;

the Stars and Stripes are good enough for me.”



The magistrate promptly freed him. “The Spaniards had no permit to starve and kill the poor Cubans,” the court official thundered. “I suppose this man was making a patriotic speech and I glory in him.” The room erupted in cheers.16

Halfway across the country, Kansas City shoemaker Thomas Collins experienced the excesses of patriotism. An outspoken opponent of war with Spain, he locked his shop, draped black crepe on the door and posted a sign that read, CLOSED IN MEMORY OF A CHRISTIAN NATION THAT DESCENDS TO THE BARBARITY OF WAR. Within minutes, an angry crowd kicked in the door. Police took Collins into protective custody and hustled him to the station, a howling mob at their heels.17

SUNRISE ON FRIDAY, APRIL 22, revealed the full extent of the war preparations hurtling toward a climax at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. Crews of workers cleaned and repainted ships in battle colors, overhauled engines, replaced aging decks and mounted rapid-fire guns.18 Out in the East River, on the receiving ship Vermont, Army recruits were organized into groups of fifty and hustled ashore to board Florida-bound trains. At the U.S. Naval Hospital on Flushing Avenue, officers sifted through more than six hundred applications for twenty-six berths as acting assistant surgeons. Just up the river at the Mallory Line wharf, crews were loading one hundred tons of relief supplies for starving Cuban refugees and relocation camp residents into the steamer the State of Texas. Seventy-six-year-old Clara Barton, the revered head of the Red Cross and Civil War heroine, had agreed to escort the supplies to Cuba.19

At ten o’clock, as a drummer pounded out the call to formation outside the three-story Marine barracks, six companies of men in floppy campaign hats and blue woolen tunics hustled into place on the worn drill ground. Their unit, the 1st Marine Battalion, had been created only the preceding Saturday by presidential order. Throughout the week, Marine detachments had arrived from barracks along the East Coast. Some had marched through Manhattan in impromptu parades, strutting up Broadway and across the Brooklyn Bridge before cheering crowds.20

As the Marines finished their morning drill, a broad-shouldered, white-bearded officer strode to the head of the formation. Fifty-seven-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Robert Watkinson Huntington had been assigned to lead this critical new force.

Huntington allowed himself a moment of pride as he viewed the sharp-looking Marines before him. Then he began to speak in his slow, gentle way, praising the men for their hard work and smart appearance. For the past two days, he reminded them, they had awaited the transport ship that would carry them to war. It had arrived, and was at the coal dock taking on ammunition and provisions that very moment. They would board the transport, the Panther, and depart for southern waters later in the day, he said. Huntington finished his brief remarks, and the battalion was dismissed.21

As if on cue, the Marines erupted in wild celebration. One or two started to sing “There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight,” and soon the entire battalion was belting out the ragtime hit. As the last strains died out, a patriotic tune was quickly taken up, and then another, and another. Marines laughed and cheered and danced as they tossed their caps into the air. “For an hour,” one reporter observed, “the men acted like a lot of schoolboys who had got a holiday.”22

For Huntington, the scene was hauntingly familiar. As a twenty-year-old newly commissioned second lieutenant in the summer of 1861, he had been assigned to a hastily assembled Marine battalion in Washington, D.C. On Sunday afternoon, July 21, along the banks of a sluggish Virginia stream known as Bull Run, Huntington was among the cocky Union troops schooled in the realities of war. The Marines broke and ran when they failed to breach the Confederate line organized by an eccentric Virginia military professor named Thomas Jackson. As darkness fell across the battlefield, “Stonewall” Jackson and the Confederate Army savored their victory while Huntington and his Union comrades fled in panic back to Washington.

Huntington survived the war and remained a Marine when the fighting ended. Over the next three decades, he navigated the internecine squabbles within the Corps and competently commanded Marines in the far corners of the world. By the time the Cuban crisis erupted in early 1898, Huntington was a gray-haired grandfather with little desire to relive the horrors he had witnessed at Bull Run. On the very day the Maine blew up in Havana, he confessed to Marine Corps Commandant Charles Heywood his doubts as to whether he and his peers were up for the rigors of another war.23 Brushing aside Huntington’s reservations, Heywood picked his well-traveled friend to command the new 1st Marine Battalion against Spain. Dutifully, Huntington readied his men for battle.24

AS THE SUN BURNED AWAY the morning chill, stevedores and gangway men swarmed over the Panther, filling her hold with the supplies and equipment needed to sustain the Marines for months in the field: boxes of rifle ammunition, hardtack and vegetables, tents, blankets, mosquito netting, woolen and linen uniforms, heavy and light underwear, wheelbarrows, pickaxes, barbed-wire cutters, and medical supplies.25 The sun was fading about half past five when the Panther was finally loaded. As the Marines were served their final supper at Brooklyn, a buzz spread through the battalion.

Outside the mess hall, a crowd of thousands of well-wishers cheered as the Marines formed into six companies of 103 men and three officers each. Suddenly Lieutenant Colonel Huntington cantered onto the parade ground astride a magnificent black steed, followed by the Navy yard band blaring “Dixie.” A reporter captured the scene: “The excitement by this time was intense, and when the color sergeant emerged from the barracks bearing the stars and stripes [sic] and the band played ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ the soldiers and spectators cheered frantically.”

At six o’clock, the battalion stepped off and marched through the yard’s brick-columned main gate onto Flushing Avenue. The men strutted past Admiral’s Row, a stretch of stately brick mansions that housed the highest-ranking naval officers and their families, and then wheeled back into the yard through the east gate. They marched past the three-story brick-and-stone machine shop, where two thousand men were overhauling ship engines and fashioning armor from steel plates. They trooped by a foundry and past the dry dock where the warship San Francisco was undergoing final combat preparations. As Navy yard mechanics, craftsmen, stevedores and sailors shouted, “Good luck!” and “Remember the Maine!” the column finally halted at the coal dock where the Panther now rode low in the water. The Marines formed into two lines and began boarding.

Shortly after eight o’clock, more than six hundred enlisted men, twenty-one officers and one surgeon were on board, their gear and supplies stashed below. Huntington strode up the gangplank, and the hawsers were cast off. The Marines lined the rails, shouting and waving their final good-byes. Cries echoed from crowds along the East River, and as the Panther slowly swung around in the fading twilight, boats in the bay tooted their whistles, and ferryboat passengers waved their hats. Among the ships the Panther passed as it threaded its way clear of the Navy yard were a pair of barges, the Lone Star and the Shark. They had arrived at the beginning of the week from Havana, loaded with forty tons of scorched and bloodstained wreckage from the battleship Maine.26


CHAPTER 2
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“He Is No Tender Chicken”

As Huntington’s Marines steamed down the Atlantic coast on the morning of Saturday, April 23, 1898, one of the happiest men in Washington, D.C., was laboring away in his second-floor office across the street from the White House.1 Over the past year, his drooping mustache, flashing white teeth and thick spectacles had become instantly recognizable to occupants of the ornate building that housed the nation’s foreign policy and national security apparatus. So had the restless energy, the rapid-fire voice and the right fist pounded into the left palm to punctuate a point. Love him or hate him, as many in Washington already did, an encounter with Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt was not soon forgotten.

The sprawling State, War, and Navy Building where he worked filled fifteen acres of prime real estate in the heart of the nation’s capital. A monument to French Second Empire architecture, it had taken $10 million and seventeen years to build and was already out of style by the time it was completed in 1888. From his house on Lafayette Square, writer and resident capital crank Henry Adams, the progeny of two U.S. presidents, had scorned the rising monstrosity as an “architectural infant asylum,” and the writer Mark Twain would deride it as “the ugliest building in America.”2 Yet its European-style ostentation, price tag and vast dimensions—553 rooms, 151 fireplaces, 1.73 miles of corridors—in a perverse way symbolized America’s growing wealth and global importance.3

In just one year Roosevelt had left an indelible mark on the building and the nation. He had become so critical to the shaping of naval policy that it was easy to forget that he had barely gotten the job.

President McKinley had followed Roosevelt’s headline-grabbing work during the preceding decade on the U.S. Civil Service Commission and the New York City police board, and knew of his acclaim as a fearless reformer. But the president also saw Roosevelt as combative and self-righteous, a man who relished conflict and upsetting the status quo—useful qualities in a hard-fought political campaign, but not in the Cabinet Room. Of equal concern were Roosevelt’s strident views on naval expansion, intervention in Cuba and annexation of the Hawaiian Islands—bold policy positions that the cautious McKinley had yet to embrace.

When first approached by Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge in late November 1896 about appointing Roosevelt to the assistant secretary position, McKinley had responded warily, “I hope he has no preconceived plans which he would wish to drive through the moment he got in.” A few days later, the president also conveyed reservations when a wealthy Ohio supporter made a case for Roosevelt’s appointment. “I want peace, and I am told that your friend Theodore… is always getting into rows with everybody.”4

Undeterred, Lodge mobilized powerful Republicans and McKinley’s appointee for Navy secretary, former Massachusetts Governor John D. Long, to lobby on Roosevelt’s behalf. After four months of pressure, McKinley acquiesced.

Theodore Roosevelt was thirty-eight years old when he took office on April 19, 1897.

Now, a year later, looking out on the White House South Lawn in its spring glory, Roosevelt savored his success. At that very moment, ships of the North Atlantic Squadron were about to blockade Cuba, the first step toward the invasion that Roosevelt had helped plan. Across the street in the White House, McKinley was preparing a call for 125,000 volunteers to supplement the 28,000-soldier Regular Army, further recognition that war was at hand.

Roosevelt had already secured from McKinley and Secretary of War Russell Alger the promise of an Army commission so he might fulfill his ambition of leading men into battle. He planned to raise a hybrid regiment of Harvard chums, hunting buddies and frontier characters he had befriended in a brief life as a Dakota rancher.

If these were his final days in Washington, none could have been finer. In a few weeks, heat and humidity would smother the city like a wet wool blanket. But for now, bird songs mingled in the balmy air with the scents of magnolias, dogwoods and azaleas, and Roosevelt basked in the brilliant hues of nature and the exhilarating possibilities of war.

No one had done more to persuade McKinley that a war against Spain was not only moral but necessary. And no one had done more to prepare the nation for victory. In every sense, this would be Theodore Roosevelt’s war.

THERE WAS NOTHING WARLIKE, AND certainly no hint of future greatness, about the baby boy whom Martha Bulloch Roosevelt delivered in a three-story brownstone on New York City’s East Twentieth Street on October 27, 1858. Martha had grown up in northern Georgia in a wealthy slave-owning family and had married well in all respects, save for her husband’s embarrassing Yankee roots. Tall, handsome and athletic, the elder Theodore Roosevelt was one of five surviving sons of a millionaire New York City merchant who had made a fortune buying distressed Manhattan properties during the financial panic of 1837.

Thee and Mittie Roosevelt, as they were known to family and friends, lavished love and attention on their baby. He would need it. Theodore Junior—better known as Teedie—was a sickly child. His feeble physical appearance and generally poor health combined to create the challenge that would define his childhood and, indeed, the rest of his life: confronting and conquering fear. He was fair-headed, pale and frail, with oversize teeth and nearsighted blue eyes. Terrifying episodes of asthma plagued his early boyhood. He would wake up gasping for air, as though he were drowning in his bed. He also suffered from bouts of nervous diarrhea.5

From an early age, Roosevelt escaped his fear and frailties by reading. He devoured tales about Washington’s ragged army at Valley Forge, other great soldiers and sailors who saved the Union, and the frontiersmen and explorers who conquered the North American continent and claimed America’s “manifest destiny.” Slowly, Roosevelt formed a mental picture of the man—strong, fearless, indomitable—he wished to become.6

As Theodore headed off to Harvard in 1876, America was celebrating its centennial and contemplating its place in the world. Unification movements had created the modern states of Germany and Italy, and they had joined Britain in a scramble for colonial possessions that provided raw materials and markets for finished goods. The United States, by contrast, was just completing its western expansion and had yet to realize the potential that would eventually propel it to world economic preeminence.

The 1880s brought a growing fear in some quarters that America could no longer cede to Europe the quest for overseas colonies if it were to continue its economic rise. At the same time, a virulent belief in Anglo-Saxon superiority was bursting forth from leading universities and churches, imbuing many with a sense of global mission. The philosophy was framed by Harvard Professor John Fiske’s popular 1885 lecture on America’s manifest destiny, and social evangelist Reverend Josiah Strong’s 1885 book, Our Country, which proclaimed a sacred American duty to civilize and Christianize inferior peoples.7

Both of these quests—accessing distant foreign markets and exerting moral influence around the globe—hinged on control of the high seas, the reasoning went. And that required building a powerful navy that could ply the oceans without challenge, and establishing far-flung coaling stations to fuel and support such a fleet.

Roosevelt, who had taken up a dual career as a Republican politician and historian after Harvard, needed no persuading. His interest in the Navy went beyond political ambition: He had an inherited love of ships. His uncle James Bulloch, a Georgian, oversaw construction of the legendary Confederate raider Alabama during the Civil War. When he was a boy, Roosevelt recalled, his mother had talked to him “about ships, ships, ships and fighting of ships, till they sank into the depths of my soul.”8 While a senior at Harvard, Roosevelt began his first book, The Naval War of 1812, a marriage of his love of naval affairs and writing. He completed it not long after graduation, at age twenty-three.

Roosevelt presented the War of 1812 as an object lesson in the dangers of naval weakness, arguing that America’s deficiencies on that score had emboldened Britain to bully the fledgling United States. His assertion was a provocative one at a particularly relevant moment. The U.S. Navy was then in a decline so dramatic that Admiral David Dixon Porter likened its collection of decrepit sailing ships and rusty ironclad monitors to “ancient Chinese forts on which dragons have been painted to frighten away the enemy.”9

By 1885, a bald and cranky Navy captain named Alfred Thayer Mahan had taken over as the country’s preeminent authority on the value of strong navies. An abysmal sea officer, Mahan found his calling as a lecturer in naval history and tactics at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island. Speaking at the college in 1887, Roosevelt met Mahan and they became fast friends.

Two years later, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Franklin Tracy finally gave shape to arguments being made by Mahan, Roosevelt and others, and called for construction of twenty first-class battleships to spearhead an entirely new, aggressive naval capability. Within months, a Navy policy board trumped that, urging construction of a battleship fleet with a range of fifteen thousand miles, enough to project U.S. naval power to any corner of the globe. But Congress was still under the sway of isolationists. It approved funds to build a mere three new warships that would match Europe’s best in every facet but range.10

Still, the United States was serving notice: No longer would European primacy in world affairs go unchallenged.

FOR YEARS, MAHAN HAD BEEN laboring on a book that he hoped would make Americans see the need for a world-class navy. The result, The Influence of Seapower Upon History, 1660–1783, finally appeared in 1890. The timing was perfect. Despite its dry, academic title, the book became a bestseller, buoyed by a glowing review by Roosevelt in the October Atlantic Monthly. The very next month, the Navy’s first armored cruiser, the USS Maine, one of two new ships previously authorized by Congress, was launched at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. Feverish preparations were undertaken to make that event a showcase for the country’s growing “new” Navy.

On November 18, some fifteen thousand people crowded into the yard. Steel tycoon Andrew Carnegie was all smiles—his mills had turned out steel plates used in the Maine, and he stood to profit even more from the next ships under construction. Marines paraded in full dress uniform, while admirals and generals mingled with U.S. senators and representatives, Cabinet members, judges and ministers. Crimson-coated musicians played patriotic tunes; drums pounded; bugles blared. Civilian men in dark suits and derbies, bowlers and top hats escorted women in Sunday finery.

Finally the speeches were finished and a saw cut the last wooden restraint. On the bunting-draped platform beside the Maine’s bow, the sixteen-year-old granddaughter of Navy Secretary Tracy took her cue. Swinging a bottle of champagne secured to her wrist by ribbons, she called out in a clear voice, “I christen thee Maine,” and smashed glass against steel. As champagne sprayed, the $2.5 million ship slowly slid stern-first down a track greased with five thousand pounds of tallow, soap and oil. The crowd roared. Three minutes later, cheers again rose as 6,682 tons of steel and national pride settled into the East River.11

Throughout the afternoon, until the last shafts of daylight faded, thousands of admirers sauntered on her decks. They marveled at her eleven-inch belt of steel armor, her enormous guns that could sink an enemy ship three miles away, her electric lights and telephones, but, most of all, at the pride and power that she embodied. “When she is finally put in commission, she will be the most thoroughly American vessel in the Navy,” the New York Times rhapsodized. “Her materials of construction are the products of American soil, American furnaces, and American rolling mills, and last, but not least, she was built in an American navy yard.”12

The expansion of naval power and an aggressive foreign policy were largely Republican issues, and in its 1892 election platform, the party specifically endorsed “the achievement of the manifest destiny of the Republic in the broadest sense.” But that failed to fire the public imagination, and voters sent Democrat Grover Cleveland to the White House and a Democratic majority to Congress.

In mid-January, with the transfer of power to the Democrats less than seven weeks off, the mood of Washington’s expansionists couldn’t have been gloomier. But then, in the distant Hawaiian islands, Marines and Navy sailors marched ashore on a proclaimed mission to protect American lives and property. For a moment it looked like America was going to get into the colonization race after all.

Hawaii’s fertile soil and location in the middle of the Pacific Ocean had long ago attracted U.S. pineapple and sugar growers, traders and missionaries, and in recent years acquiring the islands had become a passion of many manifest destiny advocates.

On January 14, Hawaii’s Queen Liliuokalani attempted to curb the power of U.S. commercial interests in the kingdom’s legislature by promulgating a new constitution. A thirteen-member coalition of Americans called the Committee of Safety angrily resisted. Two members, Judge Sanford Dole and businessman Lorrin Thurston, met secretly with U.S. envoy John Stevens and plotted to overthrow the monarchy.13 The committee’s armed militia promptly seized key buildings, triggering the landing of American troops. The group set up an ad hoc government headed by Dole “until terms of union with the United States of America have been negotiated and agreed upon.” Queen Liliuokalani yielded—not to Dole’s government but to “the superior force of the United States of America.”

Representatives of the committee hurried to Washington to seek annexation while the lame-duck Republican administration was still in office. But time ran out. Incoming Democratic President Cleveland promptly killed their proposal and condemned the “lawless landing of the United States forces at Honolulu.”

Roosevelt denounced Cleveland for a “base betrayal of our interests abroad.” Still, the Hawaii experience would prove to be a milestone, galvanizing the expansionists and putting Roosevelt in the vanguard. “I am a bit of a believer in the manifest destiny doctrine,” he wrote to a fellow Republican at the time. “I believe in more ships; I believe in ultimately driving every European power off of this continent, and I don’t want to see our flag hauled down where it has been hauled up.”14

That summer, years of reckless financial practices exploded into a severe depression. Stock prices plunged, banks and businesses failed, unemployment soared into double digits and strikes and social unrest flared. For Roosevelt, Lodge and their friends, the crisis provided more grist for their argument that the nation’s future prosperity and stability depended on acquiring foreign possessions. They continued stirring the pot.

In the March 1895 North American Review, Lodge wrote, “The great nations are rapidly absorbing for their future expansion and their present defense all the waste places of the earth,” and worried that the United States was being cut out. Roosevelt hammered away on Hawaii. “I feel that it was a crime not only against the United States, but against the white race, that we did not annex Hawaii three years ago,” he told the Republican Club of Massachusetts that October.15

The renewal of the Cuban independence movement’s guerrilla war against Spain in early 1895 spurred Roosevelt to even greater rhetorical heights. He decried “the unintelligent, cowardly chatter for ‘peace at any price’” that existed at institutions like Harvard, and fretted that such beliefs would produce “a flabby, timid type of character, which eats away the great fighting features of our race.”

To one ally, he wrote: “The clamor of the peace faction has convinced me that this country needs a war.”16

The presidential campaign of 1896 could not have come at a more propitious moment. Roosevelt concluded that he had accomplished all he could as New York City police commissioner. He yearned to perform on a larger stage, shaping national policy. His public image as one of the Republican Party’s brightest and boldest personalities might present him with just such an opportunity, if the GOP could win in November.

The party strategy called for their bland, plainspoken candidate, Ohio Governor William McKinley, to remain above the fray at his home in Canton, Ohio, where he would deliver occasional speeches from his front porch. Railroad owners would facilitate the plan, providing free passage to supporters and undecided voters who wanted to make the pilgrimage.

The work of tearing down McKinley’s oratorically gifted Democratic opponent, William Jennings Bryan, fell to a pack of Republican surrogates that included Roosevelt. Embracing his role as attack dog, Roosevelt painted Bryan and his supporters as socialists and anarchists who would plunge the United States into bloody class war, mob violence, sectional strife and economic chaos.17 Bryan’s early lead crumbled under the relentless attack, and the Republicans retook the White House in a landslide victory.

Roosevelt emerged with soaring national stature and a pile of favorable press clippings. An Omaha World-Herald profile, reprinted in the New York Times, portrayed Roosevelt as a courageous corruption fighter who embodied the frontiersman qualities that had fueled America’s rise. “Roosevelt cannot see a dozen yards away without his eyeglasses, but he can do some fancy shooting that would win applause in a Wild West Show,” the story gushed. He was an expert horseman, “a good man at wrestling,” and “handy with the gloves,” having proven to some of the biggest cowboys he crossed during his ranching days “that he is no tender chicken.”18

UPON TAKING HIS PLACE IN the new Republican administration, Roosevelt was delighted to find he had plenty of running room. A man of limited stamina, Secretary Long frequently left the office in the hands of his eager assistant. Long also showed little interest in the intricacies of naval policy and technical questions—opening yet another door to his understudy. What Roosevelt did not know he quickly learned.

And just as the reluctant McKinley had feared, Roosevelt wasted no time in using his new job as a strategic berth from which to pursue his own agenda.

In his first week, he wrote a memo advising the president in impressive detail on the disposition and possible deployment of ships in response to a Mediterranean crisis. Roosevelt also managed to work four warnings on Cuba into those six hundred words—an opening salvo in what would become a yearlong campaign to convince McKinley and Long of the need to confront Spain in the Caribbean.

During his second week, he wrote an extraordinary letter to his friend Alfred Mahan that listed three actions he hoped to persuade McKinley to take: annex Hawaii, construct a canal across Central America and add a dozen battleships to the Navy’s fleet. “I earnestly hope we can make the president look at things our way,” he wrote.19

Behind the scenes, Roosevelt was equally assertive. “Yesterday I urged immediate action by the President as regards Hawaii,” Roosevelt reported to Mahan on June 9.20 One week later, McKinley sent Congress a newly negotiated treaty that finally would make Hawaii a U.S. territory. (Much to Roosevelt’s disgust, it took Congress fourteen months to approve it.)

Roosevelt also delivered his first public address that month at the Naval War College, causing a national sensation. In describing America’s destiny as a great global power, the new assistant secretary of the Navy used the word “war” sixty-two times. “No triumph of peace is quite so great as the supreme triumphs of war,” Roosevelt declared in one of the defining lines.21

At the end of June, Roosevelt informed President McKinley that the Navy Department’s updated war plan was ready. Its centerpiece was the liberation of Cuba, and it envisioned the Caribbean as the primary theater of action. But the plan also had an intriguing new provision: It called for an attack on Spain’s colonial pearl in the Pacific, the Philippine Islands. The blueprint did not envision permanent occupation of Cuba, but left that question open with regard to the Philippines.

With his family still in New York during these hectic first months, Roosevelt spent considerable time at Washington’s most exclusive gathering place, the stylish Metropolitan Club, where he took most meals and actively cultivated new friends. The capital’s growing circle of expansionists regularly met at the club to vent their frustrations and plot strategy over lamb chops, steaks, cigars and brandy. It was an august group, but within weeks Roosevelt emerged as their undisputed leader. His voice and physique did not impress, and he lacked the battlefield feats or political triumphs that distinguished several others. But the force of his personality and convictions was unmatched. Roosevelt exuded “the inexorable coming of change,” wrote one of his Metropolitan Club lunch guests, Kansas newspaper editor William Allen White, “and the passing of the old into the new.”22

AT THE START OF AUGUST, Navy Secretary Long departed Washington for an extended summer holiday in New England. Dubbing himself the “hot weather secretary,” Roosevelt roared through the department like a typhoon, issuing reports, inspecting battleships, clearing production bottlenecks. “The Secretary is away, and I am having immense fun running the Navy,” he exulted to a friend.23 He tackled red tape, unfilled positions and feuding bureaus. (He also found time to speak and write on other subjects, including an Atlantic Monthly article called “The Liquor Business in Politics.”) “The liveliest spot in Washington at present is the Navy Department,” observed the New York Sun.24

In early September, Roosevelt also left Washington—not for a vacation but for three days off the Virginia Capes with the North Atlantic Squadron. He reveled in the gunnery practice of the USS Iowa, the Navy’s newest and biggest battleship. “Oh, Lord! If only the people who are ignorant about our Navy could see those great warships in all their majesty and beauty, and could realize how well they are handled, and how well fitted to uphold the honor of America, I don’t think we would encounter such opposition in building up the Navy to its proper standard,” he wrote a friend.25

Still, as 1897 drew to a close, McKinley seemed no closer to authorizing the intervention in Cuba that Roosevelt advocated. As the president continued to resist demands for war, Roosevelt grew more frustrated. “His weakness and vacillation are even more ludicrous than painful,” he groused to his diary. Cabinet meetings, private encounters with McKinley, even White House social events became his platforms.26 “The blood of the Cubans, the blood of women and children who have perished by the hundred thousand in hideous misery, lies at our door,” he raged at one Cabinet meeting.27

By March, McKinley had stopped inviting Roosevelt to the White House.

Finally, worn down by a rising tide of public opinion if not Roosevelt rants, McKinley notified Congress of his willingness to go to war. At three o’clock on the morning of April 19, Congress passed a resolution calling for U.S. intervention to secure Cuban independence. It was one year to the day since Roosevelt had taken office as Assistant Secretary of the Navy.

FOUR DAYS LATER, AS MCKINLEY called for volunteers to fight against Spain, Roosevelt hurried through the tiled corridors of the State, Navy, and War Building and entered the frescoed offices of Secretary of War Russell Alger. McKinley’s announcement had included an unusual provision for three regiments “to be composed exclusively of frontiersmen possessing special qualifications as horsemen and marksmen.” A wealthy Michigan lumber baron in civilian life, the silver-goateed Alger knew something about soldiering. He had fought in more than sixty Civil War engagements, including Gettysburg. Now, sitting across from his desk was the nation’s most celebrated frontiersman, the man who had done more than anyone to bring about the war with Spain. Alger offered command of the inaugural regiment to Theodore Roosevelt.28
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