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A Lifelong passion for
wildlife and wilderness
led Theodore Roosevelt
to champion conservation
as president.

Leading Way
the

As the only U.S. President to be born in New York City, Theodore
Roosevelt may have seemed an unlikely candidate to become
one of the nation’s greatest defenders of wild lands. But by the
end of his last term, Roosevelt had added five national parks;
had enabled the commander-in-chief to protect areas of natural
beauty, scientific, or historic value as national monuments;
and had stood on the edge of Yellowstone’s geysers and slept
beneath the giant sequoias of Yosemite.
Ever since his childhood, Roosevelt had a sharp eye for natural
history and a love for the outdoors. When he took office in 1901,
he was poised to use his lifelong passion to direct public policy
at a peculiar environmental moment. At the turn of the century,
America was in the midst of a nature renaissance. The public
appreciation for wildlife was escalating through the growing
nature study movement, widespread reading of authors such as
naturalist John Burroughs, and declining transportation costs—
not to mention inventions such as the bicycle and binoculars—
that facilitated amateur nature exploration. On the other hand,
industrial America was encroaching on wild landscapes, species
such as the Passenger Pigeon were disappearing en masse, and,
in 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner had declared the frontier
“closed.” At this juncture, a strong leader to direct the nation’s
attitudes toward wildlife was in high demand.
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A close circle
of advisors
shaped
Theodore
Roosevelt’s
attitudes
toward
conservation.

Frank Chapman

As the first chief of the United
States Forest Service and
a founder of what is now the
Yale School of Forestry and
Environmental Studies, Gifford
Pinchot would become one
of Roosevelt’s top advisors
on conservation issues during
his presidency. Pinchot’s
philosophy of wisely using
natural resources laid the
groundwork for the modern
“sustainability” movement and
greatly influenced Roosevelt’s
policy. Throughout his two terms
in office, Roosevelt created
or enlarged 150 national forests.

John Burroughs

John Muir

A preacher of the wonders of wilderness,
preservationist John Muir led Theodore Roosevelt
on a famous camping tour of Yosemite in 1903.
Roosevelt recalled a night sleeping under the
sequoias: “It was like lying in a great solemn
cathedral, far vaster and more beautiful than any
built by the hand of man.” Soon after his return,
Roosevelt began persuading Congress to add
Mariposa Grove and Yosemite Valley to Yosemite
National Park, a measure that would succeed in 1906.

Theodore Roosevelt formed a bond with the
famous nature essayist John Burroughs, whom
the President viewed as one of the greatest
American nature writers of all time. So close
was their relationship that Roosevelt called
John Burroughs “Oom John,” Dutch for uncle.
In 1903, Burroughs launched a crusade to safeguard
writing from so-called “nature fakers” in
a highly publicized literary controversy, and
in 1907, Roosevelt publicly entered the still-raging
debate by officially endorsing Burroughs. The John
Burroughs Association has been headquartered
at the Museum since Burroughs’s death in 1921.
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Ornithologist Frank Chapman was a long-time
curator at the Museum and helped shape
Roosevelt’s views on protecting birds. Roosevelt
once told Chapman in a letter now housed in
the Museum Library that “the destruction of the
wild pigeon and the Carolina paraquet [sic] has
meant a loss as severe as if the Catskills or the
Palisades were taken away.” Inspired by Chapman’s
photographs of pelicans and moved by his plea
to save Florida’s Pelican Island, Roosevelt made
it America’s first federal bird reservation in 1903.

While Roosevelt’s executive power allowed him to translate his passion for
nature into policy, he didn’t act alone. This was also a time when the leaders of
politics and industry took famous excursions and kept personal correspondence
with environmentalists and nature writers. Roosevelt “camped and tramped”
through Yellowstone with naturalist John Burroughs, who was also a close friend
of Henry Ford and Thomas Edison; kept a steady correspondence with Museum
ornithologist Frank Chapman about the state of American birds; and spent several
days exploring Yosemite with John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club. “I fairly
fell in love with him,” Muir recounted after his famous 1903 camping trip with
the President, who would go on to add all of Yosemite to Yosemite National Park.
Roosevelt’s cohorts taught him not only the art of preserving nature in its
pristine state, but also that of conservation: sustainably using nature in a way
that would keep it from running dry for future Americans. In Gifford Pinchot,
the first Chief of the United States Forest Service, Roosevelt found a trusted guide
on forestry policy and an advisor for developing wild lands without destroying
them. As Roosevelt said of Pinchot in his autobiography, “[A]mong the many,
many public officials who under my administration rendered literally invaluable
service to the people of the United States, he, on the whole, stood first.” All of these
alliances left a lasting impact on Roosevelt’s views of nature and how it might
be protected. What was more, Roosevelt was the friend they needed in office to
realize their dreams for saving the Yosemite Valley, the egrets, the Catskills, and
the forests at a time when the future of such things was uncertain.
Part of Roosevelt’s love for nature and hope to preserve it also included
hunting. While Roosevelt was not merely a man of his times, and often received
sharp criticism from contemporaries for his hunting excursions, the President’s
outdoor pursuits stemmed from his vast knowledge of the natural history
of wildlife. “I have never been disturbed by the President’s hunting trips,”
wrote John Burroughs. “It is to such men as he that the big game legitimately
belongs—men who regard it from the point of view of the naturalist as well as
from that of the sportsman, who are interested in its preservation, and who
share with the world the delight they experience in the chase.” The Boone and
Crockett Club, cofounded by Roosevelt, established a hunters’ code of ethics
and was one of the first conservation groups to effectively protect wild game.
Looking to the future, Roosevelt envisioned a new model for America’s pursuit
of wild animals, partly inspired by the photographs of Frank Chapman. “More
and more, as it becomes necessary to preserve the game, let us hope that the
camera will largely supplant the rifle,” Roosevelt wrote in the introduction to
A.G. Wallihan’s 1901 Camera Shots at Big Game.
Roosevelt’s contagious love for wildlife and wild places may be his most
enduring legacy, living on through policy and legislation. While President, he
designated five national parks, including Crater Lake National Park in Oregon,
depicted in the marten diorama of the Hall of North American Mammals. And
in 1906, Roosevelt signed the Antiquities Act, which allowed the president to
designate national monuments—sites of scientific or cultural importance on
federal lands—without waiting out the long, often contentious congressional
haul of adding national parks. Today, scientists from the Museum’s Center for
Biodiversity and Conservation are among those who build on Roosevelt’s work
in their study of Palmyra Atoll, part of the Pacific Remote Islands Marine National
Monument established in 2009 under the legislation Roosevelt signed into being.
As scientists plumb the atoll’s relatively untouched coral walls and isles, they’ll
research how to save ecosystems that Roosevelt never saw, but whose protection
he surely would have championed.
Visit the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Hall to learn more about Theodore Roosevelt’s
life, his conservation efforts, and his enduring legacy.
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Theodore Roosevelt Memorial
Reopens October 27
On October 27, Theodore Roosevelt’s 154th
birthday, the Museum will officially reopen
the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial and the
Hall of North American Mammals. The
reopening launches a year of celebration
of Theodore Roosevelt’s dedication to nature
and his instrumental role in fostering the
American conservation movement, both of
which were inspired by his lifelong association
with the Museum.
Designed by John Russell Pope and dedicated
in 1936, the two-story Memorial—which includes
the Central Park West entrance, the Theodore
Roosevelt Rotunda, and the Theodore Roosevelt
Memorial Hall on the first floor—serves as New
York State’s official memorial to its 33rd Governor
and the nation’s 26th President, a lasting tribute
to Roosevelt’s powerful conservation legacy.
The Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Hall on the
first floor will tell the story of Roosevelt’s life and
passion for protecting wildlife and wilderness
through never-before-seen objects from the
Museum’s collections and interactive exhibits.
Sections of the exhibition profile Roosevelt
the Young Naturalist, discovering his passion
for the natural world and for science during his
childhood and adolescence; Roosevelt as
a Firsthand Observer of the near-extinction of
bison during his adventures in the American West;
Roosevelt as the Conservation President, the first
to make environmental conservation a priority
of his administration; and Roosevelt the Lifelong
Explorer, whose passion for natural history and
adventure continued long after he left office.
At the center of the hall, a life-size sculpture
of Roosevelt seated on one of four benches
around a large medallion invites visitors to take
a moment to contemplate Roosevelt’s legacy and
the urgency of conservation efforts today.
Restoration of the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial
Rotunda, Memorial Hall, and exterior façade were
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Construction
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