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A note about this 2007 reprint: We extend hearty thanks to Natalie A. Naylor for her
extremely careful edit of this document which created a consistent style in the citations
throughout the articles. We are grateful to Sagamore Hill staff Howard Ehrlich, Josh
Reyes, Nancy Hall, and especially Shaun Roche for reviewing the document and making
these corrections.

We have taken this opportunity to correct some factual information (Eleanor
Roosevelt was TR’s niece, not cousin, for example, p. 31) and added some information
that has been only recently discovered, (p. 115, n. 30). We have enclosed additions in
square brackets and noted these as [SH-NPS]. We also re-numbered the footnotes,
originally consecutive throughout, to being uniquely numbered for each author’s piece.

Additionally, we have added a real title, Theodore Roosevelt and His Sagamore
Hill Home, to be descriptive of the contents of these historic resource studies.

We are very grateful to authors H. W. Brands, Kathleen Dalton, Louis L. Gould
and Natalie A. Naylor for these valuable additions to our knowledge about Theodore
Roosevelt and his beloved Sagamore Hill home. We are grateful to the Organization of
American Historians, especially Sue Ferentinos for their assistance in this project.

--Edited by Charles Markis, Chief of Interpretation, Sagamore Hill, May 22, 2007
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Foreword

Sagamore Hill National Historic Site in Oyster Bay, New York, was established in 1963 as a
unit of the National Park System in order to preserve in public ownership a significant property
associated with the life of Theodore Roosevelt. The site had been the home of President
Roosevelt and his family from the mid 1880s until his death in 1919. His widow, Edith,
continued her residency until her own death in 1948. Between 1953 and 1962, the Theodore
Roosevelt Association owned and operated the historic site, opening it to public visitation.

Roosevelt purchased the land just prior to his first marriage. The site, which served as
the summer White House from 1902 to 1908, and afterward as Roosevelt’s political base, was
also a working farm with a garden, pastures, and agricultural fields. The property, which
contained woodlands and fronted Cold Spring Harbor off Long Island Sound, afforded the
Roosevelt family camping, hiking, shooting, swimming, and boating opportunities.

This historical resource study was undertaken in conjunction with a new National Park
Service (NPS) planning effort, the first in forty years, designed to reassess park themes and
resources. While a considerable scholarly literature has been produced on Roosevelt and the
Roosevelt presidency, this literature only tangentially addresses Roosevelt’s life at Sagamore Hill.
The NPS’s 1972 historic resource study and base map provide detailed accounts and vignettes of
family life during Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, but do not place the chronicled events in
a larger historical context or address the whole period of the Roosevelt family’s residency.
More recent NPS reports, which include a historical structure report, a historical furnishings
report, and a cultural landscape report, document the physical history of the site.

In the essays that follow, three Roosevelt scholars—H. W. Brands, Kathleen Dalton,
and Lewis L. Gould—and Natalie A. Naylor, a scholar on the history of Long Island, provide
new insights on Sagamore Hill and its occupants. Brands provides an account of the
convergence of the presidency as a full-time job with advances in communications that
made a summer White House at Sagamore Hill possible; Dalton shows how the site represents
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on a personal level the values of “America’s greatest environmental president” and advocate
of the strenuous life; Gould writes about Roosevelt’s “media cabinet” and Sagamore Hill as
the former president’s base of operations beginning in 1909; Naylor provides an account of
Sagamore Hill as a working farm and places the property within the history of estate
development on the North Shore of Long Island. These authors’ essays all illustrate how an
understanding of place can enhance our perceptions of the past.

The following study was undertaken through the NPS’s cooperative agreement with the
Organization of American Historians (OAH). The collaboration between the NPS and the
OAH has been particularly fruitful in bringing together cultural resource management and
historical scholarship. We would like to give special thanks to Susan Ferentinos, the Public
History Manager for the OAH, who managed the project on behalf of the organization, and to
Paul Weinbaum, NPS Northeast Region History Program Manager, without whom this project
could not have been completed. Our sincerest thanks also to park staff for their contributions
to this excellent study.

Gay Vietzke
Superintendent

Sagamore Hill National Historic Site
May 2005



Theodore Roosevelt and Sagamore Hill:
An Introduction

Lewis L. Gould

Few presidents have been more closely identified with a particular place during their years
in office than is Theodore Roosevelt with Sagamore Hill, his home in Oyster Bay on New York’s
Long Island. The mansion, which he began planning shortly after marrying his first wife, Alice
Hathaway Lee, later became the residence for himself and his second wife, Edith Kermit Carow;
and their six active and energetic children.

After Roosevelt became president in September 1901, Sagamore Hill emerged as a summer
White House to which the Roosevelts retreated from the heat and humidity of Washington
summers to vacation, conduct government business, and entertain their fellow citizens as
reported by the ever-present Washington press corps. Even after Roosevelt left the presidency
in March 1909, Sagamore Hill continued to command national attention. Though no longer the
“summer capital of the United States,” as one newspaper put it, it remained the *home of the
leader of the Republican party.”

The role of Sagamore Hill in the life of Theodore Roosevelt has been noted by his many
biographers. The most sustained early account of the home was written by Hermann
Hagedom, longtime Roosevelt family friend and promoter of the family’s historical
reputation, in his book The Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill. * Until now, however,
there has not been a publication devoted to examining the evolution of the house and property,
appraising the impact of Roosevelt’s use of his home on the development of the modern

'"Minneapolis Journal, Julv 9, 1910.

*New York: Macmillan Company. 1954.
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2 Introduction

presidency, and reviewing how living at Sagamore Hill shaped the Roosevelt family. This new
collection of essays is designed to accomplish these worthy goals.

As Natalie A. Naylor points out in her comprehensive essays in this volume, “A Sense of
Place: Sagamore Hill, Oyster Bay, and the North Shore of Long Island,” “A Working Farm,”
and “From Country Estates to Suburbs,” Long Island began to be settled by the Dutch during
the mid-seventeenth century. Two hundred years later it had become a place where wealthy
New Yorkers spent summers and weekends to escape the heat and noise of the growing
metropolis. Naylor’s thorough research places the Roosevelt family and its property within the
context of the community of Oyster Bay during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.

From the time Roosevelt acquired the land near Oyster Bay in 1883 until he became
president in September 1901, the Long Island estate gradually wove itself into the history of his
growing family. At first the house was to be named Leeholm in honor of Alice Lee, but after she
died after giving birth to their daughter Alice in February 1884, Roosevelt spent little time on the
new dwelling. Then, in 1886, he married Edith Carow, a friend from childhood, and his interest
in the house revived. Over the next fourteen years while Roosevelt pursued his political
ascent and his new family expanded, the Long Island residence became the center of his
emotional life.

Theodore and Edith called the place Sagamore Hill after a Native American word meaning
“chief” that had been applied to a local Indian named Mohannis. In May 1887 Roosevelt told his
close friend Henry Cabot Lodge that he and Edith “have been settling down, and have worked at
the house like a couple of dusty, not to say grimy, beavers.” Three years later he reported that
“Edith and I have had some lovely rows on the bay, taking our lunch and books with us.” And
as a friend recalled of Roosevelt, “*he taught his children to know the birds and animals, the
trees, plants and flowers of Oyster Bay and its neighborhood.”

As Roosevelt’s political career prospered during the 1890s, the estate at Sagamore Hill
attracted increasing popular attention as the home of a rising Republican star. Following
Roosevelt’s triumphal service in the Spanish-American War, the Republicans in New York
nominated him for governor. The formal ceremonies notifying him of this honor took place at
Sagamore Hill. Whether Roosevelt was in fact a legal resident of New York State had been a
contested issue at the Republican state convention, and 50 it was valuable to reestablish his ties
with his New York home in the public mind at this time.*

*TR to Henry Cabot Lodge, May 20, 1887; July 31,1890, in Henry Cabot Lodge, ed., Selections from the
Correspondence of Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge, 1884-1918 2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1925), I: 55, 99: William Roscoe Thayer, Theodore Roosevelt: An Intimate Biography (Boston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin, 1919}, 258.

* For the events of the summer of 1898 and Roosevelt's run for governor, see G. Wallace Chessman, Governor
Theodore Roosevelt: The Albany Apprenticeship, 1898-1900 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965),
25-70.
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Two years later, when the Republican National Convention selected Roosevelt as William
McKinley’s running mate, Grand Old Party dignitaries assembled at Oyster Bay on July 12, 1900,
to hear Roosevelt accept the vice-presidential nomination. Immediately afterward, Roosevelt began
a strenuous round of speeches that lasted until the incumbent president had been safely
reelected.’

While Roosevelt hit the stump in 1900, President McKinley spent his time at his home in
Canton, Ohio, in observance of the tradition that sitting chief executives did not campaign.
McKinley and his secretary, George B. Cortelyou, had already begun to lay the groundwork for
enabling the presidency to operate outside of Washington during the summer months. The
president had bought his old home in Canton in 1899 and told Cortelyou that with a base to
work from, “I can get away any time, and could take you with all the help we need, and we
could transact all the executive business there.” In 1900 the administration set up a long-
distance telephone connection between Canton and Washington, over which presidential
business was conducted during part of the summers of 1900 and 1901.°

These arrangements were part of the history of the presidency that Theodore Roosevelt
assumed when McKinley was assassinated in September 1901. At the start of the following
summer, like other chief executives before him Roosevelt faced the problem of
Washington’s heat and humidity. So stifling was the climate in the years before air conditioning
that the British government gave its diplomats an extra stipend for their willingness to endure
the discomfort of a posting to the American capital. There was little doubt, therefore, that
Roosevelt would seek to get away from Washington to Long Island.

Circumstances reinforced the wisdom of that choice. The White House had become
quite dilapidated over the years and was in need of extensive renovation; the Roosevelts
discovered its crumbling condition once they moved in. A renovation program led by
architect Charles F. McKim was set up to run through the summer of 1902. After initially
trying to stay in Washington into July, Roosevelt found that the heat, combined with the noise and
dust of the renovation process, made his departure from the city an irresistible idea.
Accordingly, he and George Cortelyou left on July 3, planning to return once the summer was
over and the construction completed.

¥ Hagedorn, The Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill, 90-94.

®For examples of these arrangements, see Memorandum, Long Distance Telephone Conversation,
Washington Canton, August 12, 1900; and Long Distance Telephone Conversation, Washington Canton,
September 16, 1900, both in George B. Cortelyou Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Box 64,
Washington, D.C. McKinley is quoted in Margaret Leech, In The Days Of McKinley (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1959), 460.

" The context of White House construction and its impact on the plans of the Roosevelt family is well
discussed in William Seale, The President’s House: A History 2 vols.:(Washington: White House Historical
Association, 1986), I1, 659-673.
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The move of the presidency to Sagamore Hill soon produced a shift in how the
Roosevelts were covered by the press. At first, facilities for tracking the president’s routine
were primitive and the many reporters who flocked to Long Island faced difficult conditions.
One of them recalled that “Oyster Bay sported one or two rickety horse cabs and only one
telephone” for journalists who had to drive up the hill to the Roosevelt home. In time the cadre
of reporters whom Roosevelt trusted evolved into what became known as the “Newspaper
Cabinet,” scribes who understood him and cast the news as he wished it to appear. Reporters
who violated Roosevelt’s confidences were exiled from Sagamore Hill, just as they were
ostracized at the White House. By contrast, in return for their deference, the members of the
“Newspaper Cabinet” received exclusives and were often part of the process through which
Roosevelt framed his news releases. The presidential vacation remdence became a place where
news could be “spun” in a manner favorable to the incumbent.®

It did not take long before Roosevelt’s summer residence also became a favorite spot to
hold meetings with other leading Republican politicians. Shortly, it became the site of historic
conferences, too—an example is the discussmn leading to the treaty with Colombia that allowed
the United States to build the Panama Canal.” And during the
summer prior to the election of 1904, when Roosevelt had to sit on the sidelines (because of
the tradition that incumbent presidents did not actively campaign), his home became the
unofficial presidential election headquarters.

Roosevelt won the presidential election that year by a landslide. After voting in Oyster
Bay on election day, he returned to Washington, where he told reporters that he would not seek
another term in 1908. During the four remaining years of his presidency, the prominence of
Sagamore Hill grew in the public mind.

As H.W. Brands points out in his insightful essay in this volume, “The Summer White
House,” which examines Roosevelt’s role in establishing the modern presidency, major national
events continued to involve the Sagamore Hill estate. For example, prior to the negotiations at
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, that settled the Russo-Japanese war, Roosevelt entertained the
foreign diplomats aboard the presidential yacht Mayflower, where his deft toasts got the talks
off to a productive start. The eventual peace settlement confirmed Roosevelt’s standing as a
world figure. One cartoonist depicted Sagamore Hril as a citadel of international peace with a
dove on alert, the dogs of war peacefully asleep.'’

® John J. Leary, Jr., Talks With T.R. From the Diaries of John J. Leary, Jr. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1920),
126. Earle Looker, Colonel Roosevelt, Private Citizen (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1932), 11- 31, has good
information on the “Newspaper Cabinet.” An early example of the press coverage that Roosevelt's
residence received is A. Maurice Low, “The President’s Home,” Saturday Evening Posi, 175 (October 11, 1902):
3

? For these events, see Gould, The Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt, 94-95; Richard H. Collin, Theodore
Roosevelt's Caribbean: The Panama Canal, the Monroe Doctrine, and the Latin American Context (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1990), 240-243.

'% In addition to the sources cited in Brands’s essay, see Gould, Presidency, 186-187. For the cartoon, see Leslie's
Weekly, September 14, 1905. An assessment of Roosevelt’s achievement is William Sexton, “T.R.: Peacemaker
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Although in this case an apostle of international peace,Roosevelt energetically
pursued military preparedness, especially the building of a modern navy. Sagamore Hill figured
in this endeavor also, as its proximity to Long Island Sound made it an ideal setting for
reviewing American naval power. With the presidential yacht Mayflower at the ready,
Roosevelt enjoyed the neighborhood spectacle.

During Roosevelt’s second term, popular interest in his home life increased and a number
of journalists and foreign visitors recorded their impressions of activities at Sagamore Hill.
The muck-raking journalist Henry Beech Needham provided the readers of McClure’s Magazine
in January 1906 with a portrait of Roosevelt as outdoors-man. At Sagamore Hill, Needham
wrote, “[T]he President lives out-0’-doors practically all of the time. There is horseback riding,
tennis, and tramping—but much more of it, for it is vacation time theoretically.” ' A British
guest several years later noted that the executive
offices where Roosevelt’s secretary and his staff carried on the government business were
“situated over the village grocery store. There is something sublime in this disregard of
appearances—in this Spartan simplicity on the part of the governors of a great nation of
eighty millions of people.”"*

The atmosphere of Sagamore Hill as a private home and Roosevelt’s role as a father and
family man are well captured in Kathleen Dalton’s essays in this volume, ““All Roads Lead to
Oyster Bay,” “The Strenuous Outdoor Life,” and “The People of Sagamore Hill.” Dalton’s
extensive review of the many ways in which life at the Roosevelt residence went on both for
the family and for the people who served the Roosevelts will be of great value to students of
the period. Covering the cultural aspects of Sagamore Hill with a keen eye for the striking
detail, Dalton relates this single prominent home to important currents of change sweeping
through the United States during the Progressive Era. As she explains, Roosevelt’s ability to live
an aristocratic life style and yet be seen as very much a man of the people was nowhere better
illustrated than in the popularity that Sagamore Hill achieved.

of Oyster Bay,” Newsday, September 7, 1978, reprinted in Theodore Roosevelt Association Journal, 4 (Fall,
1978): 2-3. The story was written at the time of the Camp David accords under President Jimmy Carter.

"' Henry Beach Needham, “Theodore Roosevelt—An Outdoor Man,” McClure s Magazine26, (January,
1906): 250. Needham’s article for McClure’s accompanied another article about Roosevelt’s home life for the
magazine Country Calendar. See William Loeb to Shaw, June 30, 1905, Albert Shaw Papers, New York Public
Library, Astor, Lennox, and Tilden Foundations; and Henry Beach Needham to Roosevelt, about July 19,
1905, Reel 56, Theodore Roosevell Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, microfilm edition.

’Charles Dawbarn, “Theodore Roosevelt: The Man and President. Impressions of a Visitor to Oyster Bay.”
Pall Mall Magazine, January 1909, 66. Not every visitor to Oyster Bay was impressed. The British ambassador,
Mortimer Durand, whom Roosevelt did not like, wrote to his superiors that the president had greeted him in
his riding clothes “which showed off his rather portly figure. In spite of much exercise he is getting heavy.”
Durand to Lord Lansdowne, August 10, 1905, Papers of Lord Lansdowne, FO800/144. Public Record Office,
Kew Gardens.
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By 1907 Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency was entering its final stages. The summer
routine of lengthy visits to Oyster Bay continued during the last two years in the White House.
“Lovely tho the White House is,” he wrote his son Kermit in June 1907, “it is not home; and
Sagamore Hill is.” A year later, Roosevelt’s military aide, Archie Butt, spent an extended
weekend with the Roosevelts. He reported to his mother that Roosevelt, along with his family,
“makes you forget that you are in the house with the President, and that you are merely the guest of
a very charming, witty, and hospitable gentleman.” Butt noted how Edith Roosevelt set the tone
for Sagamore Hill: “She really constitutes the atmosphere of the house, a sort of feminine
luminiferous ether pervading everything and everybody.” *

By the time Roosevelt left office in March 1909, Oyster Bay and Sagamore Hill had become
national landmarks. Roosevelt was identified with his home, and reporters had emerged as
characteristic parts of the landscape whenever the president was in residence. Once he was an
ex-president, however, Roosevelt expected that the spotlight of attention would shift to his
successor, William Howard Taft.

In part because Roosevelt went on an African hunting trip within a few weeks of
relinquishing the presidency, the focus on Oyster Bay did abate during the year that its occupant
was on the trail in pursuit of big game. As soon as Roosevelt returned from his safari, however,
popular interest in his activities again increased, and media attention toward his life at Sagamore
Hill achiel:‘}red an intensity approached only by latter-day celebrities during the twentieth
century.

The key cause of the renewed attention was the possibility that Roosevelt would challenge
Taft for the Republican nomination in 1912. The press closely tracked the flow of visitors from all
segments of the Republican party out to Oyster Bay, while President Taft and his aides watched
apprehensively from the White House.

By the end of 1911 Roosevelt was informing his political allies that he would consider a
run for the Republican nomination in 1912 if the public demonstrated its enthusiasm for his
candidacy. By early 1912 he was a declared candidate. His Long Island home once again became a
political headquarters as he geared up for what proved to be a protracted and bitter campaign.
Despite his best efforts to gain the GOP nomination and then to win the presidency as the
candidate of the Progressive Party, Roosevelt came in second to Woodrow Wilson in the 1912
election.

For the six years of life that then remained to Theodore Roosevelt, Oyster Bay continued
to be the base of operations from which he sought first to make the Progressive Party a
viable political operation, then in 1914 to alert the American people to the need for military
preparedness at the outbreak of World War 1. Following the entry of the United States into the

13 Roosevelt to Kermit Roosevelt, June 13, 1907, in Morison, The Letters of Theadore Roosevelt, 7:.4, 335; Lawrence
F. Abbott, ed., The Letters of Archie Butr (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1924), 69, 75.

" Roosevelt’s status as a political celebrity is discussed in Lewis L. Gould, “The Price of Fame: Theodore
Roosevelt as a Celebrity, 1909-1919.” Lamar Journal of the Humanities 10 (Fall 1984): 5-18.
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war in April 1917, Roosevelt pushed hard to be allowed to raise and command an American
division in France. This proposal was rejected in a bitter public controversy and Roosevelt had
to content himself with speaking out from Sagamore Hill on behalf of the war effort, and in the
process assailing President Wilson. The ways in which Sagamore Hill served as a central domain
for Theodore Roosevelt during the last ten years of his life are the subject of the essay | have
contributed to this volume, **The House is Overrun with Political People™’: Sagamore Hill After
the Presidency.”

By 1918 Roosevelt’s prodigious energies and robust health had begun to fail. The service
of their sons in the military added an element of stress to the life that he and Edith now led at
Oyster Bay, and the death in battle of their youngest boy, Quentin, was a staggering blow. The
final year of Roosevelt’s life was marked by hospitalizations and incomplete recoveries. In
December 1918, after a stay in the hospital for the effects of rheumatism, he went home to
convalesce. On January 5, 1919, the last full day of his life, he told his wife, “I wonder if you

will ever know how I love Sagamore Hill.” Early the next morning he died in his sleep. °

Roosevelt was buried on the side of a hill in Youngs MemorialCemetery near Sagamore
Hill. Edith Roosevelt remained a resident of the house until she died in 1948 and was buried
next to her husband. The Theodore Roosevelt Association, formed after Roosevelt’s death to
perpetuate his memory, acquired Sagamore Hill and restored it. It was opened to the public in
1953; a decade later the Association gave the house and the site to the govemment. Since 1963
the National Park Service has been the custodian of Sagamore Hill,"¢

More than a century after Theodore Roosevelt was president of the United States,
Sagamore Hill still evokes the personality and impact of one of the most famous and esteemed
leaders in American history. The essays in this book seek to provide a context through which
readers can understand the decisive role that his home played in Roosevelt’s life.

For Further Reading

For those who may wish to pursue additional information on Sagamore Hill and
Roosevelt’s life there, as well as other aspects of his life, below are suggestions for further study,
with page references and comments that I hope will be helpful.

Roosevelt’s own view of his residence is contained in his account of his life

' William H. Harbaugh, The Life and Times of Theodore Roosevelt (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975),
p. 489.

'® Karin Johnson, “A Visit to Sagamore Hill.” Gourmet, June, 1986, pp. 42-47, 100-103, is an interesting and well-
illustrated portrait of the house and its interior. David H. Wallace, “Sagamore Hill: An Interior History,” in
Natalie A. Naylor, Douglas Brinkley, and John Allen Gable, Theodore Roosevelt: Many-Sided American, 526-546,
offers a thorough description of how the rooms in the house were used and the life of the family who lived
there.
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published after the 1912 election. See The Works of Theodore Roosevelt: Autobiography (20
vols., New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1926), 20: 309-311, 319-329, 333-335, 337-338.
Following Roosevelt’s death in 1919, the first extended biographical treatment was
published, Theodore Roosevelt and His Life Shown In His Letters, by Joseph Bucklin
Bishop, (2 vols, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1920), 2:21, 22, 309. This book does
not say much on the subject of Sagamore Hill. Other books by friends and acquaintances
give a fuller account: see, for example, William Roscoe Thayer, Theodore Roosevelt: An
Intimate Biography (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1919), pp. 72-73, 255-280; Bradley Gilman,
Roosevelt: The Happy Warrior (Boston: Little, Brown, 1921), pp. 177-180; and William
Draper Lewis, The Life of Theodore Roosevelt (Philadelphia, The United Publishers, 1919),
447-458.

The major and influential biography by Henry F. Pringle, Theodore Roosevelt: A
Biography (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1931), 48, 109, 117, 535-536, discusses the role of
Sagamore Hill largely in passing. Hermann Hagedorn, The Bugle That Woke America
(New York: John Day, 1940), 10-11, 180-191, mentions Sagamore Hill in the context of
Roosevelt’s campaign for preparedness.

The significance of Sagamore Hill finally received sustained attention in Hermann
Hagedorn’s The Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill (New York: Macmillan, 1954), which
provides an in-depth portrait of the estate and its role in the life of the Roosevelt family.

William H. Harbaugh, Power and Responsibility: The Life and Times of Theodore
Roosevelt (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1961), 70-71, makes some judicious
comments about Roosevelt’s home. Edmund Morris, The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt
(New York: Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, 1979), 377-379, 389, 391, touches on but does
not sum up the impact of Sagamore Hill on Roosevelt’s pre-presidential life. David
McCullough, in Mornings On Horseback (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), ends his
main narrative in 1886 before Sagamore Hill became the focus of Roosevelt’s family life.

Recent biographical explorations of Roosevelt’s life and times provide insights
into the impact of Sagamore Hill. HW. Brands, in T.R.: The Last Romantic (New York:
Basic Books, 1997), vii-xii, uses the house as a way of launching his narrative about
Roosevelt. His work contains numerous other references to Sagamore Hill. See ibid., pp.
476-4717, 686-687, 694-696. Edmund Morris, Theodore Rex (New York: Random House,
2001), 32, 120-121, 254-256, evokes the atmosphere of the Roosevelt residence. Kathleen
Dalton, in Theodore Roosevelt: A Strenuous Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002), 116,
119-120, 134, 363-364, uses the house as a backdrop for her exploration of Roosevelt’s
emotional and public life.

Francis Wilshin, et al., Sagamore Hill and the Roosevelt Family Denver: National
Park Service, 1972 (2 vols.), is an unpublished government study that contains a wealth of
information about the Roosevelt family and home, and is a valuable source for the site and
its history.

David H. Wallace, “Sagamore Hill: An Interior History,” in Natalie A. Naylor, et
al., Theodore Roosevelt: Many-Sided American (Interlaken, N.Y.: Heart of the Lakes
Publishing, 1992), 522-546, is among the latest scholarly studies of the Roosevelt home.
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Henry Cabot Lodge, ed., Selections from the Correspondence of Theodore Roosevelt and
Henry Cabot Lodge, 1884-1918 (2 vols., New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1925); and William
Roscoe Thayer, Theodore Roosevelt: An Intimate Biography (Boston and New York:
Houghton Miftlin Co., 1919), will also reward the interested reader.

John J. Leary, Jr., Talks with T.R. From the Diaries of John J. Leary, Jr. (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1920) and Earle Looker, Colonel Roosevelt, Private Citizen (New York:
Fleming H. Revell, 1932) are helpful regarding press coverage during the Sagamore Hill years, as is,
in particular, A. Maurice Low, “The President’s Home,” Saturday Evening Post (October 11,
1902).

Henry Beach Needham describes Roosevelt’s activities at Sagamore Hill in “Theodore
Roosevelt—An Outdoor Man,” McClure's Magazine, January 1906. Charles Dawbarn’s article,
“Theodore Roosevelt: The Man and President. Impressions of a Visitor to Oyster Bay,” Pall
Mall Magazine, January 1909, offers distinctive insights. Students of Roosevelt’s life at Sagamore
Hill will also be interested in Lawrence F. Abbot, ed., The Letters of Archie Butt (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, Page & Co.), 1924.

For a modern, personal view of the house, see Karin Johnson, “A Visit to
Sagamore Hill,” Gourmet, June 1986.






A Sense of Place:
Sagamore Hill, Oyster Bay, and the North Shore
of Long Island

Natalie A. Naylor

Long Island has been shaped by its geology and topography, its geographic location,
and its human history and political structure. A brief overview of these factors helps provide the
context and background for understanding Theodore Roosevelt’s Sagamore Hill country
home in Oyster Bay on the North Shore of the island.

Long Island stretches 120 miles east from Manhattan [sland and lies south of Connecticut,
separated from it by Long Island Sound. The effects of the glaciers left the North Shore hilly,
with many harbors and peninsulas (or “necks™) on its irregular shoreline. The flat outwash
plains in central and southern Long Island have always been easier to farm than the northern
side.

Dutch explorer David Pietersz DeVries was the first to record the name of Oyster Bay. In
June 1639, he anchored in the bay and wrote in his journal, “There are fine oysters here, whence our
nation has given it the name of Oyster Bay or Harbor.”"'

When DeVries landed there, Long Island was home to Algonquian-speaking native
peoples. On the North Shore of present-day Nassau County and western Suffolk County were the
Matinecocks. Roosevelt named his estate for the Sagamore Mohannis, who had signed the deed

'Quoted in J. Franklin Jameson, ed., Narratives of New Netherlands, 1609-1664 (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1910), 202. In the original Dutch, the name was QOester-baye.
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for the land in the seventeenth century, a deed TR proudly displayed in his home. (See Appendix 1
for Roosevelt’s explanation of the name Sagamore Hill and its earlier use as a place name.)

European settlement in the Oyster Bay area dates from 1653. The town (township) of
Oyster Bay extends from Long Island Sound on the north to the Atlantic Ocean on the south. A
barrier beach in South Oyster Bay, on the eastern part of the island of Jones Beach, protects
the southern coast. (The town’s portion of the barrier beach now includes Tobay [Town of
Oyster Bay| Beach and the J.F K. Memorial Wildlife Sanctuary.) Oyster Bay was part of
Queens County until Nassau County was formed in 1899 from the three eastern towns of Queens,
after the three western towns had joined greater New York City in 1898. The hamlet of Oyster Bay is
the town seat where the town hall and many town offices are located. Oyster Bay village is an
unincorporated area in the town.”

TR’s Sagamore Hill is on the Cove Neck peninsula, which is bordered by the waters of
Oyster Bay Harbor on the west and Cold Spring Harbor on the north and east. (Figure 1, page 24.)
Cove Neck became an incorporated village in 1927. Laurel Hollow, which includes some of the
southeastern part of the peninsula, was incorporated in 1926, and adjacent Oyster Bay Cove was
incorporated in 1931. “Estate villages™ such as these were created by estate owners to protect their
interests and, in some cases, to avoid town taxes for public improvements. These villages were
residential, not densely settled, and had no “downtown” or business section. Although population
increased in Laurel Hollow and Oyster Bay Cove beginning in the 1950s, zoning regulations have
maintained large lots for houses and kept these villages residential. Cove Neck continues to have
one of the lowest population densities in the county. Historical population figures for the town and
these villages are in Appendix 2.

Oyster Bay

Oyster Bay is 35 miles from Manhattan and its protected harbor means it is easily accessible
by water. From colonial days it was involved in commerce, with sloops and brigs plying the coastal
trade and larger ships trading with the Caribbean.” Packet boats and later steamships carried
passengers to New York City, though the trip could take

% Thus, the “village of Oyster Bay” is not officially incorporated as a village. Nonetheless, the community west
of Sagamore Hill, where the staff of Roosevelt’s summer White House had their offices in the business
district, is often popularly referred to as a village to differentiate it from the town of the same name.

*See Geoffrey L. Rossano, “To Market, To Market: Oyster Bay and the International Economy in the
Mid-Eighteenth Century,” in Evoking a Sense of Place, edited by Joann P. Krieg, (Interlaken, N.Y.: Heart
of the Lakes Publishing, 1988), 63-73.
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several hours. Travel was expedited when the Long Island Railroad reached Syosset in 1854.
Passengers could take a stagecoach to Oyster Bay from Syosset, which was the closest railroad
connection to Oyster Bay. After the Glen Cove branch of the railroad was extended to Locust
Valley in 1871, an alternative rail route to Oyster Bay was available.

The railroad promoted Long Island in a series of guidebooks it published for visitors. The
water was the big appeal in Oyster Bay. The railroad’s 1882 booklet stated: “The attraction of this
celebrated watering place is in its bay, which, sheltered on the north and south by well-wooded
hills and rocky cliffs, and the gentle declivities of Centre Island, is much sought after by those
who seek beauty or amusement in the advantages it offers.” Among the amusements mentioned
were the regattas and rowing races of the Seawanhaka Yacht Club, “sailing boats for fishing parties
and clambake excursions,” bathing on the “unsurpassed” sandy beach, and “splendid wild-fowl
shooting” nearby.’

In the “Gazetteer of Long Island” section of his Handbook of Long Island (1885), Richard
M. Bayles described the area where Theodore Roosevelt had just had his home built:

Oyster Bay—a cosey [cozy] and comfortable village pleasantly situated on the
harbor and in the northern part of the town of the same name. It has a population of
1,255, and 7 churches—Episcopal, Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, African Methodist,
Roman Catholic, and Quaker, Stages connect the village with Syosset, about 4 miles south,
and with Locust Valley, the same distance west. The people are engaged in farming, the
culture of asparagus being an important item. The Cove [now Cove Neck and parts of
Oyster Bay Cove and Laurel Hollow] is a section adjoining the village on the east.’

The railroad finally reached Oyster Bay in 1889. The terminus in Oyster Bay is closer to
the water than any other Long Island train station, giving Oyster Bay an advantage for those
seeking convenient access to the shore for boating and yachting. In an 1890 promotional
booklet, the railroad observed that some of the summer residents had not welcomed this
convenience, fearing that the community would become less exclusive:

Until this year Locust Valley has been the terminus of the Glen Cove branch, but
now Opyster Bay has that distinction. Notwithstanding the fact that the permanent
inhabitants of Oyster Bay desired and were entitled to this extension of the railroad, there

, Long Island Hlustrated (1882), 42. The railroad continued to publish these booklets well into the 1920s, with
variations in titles, text, and illustrations. The railroad’s Long Island of To-Day (1884) and Hand-Book of Long
Island (1888) use much the same language in their descriptions of Oyster Bay.

S Richard M. Bayles, Bayles’ Long Island Handbook (Babylon: Privately printed, Budget Steam Print, 1885), 45.
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were many among the summer visitors who opposed it, fearing that with the coming of
the [railroad] cars the quiet town would lose much of the exclusiveness for which it has
been noted. Such fears will doubtless prove to be groundless, for the class of people
who bring discredit upon a place and make it common prefer to seek resorts nearer
the cities. Oyster Bay will remain just as exclusive and just as charming as in years past,
when it was reached by a long and wearisome stage-ride [from the Syosset or Locust
Valley railroad station].®

The railroad’s account proceeded to describe the attractions of the community for its summer
residents;

It is indeed a pretty village, and it is not strange that property owners zealously
guard its interests. Situated directly on a beautiful bay, the boating facilities are
unsurpassed, a fact easily seen on a summer’s day by counting the yachts and pleasure-
boats which harbor there. It is the headquarters for several prominent yacht-clubs, and
regattas and rowing-races are frequently held during the season. The drives are
numerous and delightful. The place is noted for its many fine residences. There are
several old homesteads which played important parts in the early history of the country,
and many relics of colonial times are to be found.’

A bird’s-eye view of Oyster Bay in 1900 provides an excellent overview of the village on
the eve of TR’s presidency. The large (18" x 22") engraving lists and identifies businesses and
churches and has individual pictures of twenty prominent buildings, including the “Residence
of Gov. Theodore Roosevelt.”” An inset shows Centre Island and Cove Neck. A more idealized
view of the landscape is Louis Comfort Tiffany’s depiction of Oyster Bay in stained glass, which is
on pegmanent exhibit in the American wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York
City.

SLong Island Railroad, Out on Long Island (New York: Long Island Railroad, 1890), 57-58.

"Ibid, 58, Rowing was an activity TR enjoyed throughout his life; he always preferred rowing to sailing. Among
the “old homesteads™ in Oyster Bay was the seventeenth-century Youngs house, located at the northwest
corner of what is now East Main Street and Cove Neck Road. Today, a historical roadside marker
commemorates President George Washington’s overnight stay with the Youngses in 1790. Theodore
Roosevelt was acquainted with the Youngs family in Oyster Bay. He bought his property on Cove Neck from
Thomas Youngs, and William K. Youngs, the last of the family who lived in the Youngs homestead, was TR’s
personal secretary in Albany when he was governor.

*The Oyster Bay Historical Society reprinted the bird's-eye view engraving and it is available from the Society (24
Summit Street/P.0, Box 297, Oyster Bay, NY 11771). Edward Lange, a German-born artist, lived in Elwood
(Commack) in the 1870s and 1880s and painted houses and town views, His Oyster Bay work includes a (much
less detailed) bird’s-eye watercolor of Oyster Bay (c. 1886) and an ink drawing of the Bay View House (hotel).
Lange’s pictures are reproduced in Dean F. Failey and Zachary N. Studenroth, Edward Lange's Long
Island (Setauket: Society for the Preservation of Long Island Antiquities, 1979), 16. Tiffany’s Laurelton Hall
estate was south of TR’s on Cove Neck.
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Peter Ross in his 1902 History of Long Island described Oyster Bay at the turn of
the century. He mentioned the traditional shell fishing and maritime activities in Oyster Bay
and its environs, but focused on the summer colony:

Besides its important oystering and shipping trade it is the centre of a
colony of summer homes of the very highest class. Its importance has steadily increased
since the railroad gave it easy access to the outer world. Its cottages are most picturesque
and reach outfrom it in all directions, and it is well supplied with hotels and boarding
houses. As the home of the Seawanhaka Yacht Club it is a centre for that class of sport,
and the clubhouse of that organization, a most imposing structure at the entrance to the
bay [on Centre Island], with more or less of its “fleet” in front and its dock always a busy,

bustling place during the season, is itself a prime attraction to visitors. Oyster Bay, in fact,
has become quite a fashionable cesntre, and its dignity in this respect seems certain to

steadily increase.?

Ross took special note of Theodore Roosevelt, now Oyster Bay’s leading citizen:

Of recent years it [Oyster Bay] has come into especial prominence as the
residence of Theodore Roosevelt, ex-Governor of New York and President of the United
States. His splendid cottage has been the scene of many an important gathering since his
return from Cuba, where, as Colonel of the famous “Rough Riders,” he won a national
pre-eminence and became one of the foremost figures in American public life.'’

Roosevelt’s Purchase of Property in Oyster Bay and Construction of Sagamore Hill

The 1873 map of Cove Neck (Figure 1) shows fewer than a dozen houses on the
Cove Neck peninsula. Seven are clustered on the Oyster Bay Harbor side on the northwestern
end of the peninsula, with most owning relatively little property (probably less than ten acres
each).

Theodore Roosevelt’s grandfather, Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt, had rented

a home in Oyster Bay, where he died in 1871. TR’s father, Theodore, Sr., after renting different

? Peter Ross, A History of Long Istand From its Earliest Setilement to the Present Time (New York: Lewis
Publishing, 1902), 934.

" Ibid., 934. Ross devotes fifteen pages to a “Biographical Sketch of President Roosevelt” (939-54), which
includes two 1898 portraits of TR and two photographs of Sagamore Hill (one is of the exterior of the house
and the other is of the library). Ross obviously wrote some of this material after Roosevelt’s election as
governor of New York in 1898, but before he became president in 1901.
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summer homes in New Jersey and along the Hudson for his family, came to Oyster Bay in
1874, when TR was 15. TR’s sister Corinne later wrote that their “father decided to join the
colony which had been started by his family at Oyster Bay, Long Island.” For more than a
decade, the Roosevelts rented Tranquility, a house less than a mile east of the center of the
village. Clearly, relatives and the water were the major attractions. Theodore Roosevelt, Sr., was
elected to the Seawanhaka Yacht Club on July 6, 1874, joining many relatives. Comelius
Roosevelt (Jr.), Hilbourne L. Roosevelt, Alfred Roosevelt, and James Alfred Roosevelt were
charter members, and Emlen Roosevelt and John E. Roosevelt had joined in 1873. The Roosevelt
clan would soon be joined by J. Roosevelt Roosevelt (of Hyde Park) and Frederick Roosevelt,
who joined the Seawanhaka Club in 1875."

Young Theodore delighted in the Oyster Bay area when growing up. In his diary and
correspondence he records riding, shooting birds, and rowing on the bay and across Long Island
Sound. Summer vacations during college also were spent in Oyster Bay, where he collected his
Notes on Some Birds of Oyster Bay (1879). TR spent his two-week honeymoon with Alice Lee
at Tranquility in Oyster Bay in November 1880. Within a few weeks, he began to purchase
property nearby on Cove Neck. 12

TR’s decision to purchase land in Oyster Bay was the result of his fond memories of
roaming the area in the summers. Like his father, he was also joining relatives in the area. After
renting a summer house in Oyster Bay, TR’s uncle, James Alfred Roosevelt, purchased land in
Oyster Bay in 1880 and was making plans to build “Yellowbanks™ on Cove Neck
(completed in 1881). TR’s cousin, Dr. James West Roosevelt, had a four-acre estate,
“Waldeck,” on Cove Neck, bordering on Oyster Bay Harbor. TR re-sold some of the
land he had purchased to his aunt and to his sister, ensuring the growth of the
Roosevelt colony on Cove Neck. '* Other Roosevelt relatives had settled on the South Shore

"' Corinne Roosevelt Robinson, My Brother Theodore Roosevelt (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1921), 89. Tranquility (also spelled Tranquillity) was located on the south side af what is now East Main Street,
west of Cove Neck. It was demolished in the 1930s. For the history of the Tranquility house, see Robert B.
MacKay, “Turmoil Begat ‘Tranquility,”™ in Theodore Roosevelt: Many-Sided American, edited by Natalie A.
Naylor, Douglas Brinkley, and John Allen Gable (Interlaken, N.Y.: Heart of the Lakes Publishing, 1992),
45-53; and John E. Hammond, Oyster Bay Remembered (Huntington: Maple Hill Press, 2002), 208-10,
“Seawanhaka™ was an Algonquian name for Long Island, meaning “land of shells.” Roosevelt members
are listed in Constitution, By-Laws, Sailing Regulations &e. of the Seawanhaka Yacht Club of Oyster Bay (New
York: Corlies, Macy, 1876). The yacht club later added “Corinthian™ to its name, signifying that the members
were amateur sportsmen.

" David McCullough, Mornings on Horseback (New York: Touchstone, 1981), 89; Hermann Hagedorn, The
Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill (New York: Macmillan, 1954), 6; and Regina M. Bellavia and George W.
Curry, Cultural Landscape Repart for Sagamore Hill National Historic Site (Boston: Olmsted Center for
Landscape Preservation, 1995), 140.

1 Many of the summer residents of Oyster Bay were members of the Union League in New York City as
well as the Seawanhaka Yacht Club (MacKay, “Turmoil Begat “Tranquility,” 47-49). See also Long Island
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of Long Island in the Sayville area. Though less well-known today, the South Shore flourished as
a summer colony earlier than the North Shore.'*

TR purchased the land on Cove Neck from Thomas Youngs. Between 1880 and 1884, TR
purchased 155 acres, extending from Oyster Bay Harbor on the west to Cold Spring Harbor on the
east, for a total of $30,000. He sold 28 of his acres to his sister Anna (Bamie) and 32 acres to his aunt,
Anna Bullock (Mrs. James K.) Gracie, leaving him with 95 acres. In 1894, TR sold a six-acre
field to his uncle, James A. Roosevelt, leaving him with 89 acres. An additional purchase of a
meadow and beach and land along Eel Creek was made in 1900. In 1906, he exchanged some land
with his cousin, W. Emlen Roosevelt, to permit a right of way for a road, decreasing his holdings
to 87 acres. This remained the size of the estate until his widow, Edith, gave four acres to
Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., to build Old Orchard in 1938. (See Figures 2-3, Property Maps, 1884 and
1906, page 25.)"

Portions of Cove Neck had been farmed for generations. ™ The property that
Theodore Roosevelt bought had been pasture and farmland, but much of it was woodlands. In
his deed Thomas Youngs included the right to harvest existing crops and those stored in the “farm
barn,” which was the only existing structure on the property.'” The Roosevelts used this old
barn until it collapsed in 1904.

A map that Roosevelt drew of his property in 1880 (Figure 4, page 26), shows that more

16

Country Houses and Their Architects, 1860-1940 (hereafter cited as LI Country Houses), edited by Robert B. MacKay,
Anthony Baker, and Carol A. Traynor (New York: Society for the Preservation of Long Island Antiquities
[SPLIA)/W.W. Norton, 1997), 23; and the chapter below titled “From Country Estates to Suburbs™ for
additional information on the Roosevelt estates on Cove Neck.

" Appendix 3 has information on the Roosevelts on the South Shore of Long Island.

** Maps showing the ownership of land, particularly TR’s property, are in Bellavia and Curry, Cultural Landscape
Report, 20-23, 109. The sale to James Roosevelt was because of TR’s financial problems: Theodore Roosevelt,
Letters from Theodore Roosevelt to Anna Roosevelt Cowles, 18 70-1918, edited by Anna Roosevelt Cowles (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1924), 146. The 1900 purchase. apparently not documented previously, is
mentioned in letters of Edith to TR dated c. September 1, 1900, September 2, 1900, and September 9, 1900
(manuscripts, 1900 folder, Theodore Roosevelt Collection, Harvard University). This purchase was in
cooperation with Emlen and may not have been formalized until the 1906 exchange. The Theodore
Roosevelt Association sold eleven acres of the Smith’s Field area in 1961 and bought two other acres, so they
transferred 78 acres to the federal government in 1963. Five contiguous acres north of Sagamore Hill Road
were purchased by the Trust for Public Land in 1985 and added to the property, resulting in 83 acres of land
which are now part of the property (Bellavia and Curry, Cultural Landscape Report, 150, 161),

' Cooper’s Bluff on the northeastern end of the peninsula is mentioned often in accounts of life at Sagamore
Hill. For a description of farm life in that area of Cove Neck in the eighteenth century, see Diary of Mary
Cooper: Life on a Long Island Farm, 1768-1773 [on Cove Neck]. edited by Field Horne (Oyster Bay: Oyster Bay
Historical Society, 1981). See also a description of the Swan and other farms in Oyster Bay in 1860, in the section
below, “Long Island Agriculture and Farming.”

"Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill, 6.
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than one-third of the property was woodland and beach. There were several fields, including one
identified as buckwheat and another as a corn field, as well as an asparagus bed and an orchard.
TR wrote about his ideas for the house some 30 years later:

I did not know enough to be sure what I wished in outside matters. But I had
perfectly definite views what I wished in inside matters, what I desired to live in and
with; | arranged all this, so as to get what | desired in so far as my money permitted; and
then [the architect, Charles Alonzo] Rich put on the outside cover with but little help from
me. [ wished a big piazza, very broad at the n.w. corner where we could sit in rocking
chairs and look at the sunset; a library with a shallow bay window opening south; the
parlor or drawing room occupying all the western end of the lower floor; as broad a hall
as our space would permit; big fireplaces for logs; on the top floor the gun room
occupying the western end so that north and west it looks over the sound and bay. I had
to live inside and not outside the house; and while I should have liked to “express”
myself in both, as I had to choose I chose the former.'®

The house was sited on the top of the hill in what had been a wheat field. The architects,
Lamb & Rich, first proposed “extremely high-pitched gables and tall chimneys,” which were
reduced in the final design. '” Lamb & Rich had already established a reputation in building
country homes. Sagamore Hill was featured in an article in American Architecture and
Building News in 1893, before TR became nationally famous. 20 (For additional information on
Lamb & Rich, Architects, including other commissions, see Appendix 4.)

Following plans drawn up by the architects, TR contracted in October 1883 with John A.
Wood & Son, carpenters in Lawrence, to build a stable and lodge on the property at a cost of
$5,160. He signed a contract with the same firm for the “dwelling house at Oyster Bay” at a cost

" Theodore Roosevelt to the editor of Country Life in America, October 3, 1915, quoted by David H.
Wallace, “Sagamore Hill: An Interior History,” in Naylor, Brinkley, and Gable, Theodore Roosevelt: Many-Sided
American, 529-30.

' An illustration of the original perspective was published in the American Architect and Building News in 1893
and is reproduced in MacKay, Baker, and Traynor, LI Country Houses, 244. Curiously, although the architectural
drawing appeared eight years after the house was completed, there was no indication that it does not depict
the house as it was built. Architectural descriptions of Sagamore Hill are in Lisa and Donald Sclare, Beanux-
Arts Estates: A Guide 1o the Architecture of Long Istand (New York: Viking Press, 1980), 163-69; Leland M.
Roth and Bret Morgan, Shingle Styles: Innovation and Tradition in American Architecture, 1874 to 1982 (New
York: Harry N, Abrams, 1999), 62-67; and American Institute of Architects [AIA], Long Island Chapter, and the
Society for the Preservation of Long Island Antiquities [SPLIA], Architectural Guide to Nassau and Suffolk
Counties, Long Island, edited by Robert B. MacKay, Stanley Lindvall, and Carol Traynor (New York: Dover,
1992), 46.

¥ “House of Theodore Roosevelt,” American Architecture and Building News 39, no. 395 (1893): 110. TR in
1893 was serving on the U.S. Civil Service Commission in Washington, D.C.
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of $16,975 on March 1, 1884, two weeks after the death of his wife and mother?' The house was
rather moderately priced for the day. The median cost for a country house in this era was in
the $20,000-$30,000 range.”

Sagamore Hill was designed for year-round use and for many years was the primary
residence for the Roosevelt family and the home in which they summered for several months
when TR was serving in Albany or Washington. It had a hot-air furnace (Edith later added a
second furnace) and eight fireplaces. Despite the two furnaces, it was not easy to heat.
Describing the heating problems, Edith referred to the house as being like a “bird cage.

Unlike most other estate owners, TR did not own a townhouse in the city. He commuted
daily on the train from QOyster Bay when he was New York City police commissioner during 1895-
1897 (sometimes staying overnight in the city with his sister Bamie). Thus, he was among the
earliest generation of suburban commuters from the area. (The railroad, as noted earlier,
completed its branch line to Oyster Bay in 1889.) Most of the other country houses in Oyster Bay
and the North Shore were used only during the summer and some weekends. Few people
commuted to the city from the North Shore until the twentieth century. The number of
commuters increased in the 1910s and 1920s with direct rail service after the Long Island
Railroad opened its East River tunnels.

923

*' Theodore Roosevelt, JIr., in his memoir A/l in the Family, indicates that the house was built in a wheat field
and that TR himself planted the trees near the house (New York: G.P. Putnam and Sons, 1929), 14. The
estate was originally called “Leeholm™ after TR’s first wife, Alice Lee. Later, Theodore Roosevelt changed
the name of his property from Leeholm to Sagamore Hill. Copies of “Agreement for Building” are in the
Theodore Roosevelt vertical file in the Nassau County Museum Collection, Long Island Studies Institute at
Hofstra University.

The building costs in equivalent 2002 dollars would be about $92.000 for the stable and lodge and
$309.000 for the main house. These figures do not include the cost of the land or the architect’s fees. (The
conversion was calculated using a website that (in 2005) no longer exist9s:
<www.cjr.org/database/converter-,

Lamb and Rich had been designing shingle-style houses in New Jersey and several houses for
Samuel P. Hinckley, including “Sunset Hall” in Lawrence, in what is now southwestern Nassau County in
1883. See Vincent J. Scully, Jr., The Shingle Stvle and The Stick Style: Architectural Theory and Design from
Richardson to the Origins of Wright (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971), 101-2, and his figs. 69-72; and
Arnold Lewis, American Country Houses of the Gilded Age (New York: Dover, 1982), pl. 32.

2 Of the known costs of 58 houses built in this era which were depicted in George P. Sheldon’s Arsistic Cotntry-
Seats (published in 1886-1887), only five were under $10,000, seventeen were between $10,000 and $20,000;
eleven between $20,000-$30,000; nine, $30,000-$50,000; ten, $50,000-$100,000; and six cost more than
$100,000. Figures are from Lewis, American Country Houses of the Gilded Age), x.

> An 1898 article stated that the children enjoyed the outdoor life “for nearly eight months of the year”
(New-York Tribune, October 2, 1898, copy in the East Hampton Library, Long Island Collection). Edith
Roosevelt to Alice Roosevelt Cowles, February 1918 (re “bird cage”), quoted by Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family,
392.
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The country estate would enable TR to pursue his interests in natural history and the
strenuous life, and provide a healthy and wholesome environment for his children. Over the
west side doorway, the motto from the Roosevelt family crest was carved into the lintel, “Qui
plantavit curabit” (He who has planted will preserve). ** After generations of
his ancestors living in Manhattan, TR was the first in his family who literally would be planting on
his land. In establishing Sagamore Hill, he envisioned himself as a gentleman farmer, with crops
planted and harvested on his estate.

Sagamore Hill as Part of the Estate Movement

Sagamore Hill was built quite early in the estate movement, before the North Shore
became a popular resort area for country estates of the wealthy. Some of the features of
Sagamore Hill reflect its early construction, others reflect TR’s own values, and some aspects
reflect TR’s financial situation. He was well-to-do, but not really wealthy when compared to
William Robertson Coe, Marshall Field 111, Otto Kahn, William K. Vanderbilt (Jr. or Sr.), or his
own cousin, Emlen Roosevelt, whose spacious homes were nearby. At one point, after some
financial losses in the West, TR was concerned that he might need to sell the property. For many
years, Edith constantly tried to keep expenses contained in order to live within their income.

Like most other country estates, Sagamore Hill was designed by architects. The
architectural style (Queen Anne/Shingle Style) reflected architecture popular at the time the
house was built, and a style which the Lamb & Rich architectural firm had used for other
houses. As indicated earlier, it was toward the lower end in terms of the cost of building a
country house at the time. TR did not have a landscape architect for the grounds of Sagamore
Hill. Unlike many of the later, larger estates (including William Robertson Coe’s “Planting Fields”
west of the village of Oyster Bay), Sagamore Hill did not have formal gardens or a landscape
design. The grounds remained much more natural and pastoral—indeed, rustic. The number
of outbuildings was also rather modest, with a barn, stable and lodge, cottage, chicken coop and
tool shed, and pig sty, of which only the stable/lodge was designed by an architect. (See Figures 5 and
6, page 27.) Sagamore Hill did not have an elaborate farm complex, which some of the other
Long Island country estates featured. (Architect Alfred Hopkins specialized in farm groups,
ranging from relatively small ones for estates in Brookville, Locust Valley, and Oyster Bay, to
very large ones for Louis Comfort Tiffany and Marshall Field III.)

Although TR’s 87 acres may have been close to the median size of estate properties at
the turn of the last century, the 22-room main house was considerably smaller than the average
and decidedly unpretentious. Indeed, it was less than the 25 rooms sometimes regarded as the
minimum size for country houses. The number of full-time servants (inside the main house and for
the farm and grounds) was relatively modest as well—usually about nine in the years 1900-1920

' MacKay, Baker, and Traynor, L Country Houses, 287. The family crest is reproduced in Naylor, Brinkley, and
Gable, Theodore Rooseveli, 84.
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(plus day laborers as needed), and reduced to only four in 1930 (see census data in Appendix 5). A
more usual number was from 25 to 50 employed on a 100-acre estate, though small houses usually
had between 10 and 15 servants. Some of the large North Shore estates had more than 100 servants
and employees on staff.

Appendix 7 lists Long Island estates and country houses which are preserved as historic
house museums. Most of these were built in the first decades of the twentieth century and all are
much grander than Sagamore Hill. Visiting Coe Hall and Falaise today, visitors can see the
antiquities their owners brought back from Europe. In contrast, TR displayed his trophies from
hunting expeditions—animal heads and skins are prominent on the first-floor public rooms.

Long Island Agriculture and Farming

Long Island is usually described as rural and agricultural in the nineteenth century,
with fishing and other maritime activities also among the typical occupations. After the
opening of the Erie Canal in the 1825 and as railroads extended to the West, Long Island ceased
to be the breadbasket for Manhattan, since grains could be grown more economically in the
West. Agriculture on Long Island shifted from raising livestock and cultivating grain to dairying
and intensive vegetable production.

An article in The Country Gentleman reported on agriculture and soil conditions
in Oyster Bay in 1860, a generation before TR established his country home. Benjamin Swan, who
lived on Cove Neck, took the author, John Johnston, on a tour of the neighborhood, which
included the estate of his brother Edward. Johnston indicated that the “greater part of their [the
Swans’] farms are in [yellow locust and red cedar] timber of second growth which they expect will
be very valuable at no distant day.” Other crops mentioned in the neighborhood were corn and
turnips. It was noted that a “great majority of the farmers there carry all they raise to New
York city—hay, straw, and almost every thing else—and turn them into cash.” Manure was often
brought back from city stables, and sloops brought manure for farms along the coast, but the
soil was insufficiently manured and was worn out. Johnston observed that the “land is of
excellent quality, and mostly of easy culture, and if properly managed would be the garden of
the state.” As it had a longer growing season than upstate, he thought it an “excellent country
to farm in.” He concluded, “I was told that there were some men keeping dairies and doing
very well; improving the soil and making it rich. Some are doing the same by gardening on a
large scale, and many are doing well at the latter on a small scale; but how the farmer that sells all,
or nearly all, his hay, straw, and comn, can do well, I cannot comprehend.”*

ASenseofPlueel3 john Johnston, “John Johnston on Long Island,” The Country Gentleman, October 14, 1860 (clipping in
Agricultural vertical file, Nassau County Division of Museum Services collection, Long Island Studies Institute,
Hofstra University).
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Many of the year-round residents in Oyster Bay were baymen who farmed the waters of
the bay. Some combined oystering with farming. (The Frank M. Flower & Sons Oyster Company
began in Oyster Bay in 1887, the same year that Theodore and Edith Roosevelt moved into
Sagamore Hill. The Flower company now seeds the oyster beds; its hatchery is located in
nearby Bayville.).

Suzannah Lessard, in an article on the town of Oyster Bay, summarized well the change in
Long Island agriculture:

Gradually [in the nineteenth century], the self-sufficient farm, producing almost
every necessity for its owner and his workers, who lived on it, was replaced by a more
specialized agriculture: at first, grain, and then, when the Midwestern granaries
monopolized that market, livestock, dairy products, and vegetables (cabbage, peas,
corn, potatoes, brussels sprouts, asparagus, and cucumbers), for which New York City
provided a rapidly expanding market. Seafood (fish, clams, and oysters) also brought in
revenues, and a few industries sprang up.*

By the early 1900s, market or truck gardening for the city markets dominated farming
on Long Island. The number of farms and acreage devoted to agriculture steadily declined,
particularly on the North Shore, as the wealthy bought farms for estates and agriculture proved less
profitable. Farm acreage in the towns that became Nassau County declined from 90,738 acres in
1875, to 69,347 acres in 1900. The county had 1,658 farms in 1900; 1,017 in 1910; 935 in 1920; and
766 in 1925, Nonetheless, one-third of the county’s land was still farmland in 1920, with the average
acreage per farm 64 acres (less than 20 percent of Nassau’s farms were larger than 100 acres in that
year). Corn, hay, forage, and potatoes were the most important crops, while horses, dairy cows,
and chickens were the most prevalent animals on county farms in 1920. The most popular fruits
grown in Nassau County were peaches, apples, strawberries, and grapes. By 1964, there were only
187 farms in Nassau County (average size 30 acres), and horticulture and nurseries accounted for
80 percent of the value of farm products.?’

* Suzannah Lessard, “Suburban Landscape: Oyster Bay, Long Island,” New Yarker, October 11, 1976, 66. For
overviews of the history of Long Island agriculture, see: Edith L. Fullerton's pamphlet, History of Long Island
Agriculiure (New York: Long Island Railroad, ¢.1929); Halsey B. Knapp, “Long Island’s Agriculture,” in Long
Island: A History of Two Great Counties, Nassau and Suffolk, edited by Paul Bailey, 3 vols. (New York: Lewis
Historical Publishing, 1949), 2:17-34; and Lewis Radcliffe,“Long Island’s Shellfisheries,” in Long Isiand, ed. Paul
Bailey, 2:1-16.

*" Edward J. Smits, Nassau, Suburbia, U.S.A. (Syosset: Friends of the Nassau County Museum, 1974), 13; US.
Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1920, Vol. 6, pt. 1, Agriculture:
Reports for States with Statistics for Counties: The Northern States (microfilm), 212-13, 218-19;*Nassau’s Decline As
Farming Community,” Nassau Daily Review, January 3, 1927; and “Nassau Farmer Going: U.S..” Newsday, July 28,
1966. [In 2005, only four or five farms survive in Nassau County with total acreage less than 100 acres. “The
Farmers in the ‘Burbs.” Newsday, Oct. 9, 2005. G 13. SH-NPS] For an excellent detailed study of agriculture on
western Long Island, focusing on deagriculturalization in the late nineteenth century and suburban growth, see
Marc Linde and Lawrence S. Zacharias, Qf Cabbages and Kings Couniy: Agriculture and the Formation of
Modern Brooklyn (Iowa City: University of lowa Press, 1999).
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Theodore Roosevelt, who was himself a gentleman farmer, had a recreational habit
of riding “point-to-point” through the fields of neighboring tarms. The local farmers did not
appreciate his intrusions. Edna T. Layton, who was born in 1906, grew up on a farm in East
Norwich, just south of Oyster Bay. In her memoirs, she recounted:

In my early childhood, Theodore Roosevelt lived in Oyster Bay. He had a habit of
riding horseback for miles around. It was not uncommon for him to ride right across my
Grandfather’s farm. He did not go around a field, but right across it, thus ruining
whatever crops his horse stepped on. This made nearby farmers very angry. They did rot
like “Teddy.” They said he was “too big for his boots.” If Mr. Roosevelt saw a farmer, he
might ride up and ask him questions with a superior air which did nof please the
farmers. I can remember his condescending to say a few words to me a couple of times
when he rode over our farm. Looking back, some of the dislike of “Teddy” might have been
because the Laytons, like most of their neighbors, were staunch Democrats.”®

* “The Early Life and Education of Miss Edna T. Layton,” edited by Mary Jane Lippert, Freeholder
(Oyster Bay Historical Society), 4 (Summer 1999): 3-4. Layton wrote her memoirs in 1993 for her family. Her
account includes a good description of some aspects of truck farming on a 100-acre farm.
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Figure 1. Map of Cove Neck, Oyster Bay and Environs, 1873. Atlas of Long
Island, New York (Beers, Comstock & Cline, 1873).
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Figures 2 and 3. Property Owned by Theodore Roosevelt and Neighboring
Property, 1884 and 1906. Maps from Regina M. Bellavia and GeorgeW.
Curry, Cultural Landscape Report for Sagamore Hill National Historic Site
(Boston: OImsted Center for Landscape Preservation, 1995), 21, 23. Report
for National Park Service. See also Fig.17, page 136.
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"All Roads Lead to Oyster Bay"

Kathleen Dalton

Theodore Roosevelt’s Sagamore Hill—along with Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Hyde Park
home, Springwood—stands as the most historically important presidential home owned by the
nation.' Theodore Roosevelt remains one of America’s most influential presidents, a dynamic
leader who invented the modern presidency, initiated effective trust-busting, approved the
landmark Pure Food and Drug Act and Meat Inspection Act to protect consumers, won railroad
regulation, developed far-reaching foreign policies, and undertook pioneering work in
conservation. As described in my book Theodore Roosevelt: A Strenuous Life, > he also
deserves to be understood as an important cultural leader and a spokesman for muscular
Christianity, the strenuous life, and a child-centered family life, led simply.

During the 1950s Sagamore Hill was seen primarily as the home of a great man, and as
a reflection of American life in the early part of the century. Today, historians are gaining new
understandings of TR’s life that influence our interpretation of the significance of Sagamore
Hill. Interpretive themes now include conservation, technology of the period, the Roosevelts’
daily life, and TR’s career as a public servant. As the site continues to be reinterpreted’ in the
context of revised scholarship, it can also be placed within the context of an expanded socia

' Monticello and Mount Vernon are privately owned.
*New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002.

} Background Information for Group Leaders Preparing to Visit Sagamore Hill, U.S.Department of the Interior,
National Park Service, Sagamore Hill National Historic Site, Oyster Bay, New York.
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and cultural history of the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era. Such scholarship makes it easier
to understand historic homes such as Sagamore Hill as examples of by-gone customs, beliefs, and
social relationships, and thereby to use the homes to acquaint visitors with social history as
well as political history.,

In recent years the National Park Service has reaffirmed its commitment to “people-
friendly” sites that encourage national pride and increase historical awareness through, for
example, interpreting the social relations between master and servant and revealing attitudes
toward nature, recreation, marriage, and child rearing. All these are topics relevant to Sagamore
Hill. Park Service historic sites thus have a crucial role to play in teaching about American
history in broadly focused and entertaining waj,/s.4 What new lessons, then, can be learned
from Sagamore Hill?

Before Theodore Roosevelt became president, Sagamore Hill was already the stage
upon which many important scenes of his life were played out. He and his young wife, Alice
Hathaway Lee, walked over the land and planned to build a country home together. After Alice
died following childbirth in 1884, TR s sister Bamie (Anna Roosevelt Cowles) supervised the
building of the house. She shared the residence with her brother when he paid frequent visits
during the two years he lived on his ranches in the Dakotas.

From the time TR and his second wife, Edith Kermit Carow, moved into the house for
full-time residence in May 1887, it became the home base for his career as a civil service reformer,
magazine writer, and historian. When TR served in Washington, D.C., as civil service
commissioner (1889-1895), Sagamore Hill was the family’s summer home, where he wrote
important articles and speeches about the need for civil service reform. The civil service
movement helped reduce the corruption that had bogged down American politics in the late
nineteenth century, and TR played a significant role in challenging the power of bosses who
took kickbacks and sold government jobs. >

When he became one of New York City’s police commissioners (1895-1897) TR often
commuted between Sagamore Hill and the city on the Long Island Railroad. Though he did
most of his police work at his Mulberry Street office in Manhattan, reshaping the Police
Department to make it more effective and cleaning up brothels and saloons, Sagamore Hill was
his home base a good part of the week.

It was when TR gained national recognition as a war hero that Sagamore Hill first entered
the limelight of public attention. In 1898, after his service as assistant secretary of the navy and
lieutenant colonel and later colonel of the Rough Riders in the Spanish-American War, Roosevelt
came home to Sagamore Hill and was greeted by cheering crowds. In the fall of that year,
Sagamore Hill witnessed frequent political meetings as TR ran for governor of New York. His
election to that office meant the family had to move to the Governor’s Mansion in Albany for most

!National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, "Rethinking the National Parks for the 21st Century,"
on-line.

*See David H. Wallace, Sagamore Hill: Sagamore Hill National Historic Site, New York (Harpers Ferry, Va.:
National Park Service, 1991).
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of 1899-1900. Nevertheless, during the summer and on occasional weekends, TR took welcome
breaks in Oyster Bay from the political struggles he waged in Albany.

TR also lived almost all of his frustrating vice presidency (1901) at Sagamore Hill, writing
articles and biding his time. In the pre-presidential years the Roosevelts welcomed many
important visitors to their Oyster Bay home, including future president Woodrow Wilson, future
first lady and TR’s niece, Eleanor Roosevelt, and future president Franklin D. Roosevelt, who
was a cousin, and who gained his youthful political education from his mentor, TR.

Certainly, most familiar historically are the famous events of Roosevelt's
presidency that unfolded in the six summers (1902-1908) during which he made Sagamore
Hill his summer White House. Important episodes in his career took place in the Sagamore Hill
library. For example, he met there with Henry Cabot Lodge and other Senate leaders over labor
problems, including the 1902 Anthracite Coal Strike, which he settled when he moved back to the
White House in the fall. In the same room in August 1903, TR and Secretary of State John Hay
talked for several hours about America’s need for a Panama Canal, the likelihood of a
Panamanian Revolution, and the advisability of U.S. intervention to win Panamanian
independence from Colombia and thereby secure the right to build an American-controlled
Panama Canal. Within months of this conversation, the intervention took place.

In 1905 TR agreed to mediate an end to the Russo-Japanese War. As negotiations regarding
the war stalled, delegates at the conference site in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, hastened to
consult the president. It was from TRs library that his effective use of diplomacy, by telephone
and telegraph, broke the impasse and gained agreement on terms for a peace treaty.

It was in the library also that TR met many times with Gifford Pinchot, one of the fathers of
modern environmentalism, as together they charted out their campaign for the conservation of
America’s natural resources. TR also announced from Sagamore Hill his controversial support
for the spelling reform movement's campaign to simplity and remove British spellings (e.g.,
“labour,” “colour”’) from American usage. Although TR did most of his work as president in
Washington, D.C., he did in fact change the course of American and world history when he
came home to Oyster Bay.*

In 1909, following the end of his presidency, Roosevelt returned to Sagamore Hill for a
decade of work as a writer and political prophet. Activists and reformers found TR increasingly
congenial company in the years when he moved left politically and worked for progressive
causes far more radical than those he had advocated as president. Sagamore Hill served as the
vital political center for the Bull Moose party as it chose its strategies for the election of 1912 and
when in 1913-14 it engaged in building the Progressive National Service. Bull Moosers such
as Pinchot and Frances Kellor made frequent visits to talk over reform ideas with TR.

%See Dalton, Theodore Roosevelt, for peace treaty 282-286, spelling reforms 318.
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In his post-presidential years, TR still held a good deal of influence over public opinion. He
was voted the most popular man in Amenca in a magazine poll in 1913, and late in life received
between 4,000 and 5,000 letters a week.” To the end of his life he used his pen to argue for
conservation and the minimum wage, and even planned from Sagamore Hill yet another run
for the White House, aimed for 1920.

Sagamore Hill also played an important role in women’s history. The 1912 election,
especially its Bull Moose campaign, is today interpreted as a watershed moment when the
women’s political network, which had been so influential in municipal reforms, joined party
politics. Bull Moose women, including TR’s daughter Ethel (later Mrs. Richard Derby),
helped raise money for the Progressive Party, and she and donors such as Anne Morgan and
Dorothy Whitney Straight sat with TR in the North Room and talked with him about the future
role of women in politics. TR became an active suffrage campaigner during the fight for New York
State suffrage in 1917. He and Edith welcomed hundreds of suffragists at a rally at Sagamore Hill
that year. (In those years, as he had during his presidency, TR typically spoke to large groups
such as the sufﬁ*aglsts from the veranda, and met with delegations in the North Room and with
individuals in the library.)*

In November 1917, women won the vote in New York after a struggle which suffrage
leaders referred to as the “Gettysburg” of the suffrage movement. Yet national suffrage continued
to be an uphill fight. After Alice Paul came to see TR at Sagamore Hill to discuss ways to force the
reluctant President Wilson to support suffrage, she and other suffrage strategists picketed the
White House on behalf of the national suffrage amendment, called the Anthony
Amendment.

Other women leaders saw Sagamore Hill as a strategic center for envisioning how to gain
more clout within the two-party system. Over lunch in 1917 in Sagamore Hill’s dining room,
Cornelia Bryce Pinchot urged TR to pressure the Republican Party to appoint women to state
party committees, which he did.

During World War I Sagamore Hill drew frequent visitors and press attention as the
home of a key preparedness movement leader, one of President Wilson’s loudest critics, and
the emerging leader of the Republican opposition—all TR. From Sagamore Hill TR wrote
speeches and articles advocating preparedness and welcomed organizers of the preparedness
movement. After America entered the war, he urged active participation and planned the ill-
fated Roosevelt Division of volunteer soldiers during meetings in his library and the North
Room. He and Edith held receptions on the veranda for the local doughboys being trained on
Long Island before they went overseas. TR’s searing editorials for the Kansas City Star
pummeled the Wilson administration and kept the ex-president in the news. He held important

L Kathleen Dalton, "Why America Loved Teddy Roosevelt: Or Charisma is in the Eyes of the Beholders." in Robert
1. Brugger, ed., Our Selves/Our Past: Psvchological Approaches to American History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1981); see also Dalton, Theodore Roosevelt, 647.

8E‘.tl‘tel Roosevelt Derby to Richard Derby, Dec. 22, 1917, and in her diary, Dec. 28, 1917, Theodore Roosevelt
Collection, Harvard University (hereafter TRC-HU).
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political meetings in his library and planned Republican strategy for unseating Democratic
legislators in 1918.

Throughout TR’s residence at Sagamore Hill, Oyster Bay’s proximity to New York City
increased the flow of visitors. Roosevelt's habit of inviting old friends and new acquaintances to
visit his home meant that journalists, reformers, and politicians (including President Howard
Taft), and dignitaries from around the world made their way to Oyster Bay. Many famous
intellectuals called on him, such as artist Frederic Remington; novelists Edith Wharton and Owen
Wister; British playwright James M. Barrie, creator of Peter Pan; and Edna Ferber, author of
Showboat and Giant. Pugilist John L. Sullivan also came to see TR, but Mrs. Roosevelt did not
invite him to stay overnight because he was known to have a sordid personal life. TR was
excited in September 1907 that America's honored writer and humorist Mark Twain was to
visit, but evidently their plans fell through. ” Because so many important encounters happened
at Sagamore Hill a cartoonist joked that “All Roads Lead to Oyster Bay.”"’

Sagamore Hill is also historically significant because it was TR’s favorite haven for his
writing career. There he wrote Gouverneur Morris, much of the four volumes of The Winning of
the West, Rough Riders, most of Oliver Cromwell, his Autobiography, the final version of
Through the Brazilian Wilderness, and his share of the children's book he coauthored with Henry
Cabot Lodge, Hero Tales from American History. He also wrote many editorials and essays for
the Qutlook and Metropolitan magazines, among other publications, in the Gun Room and the
library of Sagamore Hill. The author of thirty-five books and innumerable magazine articles,
Theodore Roosevelt was the most prolific presidential author. Along with Thomas Jefferson, he
was a man who would be remembered for his writings even if he had not been president.

Today, though Roosevelt is not judged among the great scholarly historians, he is
understood as a significant popular historian of the gentleman-amateur school, broadly
knowledgeable and boldly interpretive, though little inclined to do original research. As a
historian he was a fierce nationalist and defended expansionism and justified the conquest of
the West, while deploring the selfish motives of slave-owners and advocates of Manifest
Destiny when their land hunger provoked the Mexican War. Controversial as TR’s writings
might be in modern times, his prolific output certainly stands as an inducement for a visit to
Sagamore Hill.

gTR wrote magazine editor Albert Shaw that Twain was expected at Sagamore Hill in mid-September, Sept. 3,
1907, Morison Rejects,[letters not included in The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, ed. by Elting Morison, et al.
SH-NPS] TRC-HU; Twain visited TR in the White House several times.

10K athieen Dalton, "Famous Visitors to Sagamore Hill," public lecture at Sagamore Hill National Historic
Site sponsored by the Friends of Sagamore Hill and the Theodore Roosevelt Association, May 27, 2001. The
list of visitors to Sagamore Hill in the Guest Book, Sagamore Hill National Historic Site Archives is incomplete,

but useful as a research tool, U.8. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Sagamore Hill National
Historic Site, Oyster Bay, New York. (hereafter SAHI NHS Archives).






The Summer White House

H. W. Brands

Theodore Roosevelt wasn’t the first president to spend summers away from the White
House. Since the American capital had moved to marshy and malarial Washington at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, presidents, members of Congress, and other federal officials
had evacuated the city during the summer to the extent their jobs and public sentiment
allowed. In fact, the nature of government during the nineteenth century allowed for extended
slow periods during the summer. When Americans looked to government during that era, they
typically looked to state and local governments; the federal government dealt chiefly with matters
of foreign and military policy, which had never required more than intermittent attention.
Consequently, when Andrew Jackson spent summers at the Hermitage outside Nashville, or
Grover Cleveland vacationed at Buzzards Bay, or William McKinley retumned to his home in
Canton, Ohio, the federal government scarcely skipped a beat.

Things changed, however, at the very end of the nineteenth century. The Spanish-
American War made the United States into an imperial power with direct interests that spanned
the Pacific and the Caribbean, and indirect stakes in the imperial contests of Europe. As
commander-in-chief and America’s foremost diplomat, the president found himself on call year-
round. Leisurely summers away from the office were no longer feasible; even if they had been
feasible, they might not have been politically defensible.

The new conditions would have affected any president, but the fact that Theodore
Roosevelt took office in 1901 gave them added bite. Roosevelt grasped the levers of power with
an enthusiasm that shocked his more staid fellow citizens. Having been one of the minority
agitating for war with Spain and the acquisition of empire, Roosevelt eagerly embraced the
opportunity to practice statecraft year-round. War and revolution were no respecters of
August, and so neither was Roosevelt.

Moreover, Roosevelt adopted an attitude toward domestic governance that
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rivaled his activist thinking on foreign affairs. The first progressive president, Roosevelt believed
that the federal government must be far more alert than previously to the imbalances that had
developed between the private sphere of capitalism and the public sphere of democracy, and far
more vigilant in defense of the rights of the American people. Monopoly—trusts,” to use the
contemporary term—never slept, and therefore neither could those charged with protecting the
people from its ravages. Congress might still take summers off, but the chief executive, the sole
American official elected by the people of every state, must not.

In consequence, the presidency became, under Roosevelt, a full-time job. Yet Roosevelt,
who had grown used to lengthy summer holidays during his privileged youth, and who had come
to consider time spent in the out-of-doors essential to mental, physical, and moral health,
couldn’t imagine chaining himself to a desk in the White House at Washington. Furthermore, as
a devoted family man with six children almost as hyperactive as himself, he couldn’t in
conscience deny them the kind of summer opportunities he had experienced as a boy in
various rural and coastal locales outside New York City. During the decade before Roosevelt
became president, the Roosevelt clan had gotten used to summers at Sagamore Hill, Roosevelt
couldn’t see depriving himself or the rest of his family of their summers by the sea merely because
he was now responsible for the welfare of the nation.'

The Technology of Keeping in Touch

As it happened, the same years that saw the expansion of American interests and
responsibilities witnessed important changes in the technology of communication. This wasn’t
entirely a coincidence: the communication revolution was a principal factor in the American
decision to expand outward. But the elaboration of the telegraph system and the introduction
of telephones made instant communication cheaper and far more widespread than before. A
president located anywhere in America—in Oyster Bay, for instance—could maintain voice contact
with the rest of the executive branch at Washington. Summers had often been a time for
presidents to travel about the country to encourage supporters and intimidate opponents in the
several states; now a president could accomplish much of that labor by phone. The laying of
undersea cables put the president in contact with American ambassadors and military attachés at
the ends of the earth. Though the primary lines of communication came together at the State, War,
and Navy Departments in Washington, it was an easy matter to relay the messages those
departments received to wherever the president happened to be.

! On Roosevelt’s career and presidency, see H. W. Brands, TR: The Last Romantic (New York: Basic
Books, 1997); Lewis L. Gould, The Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1991); Edmund Morris, Theodore Rex (New York: Random House, 2001). Warren
Zimmerman, First Great Triumph: How Five Americans Made Their Country a World Power (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002), explains how Roosevelt and his generation remade American
diplomacy and the American presidency.
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Better than every president before him and nearly all since, Roosevelt understood and
appreciated the symbiosis between the presidency and the press (the singular medium that
would pluralize to media with the introduction of radio and television). He realized what a great
story he was and how the press allowed him to reach the public at large over the head of his party,
which had always viewed him with skepticism tending toward suspicion. Had his summer
relocations taken him out of the spotlight, he might well have reconsidered the whole issue, or at
least shortened his holidays. But the same advances in communication that allowed him to keep
his finger on the pulse of the world allowed reporters to file their stories from the most out-of-the-
way locales, including the Western Union office in downtown Oyster Bay, and allowed their
publishers to hasten their filings into print in every city in the country for the next edition.”

The White House Comes to Sagamore Hill

Roosevelt’s first summer as president began for him on July 5, 1902. He arrived in Oyster
Bay after commemorating Independence Day in Pittsburgh, where he spoke in favor of
strengthened antitrust laws. The president’s special train was greeted by his three eldest
children, who had come to Oyster Bay earlier with their mother, and hundreds of residents and
tourists who braved a thunderstorm to welcome the village’s favorite son. Accompanying
Roosevelt were George Cortelyou, the president’s secretary; and two stenographers. Two New
York detectives, two members of the recently formed Secret Service, and two Post Office
inspectors followed the president’s entourage the three miles from the Oyster Bay station to
Sagamore Hill.

The next day being Sunday, the president returned to the village to attend services at
Christ Episcopal Church. Secretary Cortelyou took the opportunity to brief reporters on the
nature and expected extent of the president’s vacation and on the effects his presence might
have on Oyster Bay. “The President has planned to make his holiday as brief as possible and get
all the rest he can and freedom from the burden of public affairs,” Cortelyou said. “To that end
he will transact in Oyster Bay only the most immediately pressing business. Everything else will be
transmitted to Washington for attention there, either by the regular White House force, or, in
cases where other action is required, by the various departments... .\ The President will not receive
delegations, and hopes to have all matters intended for him, not of the most pressing
importance, submitted by correspondence.” As for the impact on Oyster Bay: “There will be
no elaborate office established, and the only clerical force will consist of two
stenographers.”™

? Although focused on European imperialism, Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of Empire (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1981), has much to say about the revolution in communications technology.

‘New York Times, July 7, 1902, quoted in Sherwin Gluck, 7R 's Summer White House: Oyster Bay
(Oyster Bay, N.Y.: Sherwin Gluck Publisher, [privately printed], 1999), 25. Though difficult to find,
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During the following week Cortelyou oversaw the establishment of what reporters were
soon calling the “Executive Branch of the Oyster Bay ‘“White House,”” in a small suite of offices on
the second floor of the Oyster Bay Bank Building. The correspondent covering the story for the
New York Times couldn’t help remarking, “In addition to the bank’s offices there are two dentists,
of whom the President might make a choice if his teeth should need attention. In the basement
there is a poolroom, where Mr. Roosevelt could play, if he chose, at the rate of 2 1/2 cents a cue.
Next door there is a saloon.” The suite initially consisted of two rooms, one measuring 10 feet by
12 feet, the other six by eight. These were shortly furnished with five ordinary telegraph wires and
a quadruplex.*

Roosevelt established a summer routine during his first week at Sagamore Hill. He would
breakfast with the family in the dining room, then retire to the library at the front of the house to
meet with Cortelyou, who brought the latest cables and other dispatches. The president would
read the messages, dictate replies (to one or both of the stenographers), sign commissions of
army and navy officers and appointments of postmasters, and conduct whatever other business
required his attention. It the work went quickly he would steal away before lunch for a hike or
horseback ride; otherwise his recreation would await the afternoon, which was typically spent
with his children and often some of their cousins. When the president deemed the day’s work done,
Cortelyou and the office staff would return to the village, where Cortelyou would brief reporters,
the president’s messages would be sent to Washington and their other destinations, and Cortelyou
and staff would prepare for the next day’s audience.

Although Cortelyou managed to enforce the rule of no delegations (a rule dictated as
much by the lack of accommodations in Oyster Bay for groups as by the president’s desire for
privacy), he couldn’t keep individuals from calling less formally. More to the point, he couldn’t
keep the president from inviting the calls. Within days of Roosevelt’s arrival, Cortelyou told the
press that members of the Cabinet had been invited to Sagamore Hill. Members of Congress
soon began arriving as well, along with candidates for federal judgeships, influential state
officials, vsisiting foreign dignitaries, and others who engaged the president’s attention or
curiosity.

Gluck’s compilation of newspaper articles provides a wealth of information about Roosevelt’s
presidential summers. More anecdotal but also more comprehensive is Hermann Hagedorn, The
Roosevelt Family of Sagamore Hill (New York: Macmillan, 1954). Beyond these two works, readers
interested in the operation of the summer White House and in life at Sagamore Hill should look to the
accounts of Roosevelt’s presidency cited above; to Joseph Bucklin Bishop, Theodore Roosevelt and His
Time, 2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1919-20); to Sylvia Jukes Morris, Edith Kermit Roosevelt:
Portrait of a First Lady (New York: Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, 1980); and to Elting E. Morison
and John M. Blum, eds., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, 8 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1951-54). Except where indicated, the Roosevelt letters cited below are from this
collection, which is organized by date.

! New York Times, July 8, 1902, quoted in Gluck, TR 's Summer White House, 26.

? Visitations to Sagamore Hill can be followed in the daily chronologies at the back of volumes 4 and 6 of
Morison and Blum, Letters.
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Invited guests were cleared by Cortelyou’s Oyster Bay office and their names were forwarded
to the Secret Service agents stationed at the top of the drive from the village to Sagamore Hill.
Uninvited guests were turned away; those who persisted were referred to Cortelyou’s office,
where they were usually informed that the president was too busy to see them, but occasionally
talked their way onto the list of invited guests.

Roosevelt’s idea that first summer had been to live much as he had lived during summers
before he became president. This became impossible, partly as a result of circumstance and partly
from Roosevelt’s personality. He had the run of Sagamore Hill and the surrounding hills, forests,
beaches, and waterways, and in these precincts he was rarely bothered by his Secret Service
guards, who largely confined themselves to keeping unauthorized persons off the grounds and
away from the president. But when he went into the village, where the close approach of
strangers could not be avoided, his guards became his shadows, casting an unavoidable and often
uncomfortable aura around his interactions with his neighbors. He discovered that he couldn’t
attend church without causing a sensation. He felt obliged to issue orders through Cortelyou to
the effect that photographers would not be allowed near Christ Church, and that crowds of
onlookers would not be allowed to gather for his arrival and departure.

Nor did the church itself provide much sanctuary. As the anniversary of McKinley’s
September 1901 assassination approached, Roosevelt indicated that a sermon commemorating the
life of his predecessor would be appropriate and appreciated. Instead the rector dwelt on the life
and accomplishments of Roosevelt himself, urged the president to attack the trusts, and
wondered aloud whether the assassination of McKinley wasn’t God’s way of bringing the
American equivalent of the biblical David to power in Washington.

Roosevelt’s reaction was visible even to the reporters who saw him afterward. “President
Roosevelt attended Christ Episcopal Church today,” wrote one, “and at the conclusion of the
services left with angry eyes blazing through his spectacles. Few persons have ever seen the
President quite as enraged and at the same time self-controlled. He was filled with rage like a
man abused by a woman, who is too much of a man to hurt or harm her, and has to be content
with compressing and controlling his anger between his set teeth.”

In time, however, Roosevelt came to terms with the reality that things were different
now that he was president. Oyster Bay and Sagamore Hill could not be the retreats from the
world they had been before 1901, but were—at least whenever the president was there—very much
a part of the larger world. Sagamore Hill might be called the “summer White House,” but the
emphasis in that phrase was clearly on the last two words.

A public reception for the people of Nassau County, hosted by the president and Mrs.
Roosevelt on the grounds of Sagamore Hill, demonstrated the degree to which Roosevelt
acknowledged and adapted to the new reality. Quite unlike anything the Roosevelts had hosted
at Sagamore Hill before, the September 15 reception was, in fact, a late-summer version of the

®New York Times, Sept. 15, 1902, quoted in Gluck, TR 's Summer White House, 51.
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receptions the Roosevelts held at the White House in Washington each New Year’s Day. The
guests came by special train, by stage, by wagon, by horse, by bicycle, and on foot, and began
lining up at the entrance to the grounds long before the scheduled 3 o’clock commencement of
the affair. When some of the large group of police detectives who augmented the Secret Service
that day reported that the visitors were clogging the roads in the vicinity while waiting to get
in, Roosevelt told them to throw open the gates and let the crowd in early. Eight thousand guests
drank lemonade, ate cookies, and shook the president’s hand. The afternoon was a trial for the
Secret Service agents and the detectives, who circulated among the crowd and scrutinized
the receiving line with unrelenting care, and who were assisted in this latter task by the
president’s eldest son, Ted. But the president enjoyed himself immensely, and judged—
accurately, no doubt—that most of those who walked away with a souvenir cup would vote
Republican at the next presidential election.

Reporting the Summer Presidency

Almost no one who had experienced Washington summers in those pre-air-conditioned
days begrudged the president his time at Sagamore Hill. Congress took summers off (unless
the president called a special session, as Roosevelt did on occasion); the Supreme Court took
summers off. In faimess, the president should have his holiday.

Yet the reporters who had to cover the summer White House were hardly happy with
the arrangements there. Many considered Oyster Bay far more of a hardship post than
summertime Washington. “Its roads are muddy or sandy, according to the weather,” wrote a
Boston reporter. “Its sidewalks are few and hard to find; it has but one public house, and that
contains but nine rooms for the use of travelers; there is not a decent restaurant in the place.
There are many one-horse towns on Long Island, but it is doubtful if there is another as
uninteresting as Oyster Bay.”’

Beyond this, the circumstances of reporting on Sagamore Hill made the
correspondents’ task more difficult than in Washington. In Washington, with the White House
literally a stone’s throw from busy thoroughfares, monitoring the comings and goings at the
president’s house was relatively easy; at Oyster Bay, with the president ensconced on his hilltop,
that crucial part of the job was harder. At Washington, reporters entered the White House itself
for their briefings by Cortelyou; here Cortelyou kept them three miles from the president’s living
quarters. Favored reporters—Joseph Bishop, Herman Kohlsaat, Jacob Riis—were occasionally
invited to Sagamore Hill, which made their un-favored peers the more envious, and the editors
of the un-favored correspondents the more anxious for something to print. It also increased
Roosevelt’s leverage with the press in that reporters who wrote nice things about him might
hope for an invitation, while those who criticized would be left forever in the dark.

Camped out in Oyster Bay and desperate for stories, reporters resorted to

" Boston Herald quoted in Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family, 143,
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following the Roosevelt children and quizzing the neighbors. When Archie rode into town on
the pony Algonquin, reporters wrote it up. After Roosevelt returned from an overnight jaunt with
some of the children, reporters cornered a local who had met him coming home. (The fellow got
a laugh, and a couple of column-inches, by relating how he had asked the president, “Been out
all night with the boys?”") After several of the children participated in a village field-day, with
Ted demonstrating his prowess with pistols, a reporter summarized, *“Altogether it was a rip-
roaring event from the standpoint of this sedate place.”

Roosevelt recognized that he couldn’t control everything the press wrote about him and
his family, but he wished the fourth estate would show simple respect. The New York Sun
habitually crossed the line, in the president’s view, prompting him to write the paper’s editor. I
do not know that there is much harm in the stories,” Roosevelt conceded to Paul Dana, but he
suggested they hardly warranted space in any decent paper. “They are not proper stories to be
told about the President or members of his family.” Roosevelt spoke to Dana as one man to
another: “The plain truth, of course, is that I am living here with my wife and children just exactly
as you %re at your home; and there is no more material for a story in the one case than in the
other.”

Even papers disposed to respect the Roosevelt family’s privacy couldn’t resist registering
bemusement at the president’s unusual ideas regarding relaxation. The Chicago Tribune ran a
series of sketches under the heading, “The President is resting at his home at Oyster Bay.” The
sequential panels showed how “He first chops down a few trees,” “Then has a little canter cross
country,” “After which he takes a brisk stroll of twenty miles,” “He then gives the children a
wheelbarrow ride,” “And rests a moment or two [in this picture Roosevelt is swinging wildly on a
hammock].” The final panel delivered the punch line: “By which time he is ready for breakfast.”
On another occasion the same paper described Roosevelt’s week at Sagamore Hill under the
head “Our versatile President and his summer friends’: “Monday: He entertains the champion
tennis player”; “Tuesday: He entertains some old Rough Rider comrades”; “Wednesday: He
entertains some fellow LL.Ds”; “Thursday: He entertains a couple of old-time hunter friends”;
“Friday: He entertains a few fellow politicians’; “Saturday: He entertains some brother historians
and authors.” The New York World, upon learning that the president had ridden to the house
of his uncle, Robert Barnwell Roosevelt, on Long Island’s south shore, 35 miles from Sagamore
Hill, remarked wryly: “Now that the President has proved by actual experience that the trip from
Oyster Bay to Sayville and back can be made on horseback, with what new discovery will he
next thrill a waiting nation?”"°

¥ Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family, 154-55.
® Theodore Roosevelt to Paul Dana, quoted in Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family, 156.
' Chicago Tribune and New York World quoted in Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family, 172, 180, 235.
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Securing the Premises

While reporters were trying to get close to Sagamore Hill, the president’s security detail was
trying to keep people away. Given the circumstances of his accession to the presidency—upon McKinley’s
assassination—it was only natural for the Secret Service to take particular precautions for the
president’s safety. Roosevelt wasn’t the most cooperative client. He adopted a rather fatalistic
view of his situation, reckoning that if anyone were willing to trade his life for the president’s there
was little that could be done to stop him. Roosevelt frequently carried a pistol, but he
appreciated that in a crowd—such as those that came to Sagamore Hill—he’d never be able to
defend himself against a determined assassin.

The Secret Service, however, took no such fatalistic view and from the first its officers
determined to defend the president’s life, with their own lives if necessary. Agents based for
the summer in the village were assigned rotating shifts at Sagamore Hill. (How many were on duty at
a given time varied according to circumstances and was, for obvious reasons, kept confidential.)
During the day and at other times when traffic up the road could be anticipated, a guard
monitored the entrance and checked identities against a list of expected visitors. At deliberately
irregular intervals agents roamed the perimeter and the rest of the property. The house itself was
guarded around the clock.

The security proved advisable from the start. Early the first summer a powerful-looking
man came up the road demanding to see the president. With some difficulty the guard managed
to shoo him away, but only after surmising that he wasn’t quite right in the head. It tumed out
that the man had been a priest and had been defrocked for some crime or sin; in his anger he
hoped Roosevelt could make his situation right.

A more alarming incident occurred during the second White House summer at Sagamore
Hill. In this case the intruder came armed and got into a fight with the guard who refused to let
him pass, even though—or especially because—he said he was supposed to marry Alice. The
noise caused Roosevelt to do exactly the wrong thing; the president appeared at the door of the
house, silhouetted by the light at his back, a perfect target for an assassin, as this man was trying to
be. “I wanted to kill him,” the man admitted afterward. “I had my shooting-iron ready.” And so he
did: a 32-caliber, pearl-handled revolver. Roosevelt typically made light of the incident.
Returning inside, he told Edith that the noise was simply the Secret Service dealing with a
drunk. Later, when it was suggested that the man was unbalanced, the President remarked
mischievously: “Of course he’s insane. He wants to marry Alice.”!

Roosevelt occasionally slipped his security leash, leaving the Secret Service wondering
where he had gone and if he had been kidnapped. But he ultimately came to terms with this
infringement on his freedom. “The secret service men are a very small but very necessary thorn
in the flesh,” he wrote Henry Cabot Lodge. “Of course they would not be the least use in
preventing any assault on my life.”” But they did help keep the

"Hagedorn, Roosevelt Family, 181-82; Brands, TR, 558.
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unwanted away—"‘as you would realize if you saw the procession of carriages that pass through the
place, the procession of people on foot who try to get into the ]Z:)Iace, not to speak of the
multitude of cranks and others who are stopped in the village.”'

Improvements and Upgrades: Oyster Bay

The president’s second summer at Sagamore Hill began earlier than his first. Indeed, the
advance work for Roosevelt’s return commenced in May 1903, The Brooklyn Standard Union
described the activities even as it reflected on their meaning;:

Preparations are now going actively forward for the transfer of the Presidential
offices from Washington to the “summer capital,” at Oyster Bay, L.I. This
movement bodily of the working equipment of the executive office of the Nation to
the retreat chosen by the Chief Magistrate as the scene of his vacation is an
innovation introduced by President Roosevelt. Other Presidents, notably
McKinley, were wont, in their day, to indulge in long vacation absences from the
seat of government, but for the most part they contented themselves under such
circumstances with a single secretary and stenographer, leaving the remainder
of the executive office force at the White House, through which indeed most
of the public business was transacted.

However, the increase in the scope of governmental affairs, now that Uncle
Sam has become a world power, renders impossible a continuance of this simple
plan. It has remained for the resourceful Mr. Roosevelt to meet the exigencies of
the new condition by virtually removing the White House offices to the little village
on the north shore of Long Island during the summer months. According to present

plans, the White House staff will be doing business at the new stand by July 1,
and it is unlikely that the Presidential business will move back to the city on the

Potomac earlier than Oct, 1.1

As the Brooklyn paper intimated, the White House operation was more extensive the
second summer than the first, and to accommodate the larger operation it secured larger
quarters. Moore’s Building had just opened at the northeast corner of Main and South Streets
in Oyster Bay, on the site where the landlord, James Moore, had owned a grocery store for some
years. The new structure, a two-and-a-half story brick building in the Queen Anne style, featured a
mansard roof and a peaked tower that commanded Oyster Bay’s busiest intersection. James

12T'R to Henry Cabot Lodge, August 6, 1906, in Joseph Bucklin Bishop, Theodore Roosevelt and His Time,
2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1919-20), 2:22.

i Brooklyn Standard Union, May 1903, quoted in Gluck, TR s Summer White House, 55.
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Moore had moved his store into the new building’s first floor during the spring of 1902, but a
year later the second floor remained underutilized. William Loeb, Jr., who had been Roosevelt’s
personal secretary as vice president and then assistant to George Cortelyou, had been promoted
to presidential secretary when Cortelyou was named secretary of the new Department of Labor
and Commerce; it was he who arranged the lease of space in Moore’s Building for the expanded
White House summer operation. For the remaining summers of Roosevelt’s presidency, Moore’s
Building served as the home away from home of the executive office of the president.

Though larger than the previous accommodations, the new digs were hardly elaborate.
A reporter for the Cleveland Plain Dealer toured the facilities and rendered them for readers
in Ohio:

The presidential offices “over the corner feed store opposite the dry goods store and
just below that saloon,” as one Oyster Bayan describes them, are neat and clean
but not ornate. There are a half dozen small rooms with a large array of
windows. The reception parlor into which visitors are ushered is not arrayed
with a view to the encouragement of large delegations. It is ten by twelve feet
in size, has bare floors, and white finished walls. An electric bulb hangs
pendant from the center of the ceiling. There are two windows and one door.
The furniture consists of: one split bottomed chair, one rocking chair, a steam
radiator, a pile of newspapers in the corner. The other rooms have rugs, desks,
typewriting machines. There are no plctures on the walls and no books except a shelf
of reference works over the secretary’s desk."

Besides offering more space, the new facilities boasted better communications technology.
A direct, dedicated telegraph line linked the Moore’s Building offices to the White House, as did a
similar telephone line. As had been true of the Oyster Bay Bank Building offices, a telephone line
linked the new offices to Sagamore Hill. Besides assuring Loeb and his assistants secure and
instant access to the capital, the lines to Washington allowed the State, War, and Navy
Departments to share the latest intelligence from around the globe. As a reporter who toured
the facility explained, “The telephone office is never closed night or day, and by means of the
direct wires to Oyster Bay it will be possible to promptly inform the Chief Executive of any new
event which might threaten to disturb the peace of the world.” The new facilities also enabled
the president to hold long-distance Cabinet meetings with the department secretanes back in
Washington, although he apparently never availed himself of this opportunity. "

" Cleveland Plain Dealer, Aug. 9, 1903, quoted in Gluck, TR’s Summer White House, 90.
'S Brooklyn Standard Union, May 1903, quoted in Gluck, TR 's Summer White House, 56.
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In fact, Roosevelt rarely set foot in the Moore’s Building offices. Rather, he communicated
with the outside world almost exclusively through Loeb, and he almost always talked to Loeb
face-to-face. Roosevelt never liked telephones; as a result the line between Moore’s Building and
Sagamore Hill was used by the Secret Service far more than by the president.

Cortelyou’s initial announcement in 1902 had given the impression that the president
would not be conducting much business while at Sagamore Hill, but by the second summer the
procession of visitors to the president’s summer home looked very much like the processions of
visitors to the White House in Washington—except that many of the Sagamore Hill guests
looked tired and annoyed from having had to travel so far to find the president. On one day—July 7,
1903—Roosevelt greeted Secretary of State John Hay, Senator Marcus Hanna of Ohio, Senator
Charles Fairbanks of Indiana (who would later become Roosevelt’s vice president), and Senator
Thomas Kearns of Utah. On July 22 of the same year the Sagamore Hill guest list included
Senator Thomas C. Platt of New York (Roosevelt’s old sponsor and sparring partner from his
days as governor), Congressman Joseph Cannon of Illinois (who was about to become Speaker
of the House), Governor Richard Yates of [llinois, Republican gubernatorial candidate Morris
Belknap of Kentucky, and Ambassador (to Germany) Charlemagne Tower. On August 14 the
president hosted Treasury Secretary Leslle Shaw, Interior Secretary Ethan Hitchcock, and
Senator Shelby Cullom of Illinois."

Somewhat more in keeping with the holiday motif, but no less serious, were the
president’s outings on Long Island Sound to observe various naval exercises. In August 1903 the
U.S. North Atlantic Fleet steamed into Long Island Sound and anchored off Lloyd’s Neck Point,
not far from Sagamore Hill. From the piazza of his house, Roosevelt could easily observe the four
long lines of vessels, each stretching two miles from east to west, but for the formal review he
went aboard the presidential yacht Mayflower, itself a converted warship, and cruised up and
down the lines, greeting the captains of the ships and acknowledging the salutes from the vessels’
guns. “It required two hours for the President to complete his round of visits,” a reporter
covering the exercise explained, “and at the end of his tour every ship in the fleet except the
destroyers had saluted him twenty-one times, a total of 6,300 guns.”"”

The Sagamore Hill summer of 1904 was shorter than the previous ones on account of the
election that year. The highlight of the season was Roosevelt’s nomination for president by the
Republican Party. The decision for Roosevelt was pro forma. “Barring a cataclysm I shall be
nominated,” the president predicted to his second son, Kermit, the day before the convention
gathered “There is a great deal of sullen grumbling, but it has taken more the form of resentment
against what they think is my dlctatlon as to details than against me personally. They don’t dare
to oppose me for the nomination.” ' Yet the candidate, even if he happened to be president of

'8 Morison and Blum, Letrers, 4:1359-61.
1" New York Times, Aug. 18, 1903, quoted in Gluck, TR’s Summer White House, 97.
TR to Kermit Roosevelt, June 21, 1904,
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the United States, was required by custom to await patiently the outcome of the deliberations.
Roosevelt filled his time with his usual outdoor exploits. On the Fourth of July, Gifford Pinchot
joined the president and Mrs. Roosevelt for an all-day picnic in a rowboat. Later that month
Roosevelt led his gang of boys on a tramp. Writing to James R. Garfield, the son of the former
president and a man who shared Roosevelt’s tastes in recreation (Roosevelt would name him
secretary of the interior), the president described the adventure:

Our imitation of your point-to-point walk went off splendidly. I had six boys
with me, including all of my own except Quentin. We swam the millpond (which
proved to be very broad and covered with duckweed) in great shape, with our
clothes on; executed an equally long but easier swim in the bay, with our clothes
on; and between times had gone in a straight line through the woods, through
the marshes, and up and down the bluffs... I did not look exactly presidential
when 1 got back from the walk.

In a postscript, Roosevelt added the denouement: “Last night I spent camping with Kermit,
Archie and two of their friends. We went in two rowboats, and camped eight or ten miles off
down the sound. I fried beefsteak and chicken, and Kermit potatoes; we all decided that the
cooking was excellent and the trip a success.”"

On July 27 Roosevelt received the Republican delegation that officially notified him of
his nomination. More than fifty leaders of the (G.O.P. trekked to Oyster Bay and up Sagamore
Hill; the president, in formal dress and accompanied by Edith and the children, greeted the
guests on the piazza. Speaker Cannon delivered a speech of notification which largely
reiterated the party platform. Roosevelt responded with a longer speech of his own, endorsing
the same themes, congratulating his administration on its past performance, and predicting similar
success in a second term. Following the speeches, the guests found shade under the trees
scattered about the lawn and the Roosevelt children served lemonade and ice cream.

Improvements and Upgrades: The North Room

i

The experiment of making a summer White House of Sagamore Hill proved so
successful that the Roosevelts soon considered expanding the place. The constant stream of
visitors strained the capacity of the house on the hill; equally to the point, as the world
discovered that this president, unlike most of his predecessors, didn’t take summers off,
Sagamore Hill increasingly had to stand in for the real White House in affairs of state.

The prime mover in the decision to expand appears to have been Edith. Theodore didn’t
mind greeting visitors in his rumpled vacation clothes and he probably would have been happy to
continue receiving them in his modest library by the front door. But Edith, who had just finished

TR to James R. Garfield, July 13, 1904.
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renovating the White House at Washington, had firmer notions of etiquette and wanted to put a
better foot forward. The Washington renovations had included construction of the West Wing,
which housed the offices of the president’s staft, and had freed up space in the main building for
formal receptions and the like. In Oyster Bay, Moore’s Building functioned as the local equivalent
of the West Wing, but nothing was the equivalent of the Main Hall or East Room of the White
House. Because the Sagamore Hill addition would be paid for with their own money (taxpayers
funded the changes at the White House in Washington), Theodore and Edith waited to go ahead
until after his 1904 reelection, which guaranteed that Sagamore Hill would be the summer
White House for four more years. They engaged architect and friend C. Grant La Farge to
design a room to be added to the north side of the house, one grand enough for the most
distinguished guests yet not so formal as to upset the domestic ambience of the rest of the
house. (It also had to be big enough to accommodate most of Roosevelt’s game trophies, which
Edith wanted to move out of the hall and dining room.)

Theodore and Edith had specific ideas about the annex. “About the windows,” Roosevelt
wrote La Farge in January 1905, “we do not want fransoms or windows that open in or out. We
want windows that open up and down with outside blinds.” La Farge had suggested a skylight.
“We are a little doubtful as to whether the skylight is advisable. It might be more care than it was
worth.” On the other hand, they liked the fireplace La Farge had sketched, and offered only
minor revisions. “Would having the four pillars and the wood back of them, and the wood above
the fireplace, of handsome wood look incongruous? We love your plan with the bay windows and
with the pillars as a feature, and the big fireplace.”™

The work was done during the spring of 1905 and by the time the family arrived for that
summer their old house had grown considerably. Roosevelt was quite pleased with the change.
“You cannot imagine how delighted I am with the new room,” he wrote La Farge. “Really I like
it better than any room in the White House, which, as you know, is my standard of splendor.”
To Henry Cabot Lodge he declared, “1 am thoroughly enjoying Oyster Bay, and I want to
show you the north room, which Grant La Farge made. We think it delightful.”*'

Home vs. Office

The addition of the North Room—which, aside from the installation of the telephone,
was the primary structural concession to the president’s official duties—solved some of the
problems of running the White House out of a family home, but not all. Between the North
Room, where Roosevelt hosted small gatherings of his most distinguished guests, and the
piazza, where he received the larger crowds he couldn’t or wouldn’t invite indoors, the

**TR to Christopher Grant La Farge, January 27, 1905.
*I'TR to Henry Cabot Lodge, July 18, 1905, quoted in Hagedorn, Reosevelt Family, 233,
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expanded house met most of the president’s needs for greeting guests. As per his practice in
Washington, he regularly invited eclectic groups to lunch, served around the large table in the
dining room. At such meals the conversation would range over history and art and literature and
politics and biology and diplomacy, with Roosevelt serving as linchpin while the guests
contributed their expertise. Afterward the group would adjourn to the piazza if the weather was
nice, or the library or the North Room if it wasn’t. “In one afternoon,” Archie Roosevelt recalled
of his father in those days, “I have heard him speak to the foremost Bible student of the world, a
prominent ornithologist, a diplomat and a French general, all of whom agreed that Father knew
more about the subjects on which they had specialized than they did.”*

Most guests left the same day they came, which was why lunch rather than dinner was the
more public meal. As the accommodations in Oyster Bay were meager, and because New York
City was but an hour’s train ride away, visitors from a distance typically stayed in the city.
Special guests were fetched from New York or the Connecticut shore by the presidential
dispatch boat, the Sy/ph, and brought to one of the docks on Cove Neck; the well-heeled (J. P.
Morgan, for instance) came on their own yachts,

Some visitors were invited to spend the night in the guest bedrooms on the second floor.
These, most frequently, were personal friends of Theodore and Edith, people they had known
since long before the presidency and who had visited Sagamore Hill before it became the summer
White House. Henry Cabot Lodge, Owen Wister, Grant La Farge,

Hermann Speck von Stemberg, and Jacob Riis fell into this category. Now and then, visitors
whose primary connection was political spent the night. Charles Fairbanks was one; James J.
Wadsworth was another. An August 12, 1903, conference that included Senators Alllson
Spooner, Platt, and Aldrich ran all night, making unexpected guests of the bunch. >

One special visitor was Baron Kentaro Kaneko, the Japanese foreign minister, who
happened to be a Harvard classmate of Roosevelt’s from the 1870s. The baron was in the country
on business—in response to Roosevelt’s offer to mediate an end to the Russo-Japanese
War—but the Sagamore Hill visit was mostly personal. He hiked and swam with Roosevelt, and
ate dinner with the president, Edith, and son Quentin. He and Roosevelt talked until eleven, at
which point Roosevelt led Kaneko to his guest room by candlelight. “Where else in the world,”
Kaneko recalled later, “could a similar snuatlon have occurred: a President leading his foreign
visitor upstairs by the light of a tallow dip?”**

(Another Asian visitor was similarly impressed. The special envoy from China’s dowager

Z Hagedorn, Roosevell Family, 236.
¥ Chronologies in Morison and Blum, Letters.

* Hagedormn, Roosevelt Family, 216.



The Summer White House 49

empress declared that Sagamore Hill had excellent feng shui, “better feng shui indeed than any
other house I have seen in America except Mount Vernon,” >

Edith, as mistress of Sagamore Hill and First Lady, tolerated the political and diplomatic
comings-and-goings. But to a greater degree than her husband she drew a distinction between the
White House in Washington, which was the nation’s house first and the Roosevelts® only by
election, and Sagamore Hill, which was the family’s house first and the nation’s by invitation.
She generally joined her husband for the luncheons with guests, letting the conversation flow
around her, and then retired to her parlor across the hall.

On occasion, however, Edith refused entirely to take part. Grand Duke Boris Romanov
of Russia, the brother of Czar Nicholas, was traveling in the United States during the summer
of 1902 and indicated a desire to meet the president. The Russian ambassador conveyed the
request, with a strong recommendation that the president invite the grand duke to Sagamore
Hill. More than most second sons of royalty, Boris amused himself in dissipation, and he
seemed to enjoy his reputation as a rake. Had Roosevelt been merely a private citizen he never
would have let Boris anywhere near his house, but as president he was willing to put his personal
moral code aside. Edith simply couldn’t. At first she told Theodore that the grand lecher should
never sully Sagamore Hill by his presence, that her house was not the White House, whatever
function it served during summers. Finally, though, a diplomatic solution was discovered. She
arranged to be invited to a neighbor’s house on the day the grand duke was to visit Sagamore
Hill; Roosevelt, without offering apology, let her absence speak for itself. Neither he nor she
publicized 