
Before Theodore Roosevelt became the president associated with charging soldiers, 
powerful speeches, and protected wilderness, he was a boy who sometimes struggled to 
breathe. Born into a wealthy New York City family on October 27, 1858, he experienced 
severe asthma, a condition that narrows and inflames the airways. His father sometimes 
took him on nighttime carriage rides, hoping the movement and fresh air would bring 
relief. Inside the house, young Theodore surrounded himself with books and collected 
animal specimens, studying creatures that other children might have passed without 
noticing. He was curious, intensely energetic when well, and physically vulnerable in 
ways that frightened his family. The contrast matters because the strength he later 
displayed was something he deliberately worked to develop. Exercise, boxing, riding, 
and outdoor activity became central to how he understood himself. His story offers a 
remarkable example of determination, although his health cannot accurately be reduced 
to the idea that willpower cured an illness. The National Park Service’s account of his 
childhood describes those early struggles. 

Roosevelt also possessed advantages that made his development possible: family 
money, private instruction, travel, and the freedom to pursue demanding interests. 
Recognizing those advantages helps us understand what he did with them. His father, 
Theodore Roosevelt Sr., was a philanthropist, someone who used wealth and effort to 
support public causes, and encouraged his children to connect privilege with 
responsibility. Young Roosevelt entered Harvard in 1876 and graduated in 1880, 
developing interests that reached across natural history, politics, and military affairs. He 
later attended Columbia Law School but left without completing a law degree. By 1882, 
he had published The Naval War of 1812, a substantial historical study that helped 
establish his reputation as a serious writer. The outdoorsman and the reader belonged to 
the same person. He wanted to participate in events, but he also wanted to examine 
records, compare evidence, and explain how events had unfolded. The Miller Center’s 
account of his early life follows this development. 

Politics gave those ambitions somewhere to go. Elected to the New York State Assembly 
in 1881, Roosevelt entered government while still in his early twenties. The Assembly 
was part of the state legislature, the institution responsible for making New York’s laws. 
Political organizations at the time often operated through patronage, the distribution of 
government jobs and favors to loyal supporters. A party boss could build power by 
deciding who received those rewards. Roosevelt challenged corruption and began 
learning how difficult reform became when it threatened the people controlling access to 
office. He also encountered working conditions far removed from his own upbringing. 
Politics forced him to consider what industrial growth looked like inside crowded homes 
and workplaces, where families experienced the costs of prosperity without sharing 
equally in its rewards. His education increasingly came from contact with circumstances 
that wealth had allowed him to avoid. He could be impatient and self-righteous, but he 
was also capable of revising a judgment after seeing more of the world. The National 
Park Service’s biography traces his early political career. 
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Then, on February 14, 1884, his public ambitions collided with devastating private loss. 
His mother, Martha, died of typhoid fever, and his wife, Alice Hathaway Lee Roosevelt, 
died from kidney disease within hours of her, in the same house. Alice had given birth to 
their daughter only two days earlier. Roosevelt was twenty-five. His diary recorded, “The 
light has gone out of my life.” Eventually leaving his infant daughter in the care of his 
sister Anna, known as Bamie, he spent extended periods in the Dakota Territory, where 
he had already invested in ranching. The decision placed distance between him and the 
surroundings of his grief, while giving his days demanding physical work. Riding, 
managing cattle, and enduring difficult weather supplied tasks that required immediate 
attention. The familiar image of Roosevelt conquering hardship can obscure the more 
human reality: he was a bereaved husband and son trying to continue living, with 
relatives helping carry responsibilities he could not manage alone. The National Park 
Service’s life history records the losses and his move west. 

The Badlands changed his understanding of both people and land. He learned from 
ranch hands, experienced the demands of cattle raising, and lost substantial money 
when harsh conditions devastated the industry. The West he admired could be beautiful, 
productive, and unforgiving. His later conservation interests drew partly on seeing that 
wildlife could disappear and that land could be damaged by excessive use. Back east, he 
rebuilt his family life, marrying Edith Kermit Carow, a childhood friend, in 1886. They 
raised his daughter Alice alongside their five children: Theodore Jr., Kermit, Ethel, 
Archibald, and Quentin. Their home, Sagamore Hill on Long Island, became the center of 
a lively household. Family affection, books, animals, and strenuous activity occupied the 
same domestic world. The man who enjoyed contests and public confrontation also 
invested himself in his children’s interests and adventures. Remembering that household 
helps restore a person to the figure who is so often presented as a collection of 
presidential achievements. The Roosevelt timeline documents these family and 
professional milestones. 

His return to public service came through offices that allowed him to work on how 
government actually functioned. As a federal civil service commissioner from 1889 to 
1895, he supported hiring based on qualifications rather than political loyalty. Civil 
service refers to the civilian workforce that carries out government business. In 1895, he 
became president of New York City’s Board of Police Commissioners, pressing for more 
professional conduct and challenging corruption. He became known for nighttime 
inspections intended to discover whether officers were doing their jobs. These positions 
lacked the glamour of the presidency, but they sharpened his understanding of 
enforcement: a rule means little when the officials responsible for applying it can be 
bought or pressured. In 1897, President William McKinley appointed him assistant 
secretary of the Navy. Roosevelt now had a role in an institution he had studied for years, 
and he energetically supported naval preparation. His career was moving toward the 
intersection of public administration, military power, and personal ambition. The Miller 
Center’s pre-presidential biography describes these appointments. 
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When the United States went to war with Spain in 1898, Roosevelt resigned from the 
Navy Department to serve. He helped organize the First United States Volunteer Cavalry, 
remembered as the Rough Riders. A cavalry unit traditionally fought or traveled on 
horseback, although most of these volunteers fought on foot in Cuba because their 
horses remained behind. The regiment included western riders and men from privileged 
eastern backgrounds, a combination well suited to Roosevelt’s own public image. On 
July 1, he led men in the assault on Kettle Hill during the fighting for the San Juan 
Heights near Santiago. His courage under fire was real, and the resulting publicity 
transformed him into a national celebrity. The victory, however, involved many units. 
Black regular Army soldiers, often called Buffalo Soldiers, fought in the same campaign 
and played significant roles in taking the heights. A complete account gives Roosevelt 
credit without allowing his fame to absorb the courage of everyone around him. The 
National Guard’s account of the Rough Riders and the National Park Service’s history of 
the Black regiments supply that context. 

War accelerated his political rise with astonishing speed. Elected governor of New York 
in 1898, he became McKinley’s vice-presidential running mate in 1900. Some Republican 
leaders welcomed the opportunity to move an inconvenient reformer into an office with 
little independent power. The calculation failed after McKinley was shot in September 
1901 and died on September 14. Roosevelt became the twenty-sixth president at 
forty-two, the youngest person ever to assume the office. John F. Kennedy later became 
the youngest person elected president; Roosevelt first reached it through succession, 
the constitutional transfer of authority when a president dies or cannot serve. He 
inherited an industrial nation in which corporations possessed enormous influence and 
many Americans doubted whether government could restrain them. He also inherited a 
presidency whose possibilities he intended to explore aggressively. In 1904, voters gave 
him an electoral victory in his own right. The Miller Center’s account of his elections 
explains his route to the White House. 

Roosevelt treated the presidency as an office responsible for the public welfare, with 
room to act unless the Constitution or law prohibited the action. This expansive 
understanding of executive power helped reshape expectations of presidential 
leadership. He used speeches, interviews, and publicity to make national issues feel 
immediate. His phrase “bully pulpit” described the presidency as an excellent platform 
from which to persuade the country; “bully” in that expression meant something like 
splendid. His domestic program became known as the Square Deal, a promise of fair 
treatment in the relationships among workers, employers, consumers, and the public. He 
believed capitalism, an economic system organized largely around private ownership 
and investment, needed rules that protected it from its own abuses. Successful 
businesses could remain successful, but wealth did not entitle them to stand above the 
government. That argument gave reform a forceful presidential voice. The Miller Center’s 
assessment of his legacy examines this enlargement of the office. 

The struggle became concrete in his administration’s case against Northern Securities, a 
giant railroad holding company associated with financier J. P. Morgan. A holding 
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company owns controlling interests in other companies, allowing their operations to 
come under common control. Roosevelt’s Justice Department sued in 1902 under the 
Sherman Antitrust Act, and the Supreme Court ordered the combination dissolved in 
1904. Antitrust law addresses business arrangements and conduct that unlawfully 
restrict competition. Roosevelt’s reputation as a “trustbuster” grew from such actions, 
although he distinguished between large businesses he considered responsible and 
those he considered abusive. He also backed the Hepburn Act of 1906, strengthening 
federal authority over railroad rates. That mattered to farmers and smaller businesses 
whose access to markets depended on shipping charges they had little power to 
negotiate. His approach established that economic power could be subject to public 
supervision. The Miller Center’s domestic-policy history explains these reforms. 

The coal strike of 1902 tested whether that supervision could extend to conflict between 
employers and workers. Pennsylvania anthracite miners stopped work seeking better 
pay, shorter hours, and recognition of their union, an organization through which 
workers bargain collectively. Anthracite was an important heating fuel, and the 
approaching winter made the dispute a national concern. Roosevelt brought 
representatives of both sides into negotiations and pressed toward arbitration, a process 
in which an outside body hears a dispute and determines a settlement. Federal 
intervention in labor conflict had often favored employers; his willingness to treat labor 
representatives as participants was consequential. The eventual award provided most 
miners with a ten-percent wage increase and reduced the standard working day from ten 
hours to nine. The union did not receive the formal recognition it wanted. It was a limited 
settlement with meaningful gains, and it demonstrated that the public’s need for fuel did 
not require simply forcing workers to accept the owners’ terms. The Department of 
Labor’s history of the strike explains the outcome. 

Government responsibility also reached into what Americans bought and consumed. In 
1906, Roosevelt signed the Pure Food and Drugs Act and the Meat Inspection Act. Public 
concern had been intensified by investigative reporting and Upton Sinclair’s novel The 
Jungle, which exposed disturbing conditions in meatpacking while portraying the 
exploitation of workers. The food-and-drug reform also rested on years of organizing, 
scientific investigation, and legislative effort. The new law prohibited adulterated or 
misbranded foods and drugs in interstate commerce, meaning trade crossing state lines. 
Adulteration involves compromising a product’s quality or purity; misbranding concerns 
false or misleading labeling under the law. These measures helped establish the principle 
that buyers deserved protection from hazards and deception they could not reasonably 
detect themselves. The 1906 law had significant limitations and did not create today’s 
system of drug approval. It nevertheless supplied an important foundation for later 
federal consumer protection. The FDA’s history of the legislation places Roosevelt within 
that longer effort. 

His conservation record changed the American landscape on a scale few presidents have 
matched. During his presidency, approximately 230 million acres of public land received 
protection through forests, reserves, parks, and monuments. Conservation means 
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protecting and managing natural resources so that they remain available rather than 
being exhausted or destroyed. Working with figures including forester Gifford Pinchot, 
Roosevelt supported scientific management and the establishment of the U.S. Forest 
Service in 1905. He also used the Antiquities Act of 1906, which allowed presidents to 
designate qualifying places on federal land as national monuments. His designations 
included the Grand Canyon in 1908, before Congress made it a national park. Some lands 
were managed for continued resource use, while others received stronger protection for 
their scenery, wildlife, or historical importance. He did not create the National Park 
Service itself, which came in 1916. His achievement was to strengthen public protection 
before many valuable places could be irreversibly altered. The National Park Service’s 
conservation history documents the scale and distinctions. 

Those places also had human histories that Roosevelt’s vision often failed to respect. 
Indigenous nations had lived on, used, and cared for these landscapes long before the 
federal government designated them as protected territory. Roosevelt’s conservation 
celebrated a national inheritance while frequently excluding Indigenous voices from 
decisions about that inheritance. His broader outlook included racial hierarchies and 
admiration for settler expansion, views that treated some peoples’ ambitions as more 
legitimate than others’. We should therefore examine who had authority to define the 
public interest and whose existing relationship with the land was overlooked. 
Conservation’s benefits remain substantial, but they do not make the land’s earlier 
inhabitants disappear. The same forest can represent protection from commercial 
destruction and a history of lost access or control. Understanding Roosevelt requires 
holding those histories together rather than allowing the beauty of a preserved 
landscape to settle every question about how it became federal property. The National 
Park Service’s discussion of his complex legacy acknowledges this exclusion. 

His relationship with Black Americans reveals another uneven boundary around his idea 
of fairness. In October 1901, he invited Booker T. Washington, the influential educator 
and leader of Tuskegee Institute, to dinner at the White House. White supremacists 
responded with outrage because the meal challenged a racial order that treated social 
equality as unacceptable. The invitation carried symbolic importance in an era of 
segregation and widespread suppression of Black voting rights. Roosevelt also 
consulted Washington about political matters. Yet these actions did not develop into a 
comprehensive presidential campaign against the racial system. Respect for a prominent 
individual could coexist with acceptance of profound inequality. The dinner deserves to 
be understood within its circumstances, including the hostility it provoked, while 
recognizing how far symbolic inclusion remained from equal citizenship in practice. The 
National Park Service’s account of Washington and Roosevelt describes their 
connection. 

The Brownsville affair of 1906 exposed the consequences of that limitation. After gunfire 
in Brownsville, Texas, left one man dead and another wounded, local accusations 
focused on Black soldiers stationed nearby. Roosevelt ordered 167 enlisted men of the 
Twenty-fifth Infantry discharged without honor, treating their failure to identify supposed 
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offenders as evidence of a collective cover-up. Individual guilt had not been established 
through trials. The order destroyed careers and deprived men of benefits and 
opportunities, including soldiers with long service records. A later Army review reversed 
the discharges in 1972, decades after most of the men had died. Due process means fair 
procedures before the government imposes a serious deprivation, including an 
opportunity to answer the evidence against oneself. Brownsville demonstrated the 
danger of a president’s certainty overriding that protection. Here, Roosevelt’s 
decisiveness produced a grave injustice against men serving the country he so 
passionately celebrated. The Texas State Historical Association’s accountdocuments the 
episode and eventual reversal. 

Beyond the United States, Roosevelt wanted the country to exercise unmistakable 
influence. He associated diplomacy, the negotiation of relations between governments, 
with credible military strength. His famous advice to “speak softly and carry a big stick” 
captured that combination. A strong navy could support negotiations by making other 
governments take American demands seriously. Sending the Great White Fleet on a 
world voyage from 1907 to 1909 publicly displayed the nation’s naval reach. He also 
accepted an imperial outlook, in which powerful states claimed authority over other 
peoples and territories. American rule in the Philippines continued during his presidency, 
accompanied by violent resistance and coercive policies. His language of order and 
civilization often assumed that the United States could determine what other societies 
needed. That assumption helps explain how a president committed to restraining abusive 
power at home could endorse unequal relationships abroad. The Miller Center’s 
foreign-policy account examines this use of American power. 

The Panama Canal became the most visible result. A canal across the narrow Central 
American landmass would allow ships to travel between the Atlantic and Pacific without 
making the long journey around South America. Panama was then part of Colombia, 
whose senate rejected a proposed canal treaty. In 1903, Roosevelt supported 
Panamanian separation, and American naval power helped prevent Colombia from 
reasserting control. The new government quickly entered a treaty granting the United 
States extensive rights in a canal zone. Construction began under American direction in 
1904, and the canal opened in 1914, after Roosevelt had left office. Its commercial and 
strategic value was enormous. The political method was also coercive: a stronger 
country had helped shape another country’s territorial future to secure its own objective. 
The canal’s engineering importance and the unequal circumstances surrounding its 
construction both belong in the record. The State Department’s canal history explains 
the sequence. 

He gave this interventionist outlook a broader statement through the Roosevelt Corollary 
of 1904. A corollary is an additional proposition attached to an existing principle. The 
earlier Monroe Doctrine had warned European powers against further colonization or 
intervention in the Americas. Roosevelt’s addition asserted that the United States might 
intervene in Latin American countries when instability or unpaid obligations threatened 
to invite European involvement. This made American intervention the proposed remedy 
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for the danger of someone else’s intervention. It expanded Washington’s claimed 
authority while limiting the practical independence of neighboring countries. Supporters 
saw a means of maintaining order and excluding rival powers. Those subjected to the 
policy had reason to see a powerful neighbor assigning itself supervisory rights they had 
never freely granted. Roosevelt helped establish an approach whose consequences 
extended far beyond his administration. The State Department’s explanation of the 
corollary describes that shift. 

Nevertheless, military enthusiasm did not prevent him from undertaking consequential 
peacemaking. Roosevelt helped bring Russia and Japan into negotiations that produced 
the Treaty of Portsmouth in 1905, ending the Russo-Japanese War. Both countries had 
fought over influence in East Asia, particularly Manchuria and Korea. Mediation meant 
helping the opposing governments reach an agreement rather than simply imposing one 
through American force. His role earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906, making him 
the first American Nobel laureate. He believed a negotiated balance between powers 
could serve peace and American interests simultaneously. That achievement illustrates 
why his foreign policy resists an easy description: the same leader could encourage 
military preparedness, endorse domination, and work effectively to end a major war. His 
choices followed a belief that strong governments should actively shape international 
events, with considerable confidence in their own judgment about the proper result. The 
Nobel Prize’s account explains the award. 

Leaving office in 1909 did little to quiet his appetite for public life. He had supported 
William Howard Taft as his successor, but their relationship deteriorated over policy and 
the direction of the Republican Party. Roosevelt challenged Taft for the Republican 
nomination in 1912. After losing a bitterly disputed nomination contest, he ran with the 
new Progressive Party, popularly called the Bull Moose Party. Its platform supported 
women’s suffrage, meaning the right to vote, restrictions on child labor, protections for 
workers, and forms of social insurance against hardships such as illness and 
unemployment. These proposals show how far his reform agenda had developed. They 
were campaign commitments, however, rather than laws he enacted as president. 
Roosevelt finished second to Democrat Woodrow Wilson, ahead of the incumbent Taft. 
The divided Republican electorate helped Wilson win, while the Progressive campaign 
placed proposals before the nation that would continue to influence reform. The party’s 
original platform and the Miller Center’s election history explain the campaign. 

During that race, his physical determination produced one of the most extraordinary 
episodes in American political history. On October 14, 1912, an assailant shot him in the 
chest in Milwaukee. His folded speech and eyeglass case slowed the bullet, and 
Roosevelt proceeded to speak before receiving medical treatment. The event fit the 
public image he had spent decades building, although continuing after a gunshot also 
showed how far his willingness to endure danger could go. After his defeat, he pursued 
another demanding expedition, traveling with his son Kermit into Brazil to explore the 
River of Doubt. The journey brought a serious leg injury, infection, and illness that nearly 
killed him. Adventure still attracted him, but his body increasingly carried the cost. His 
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later years included continued writing and political argument alongside declining health. 
The National Park Service’s timeline records these episodes, and the Miller Center’s 
account of his later life describes the expedition’s effects. 

World War I brought those costs into his family. Roosevelt urged military preparedness 
and criticized Woodrow Wilson’s earlier policy of neutrality, the decision to remain 
outside the fighting. After the United States entered the war in 1917, he sought 
permission to raise a volunteer force, but the request was denied. His four sons served. 
In July 1918, his youngest, Quentin, was killed while flying a combat mission in France. 
The father who had associated service and danger with honor now faced the permanent 
absence of a beloved child. Roosevelt continued supporting the war effort, but Quentin’s 
death struck him severely. On January 6, 1919, he died in his sleep at Sagamore Hill at 
sixty. A life crowded with activity ended in the home around which so much of his 
family’s life had been organized. The Miller Center’s account of his final years describes 
the loss and his death. 

Roosevelt left Americans a larger expectation of what a president could attempt. 
Corporate conduct, food safety, working conditions, natural resources, and international 
diplomacy became matters on which the public could demand visible presidential action. 
His energy helped make government more responsive in important areas, and his 
conservation decisions preserved places that later generations would otherwise have 
inherited in very different condition. His failures show why energy and sincerity require 
limits: neither guarantees fairness, sound evidence, or respect for another people’s 
rights. Brownsville belongs beside the Square Deal because both reveal how he used 
authority. Panama belongs beside Portsmouth because both reveal how he understood 
power. Studying him carefully allows admiration to become more precise. We can value 
his curiosity, courage, and public purpose while recognizing that the quality of an action 
must ultimately be judged through what it accomplishes, whom it protects, and what it 
costs the people required to live with it. 
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