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THEODORE ROOSEVELT: THE ART OF “SPEAKING SOFTLY”
In a world order today fraught with inscrutable complexities and disarray in global
affairs, it is refreshing to learn of a president who successfully navigated the
th
difficult diplomatic waters of the early 20 century. Theodore Roosevelt was a
sophisticated internationalist, quite comfortable dealing with far flung Czars and
Emperors on the global stage. His presidency revealed a unique personal
diplomacy that dealt with a range of delicate foreign events in the turbulent years
leading up to World War I. Even Henry Kissinger has given high praise to TR
stating, “Roosevelt commands a unique historical position in America’s approach
to international relations. No other president defined America’s world role so
completely in terms of national interest, or…so comprehensively with the balance
of power.”
Theodore Roosevelt, arguably our most literate president, was famous for
believing in the maxim, “speak softly and carry a big stick, you will go far”. Most
remember the big stick part, but overlook the shrewdness and creative diplomacy
required to speak softly. This artful interplay of both strategies is TR’s winning
formula---- and one on full display during the Portsmouth Peace Conference
TR bridged an inflexible divide between two countries who could not muster the
moral courage to embrace peace-- by successfully mediating a peace treaty to end
the Russo-Japanese war. Executing an imaginative “back-channel diplomacy” of
trusted international friends and advisors which displayed his unique brand of
global peacemaking, TR was acclaimed for his exceptional leadership with the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1906. His triumph fulfilled his foreign policy vision of a global
balance of power among the fractious international nations at the turn of the
twentieth century.
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As we review TR’s role at Portsmouth, it must be remembered he never was
present at the conference negotiating table with Russia and Japan. He spent all of
the critical weeks during the negotiations in August, 1905 working at Sagamore
Hill. Though he was out of sight, he was hardly out of the mind for the two
antagonists. His use of his back channel diplomacy, his spirited and highly
effective letter writing and his direct entreaties to both the Czar of Russia and
Emperor of Japan would all turn the tide towards a final solution at Portsmouth
Japan was winning the war on the battlefield with Russia, soundly defeating them
on land and sea. After 18 months of bloody conflict, Japan believed it had
achieved most its war goals and secretly asked TR to arrange a peace conference
with Russia in the spring of 1905. Through TR’s back channels, he convinced the
Czar of Russia to come to the peace table, though reluctantly as it still believed it
held the upper hand militarily in terms of manpower and sheer will to continue
the bloodshed. But Russia had large scale domestic issues with revolutionary
uprisings for a greater democratic voice in the government and pressing financial
constraints as well especially after their ally France refused to continue to finance
the war effort.
The site selection of where to meet would not start well. Each side had their own
opinion. Russia wanted Paris, Japan suggested Cheefoo in North China, and TR
suggested The Hague in the Netherlands. Paris was a comfortable place for Russia
since it was the capital of their closest ally; Japan wanted no part of that. Cheefoo,
within a stone’s throw from all of Russia’s humiliating defeats, was too painful a
reminder. TR’s rationale for The Hague was that it was the seat of the new
arbitration tribunal that could create a more conciliatory climate for negotiations.
However, the Japanese were deeply distrustful of any locations with any
European influences.
Since both countries had indicated Washington as a back-up choice, the President
seized on it recognizing this would put him closer to the peace meetings, and his
persuasion. Kaneko urged the American capital as well emphasizing the country’s
prestige would be enhanced in world circles.
But Washington had its drawback upon further analysis--- lack of security for the
negotiations with other embassies nearby and TR did not want to be near the
discussion as it might have a dampening effect on the negotiations.
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TR stated his criteria for the conference’s location, “I am taking steps to choose
some cool, comfortable and retired place for the meeting.” But it needed to
embrace other important considerations:
The setting had to be free of distractions and large populations. A smaller
community would be conducive to a “negotiations climate,” but required large
enough living accommodations for the influx of visitors. Many cities tendered
their credentials—Bar Harbor and Portland, Maine, Atlantic City, New Jersey and
Newport, Rhode Island.
One city met all these criteria and had one other advantage—a navy base.
Kittery, Maine (across the river from Portsmouth, NH) had been home to a navy
shipbuilding and repair base since 1800. Its official name was the Portsmouth
Navy Yard, and familiar territory to the President. As Assistant Secretary of the
Navy, he had visited here a number of times for naval inspections. TR’s love of
naval strategy and the minutiae of maritime warfare had merged neatly with his
authoring the definitive book on the War of 1812.
By now, TR had made up his mind—it would be New Hampshire, with Portsmouth
as the chosen spot. Both Cassini and Takahira took the lead from the President,
and quickly agreed to the Portsmouth site.
The Portsmouth Peace Conference would last for nearly 3 weeks into late August,
1905. TR was kept informed of Japanese actions by envoy Kaneko Kentaro,
usually shuttling vital information he sifted the daily cables from Komura.
Reporters were stationed everywhere ready to besiege the Baron as he stepped
off the train on his way to Sagamore Hill. It became a standing joke why Kaneko
was visiting his old friend, the President, with a wink of the eye. In effect, he was
part of the conveyor belt of secretive news from Portsmouth to the summer
White House. His back channel contacts with John O”Laughlin, the Chicago
Tribune journalist who was at Portsmouth, and the daily reports from
Ambassador Meyers in Russia and Cecil Spring Rice, UK diplomat in St Petersburg,
made the U.S. President fully up to date on Russian intentions and decisions.
However, an impasse was brewing midway through the negotiations and it
seemed likely the meetings would collapse.
This would be a major
embarrassment to TR and America, as well as have the potential to expand the
conflict to include other European colonial powers that had key interests in the
Far East.
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The President realized now, without a deeper intrusion, the negotiations were on
a track to failure. Going through the Russian delegation at Portsmouth was
fraught with too many hurdles for his mediation efforts. Both Russian negotiators,
Witte and Rosen, were hostile to any outside prying at this point. Time was of the
essence, and TR escalated the stakes. He chose to bypass the envoys and take the
negotiations out of their hands. He would write to the Czar directly as he had
before. It was time for Ambassador Meyer and him to work in tandem again.
st

On Monday the August 21 , TR took Kaneko into his confidence when he
composed his first appeal to the Czar via Meyer with copies to Witte, Paris and
Berlin. They retreated into his study. Each paragraph was minutely reviewed with
Kaneko proffering his opinion as to the exact wording and their intended
persuasiveness. It must have been strange for this Japanese diplomat to have
access to such a critical letter to his adversary’s monarch. TR valued Kaneko’s
insightfulness and firmly believed both were aligned for an immediate end to the
war. Upon Kaneko’s return trip to New York, he dutifully sent to Komura a
recreated copy of TR’s letter. However his memory must have lapsed as his
version in his diary differs significantly from the true one sent to St. Petersburg.
At this point, TR had taken exclusive responsibility for reclaiming Portsmouth from
the ashes. Meyer would be the messenger, TR the craftsman of the message:
(paragraphs in bold, are author’s comments)
I earnestly ask Your Majesty to believe in what I am about to say and to
advise I speak as the earnest well-wisher of Russia, and give you the
advice that I should give were I a Russian patriot and statesman. . . .

Since he had written the Czar previously, these opening lines assumed a
kinship TR believed existed between the Czar and himself. This may not
be the case, but his message assumed it did. Affirming his
understanding that Japan had made concessions to drop two of the
demands and agreed to the division of Sakhalin, he continued,

I find, to my surprise and pleasure, that the Japanese are willing to
restore the northern half of Sakhalin to Russia, Russia, of course, in such
case to pay a substantial sum for the surrender of territory by the
Japanese, and for the return of Russian prisoners. It seems to me that if
peace can be obtained substantially on these terms it will be both just
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and honourable, and that it would be a dreadful calamity to have the war
continued. . . .

TR’s message demonstrated Japan had loosened her stance on a
number of important issues to Russia and real progress was being made.
Knowing the sum for the northern portion is “substantial” and would be
an obstacle to overcome by Russia, his words softened the impact. He
emphasized Japan was actually “surrendering” this part of the island—
additional evidence Japan strongly desired peace. He concluded the
letter with a warning.

Let me repeat how earnestly I feel that it is for Russia’s interest to
conclude peace on substantially these terms. No one can foretell the
result of the continuance of the war and I have no doubt that it is to
Japan’s advantage to conclude peace. But in my judgment it is infinitely
more to the advantage of Russia. If peace is not made now. . . in the end
Russia would be shorn of those East Siberian provinces, which have been
won for her by the heroism of her sons during the last three centuries. . . .
It seems to me that every consideration of national self-interest, of
military expediency and of broad humanity, makes it eminently wise and
right for Russia to conclude peace substantially along these lines, and it is
my hope and prayer that Your Majesty may take this view.

TR’s use of the word “substantially” inferred further negotiations would
be to Russia’s advantage based upon what he personally knew of Japan’s
fervent desire to reach an agreement. His basic intention was to prolong
the discussions and not terminate the conference. His term, “broad
humanity,” foreshadowed his later appeals to both the Czar and Tokyo—
the conclusion of peace had broader, more global ramifications beyond
just the self-interests of Russia and Japan.
TR now ratcheted up the volume with Japan. He was working on multiple tracks
and at this juncture, decided to drop all pretenses with Tokyo.
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On Friday, TR sent a second follow-up cable to the Japanese focusing on both
Japan’s greed and their magnanimity. It was a pointed succinct letter that
reiterated his belief Japan was “wrong” for pursuing the war for money only. The
Czar by this date had agreed to divide the island, thanks to his good offices.
Plainly, it was Japan’s turn to show good faith. Continuing the war was not worth
it. She would “eat up more money than she could get back from Russia.” It was
also true, Japan, if peace came, could have access to both French and U.S. bankers
for loans to rebuild her coffers.
Now TR added a new slant for Tokyo’s consideration—driving home the risk of
being blacklisted by the community of nations, which they so desperately wanted
to avoid. He ended his letter drawing on a global view of morality:
Ethically, it seems to me that Japan owes a duty to the world at this crisis.
The civilized world looks to her to make peace, the nations believe in her,
let her show her leadership in matters ethical no less than in matters
military. The appeal is made to her in the name of all that is lofty and
noble, and to this appeal I hope you will not be deaf.
During these frustrating days, TR imagined how he would like to march the Czar
and his ministers (and most likely the Japanese) to the end of Cove Neck and run
them violently down a steep grade into the sea! But reality took hold of his
senses. His appeal to the gravity of Japan’s reputation in the world arena, he
believed, would receive a more sympathetic ear in the corridors of the Emperor’s
palace.
As the President further injected himself into the proceedings, the Russian’s ill will
toward him shot up proportionately. Journalist John O’Laughlin was shuttling
th
between both sides at Portsmouth. In his five-page letter on the 24 to TR, he
described the pressure cooker the Russians were in—they want an end to the war
but won’t pay a “kopek.” The reality of the power game in negotiations was
hitting home. Who was going to back down first? Witte and company were
displacing their anger on the President. O’Laughlin believed they were motivated
by the belief he would use his influence to convince the Czar to yield on a
payment, as he had done with Sakhalin. In an effort to publicly discredit TR,
insidious comments were leaked to the press to portray the mediator’s efforts in
a negative light.
Rosen held the most hawkish mindset of the Russians. If the meetings failed, the
embarrassment would be the President’s. Privately, he told his associate, “Why
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did Roosevelt interfere in our negotiations. Let him bear the consequences,
whatever they may be.”
th

In a second cable sent to Meyer and Witte on the 25 , TR again emphasized to
Nicholas all the future calamities that would befall Russia if she continued on her
current track. He urged both countries to “face the accomplished facts” of their
mutual situations; and the “whole world” believes it is in everyone’s vital interests
to have peace. Witte forwarded the letter to St. Petersburg, thanking the
President, but expressed no appreciation for his good intentions.
TR was pulling out all the stops with his back channel too with entreaties to both
France and Germany via Jusserand and Speck. The Kaiser responded with yet
another appeal to his cousin. The French, ever fearful of being blamed if
Portsmouth failed, could not overcome their timidity.
What more could be done was unknown to all.

The Czar was growing impatient with Japan’s delays. This only gave his war tribe a
greater opportunity to whisper in his ear victory on the battlefield was still within
their grasp. Besides, in the minds of many Russians, the Japanese were playing
th
them for fools. Finally on the 28 , Witte received a cable from Nicholas flatly
proclaiming the war would continue, negotiations must end, and all prior
agreements were cancelled. Although Witte and Rosen both knew the
implications of this message, they disagreed on what to do next. Rosen, hawkish
and loyal to the Czar, said Witte was obligated to follow his government’s orders.
Witte was cut from a different cloth. Like TR, he possessed the similar qualities of
character and courage. At this hour of decision, he took the path for peace.
The Czar was being emotional and headstrong; Witte was rational and pragmatic.
The Russian envoy wrote what a stupendous mistake it would be to withdraw
from Portsmouth now. The world would view Russia as guilty for continuing the
war, particularly if Japan would concede to her demands. The final meeting must
happen. Witte had to listen to Japan’s response to Russia’s latest ultimatum. He
sensed peace was in the offing.
Only those immersed at Portsmouth would know that—not the Czar sitting
thousands of miles away. Boldly saying “nyet” to his leader was definitely the
right decision.

~
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When Tuesday arrived, many were nervous with the anticipation of the unknown.
It was natural to think the worst. Witte had drafted a cable announcing the failure
of the conference, if needed. He had also devised a secretive plan. By casually
asking for his cigarettes, it would signal a cable to be sent alerting the Czar the
meeting was still deadlocked. This would be the nod to renew the war and
unleash Russia’s fresh corps of one million battle-tested troops.
In the event of the meeting’s collapse, TR also had drafted a message for Melville
Stone of the Associated Press. Russia would be blamed for the breakup,
denouncing their hard line and unreasonableness in wanting peace. If there were
sides to take, TR would favor Japan.
When the Russians arrived at the navy yard, Komura was waiting. He asked Witte,
Rosen and Takahira to join him for a private informal meeting. It lasted forty-five
minutes.
Finally, Witte emerged, smiling broadly, declaring, “Well, gentlemen, it is peace! I
congratulate you. The Japanese have given in on all points.”
Applause and loud cheers pierced the tense air. Korostovetz could not contain
himself giving Witte a big Russian bear hug.
The Japanese were visibly despondent, realizing they were the ones who had
blinked first.
The regular session needed to occur as a formality. Witte read a statement that
no payment would be made for the northern half of Sakhalin. Komura responded
by dropping the indemnity if Russia would cede the entire island; Witte refused.
Finally, after a long silent pause, Komura said in the interest of peace, the
Japanese government would accede to the division of Sakhalin with no indemnity.
Calmly, Witte accepted.
It was done; peace had prevailed.
The long journey to Portsmouth was at an end.

When news of the peace at Portsmouth circled the globe, exclamations of joy and
ovations of tribute were genuinely bestowed on the American President. Even
Pope Pius X believed it “was the happiest day of my life . . . thank God for
President Roosevelt’s courage.” But these congratulations were tempered with a
belief, by some, that the price for peace was high. Many Americans privately
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thought of the risks of future entangling alliances, and how consoling it had been
to be isolated from the rest of the world’s troubles. The citizens of Japan would
express their condemnation of having been cheated out of what was rightfully
theirs—spawning a wave of anti-American sentiment. The Czar grumbled he had
been hoodwinked into a settlement, though he later conceded peace was to
Russia’s benefit. TR enjoyed the fanfare, but felt also he was somehow being
over-praised.
In the end, however, the consensus reverberated that this was a Rooseveltmanaged peace, imaginatively accomplished by his unique personal diplomacy.
One of the Russian delegates at the negotiations summed up his thoughts:
The treaty could never have been concluded had it been negotiated
anywhere else than at Portsmouth, and if the influence of President
Roosevelt had not been exercised all along in the cause of peace with a
persistence which commanded the admiration of us all. . . .
History has given TR due credit for having swayed Japan to forego the indemnity
demand. Britain begrudgingly admitted it was Roosevelt’s direct appeal to the
Emperor, via Kaneko, which persuaded them. In his letter to the Czar, Kaiser
Wilhelm wrote it was “Roosevelt who has made nearly superhuman efforts to
induce Japan to give way. He has done a great work for . . . the whole world.”
However, TR was not without his American critics who disparaged his
intervention, and its unwelcomed results.
Mark Twain thought the Portsmouth treaty prolonged the reign of the autocratic
Nicholas thus delaying the revolutionary reform movement in Russia, and laid it
all on TR’s doorstep. Others felt Japan had been saved from financial ruin, thus
increasing their power hold on Eastern Asia. There is merit to this claim, as the
ensuing decades will reveal a much more militaristic Japan. Even TR’s law
professor at Columbia, John Burgess, lambasted his former student in saying, “the
Peace of Portsmouth was one of the most disastrous things that has ever
occurred to the peace of the world.”
TR’s grand role model in his political life was Abraham Lincoln. He knew, as
Lincoln did, the impossibility of satisfying all the people, all the time. TR brushed
many of his criticisms aside. He believed the treaty was not only good for Japan
and Russia, but “also a mighty good thing for me too!”
American newspapers offered an array of praises to him: “Theodore Roosevelt
stands unchallenged as the world’s first citizen”; “the crowning achievement of
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his brilliant career”; “Admiration for the President’s splendid success is the first
sentiment of (all) Americans.”

The pendulum of militancy and peacemaking was indivisibly part of the genetic
makeup of TR. He saw them inseparable but also symbiotic. He insisted the path
to peace must travel the road of justice. In his quest for global goodwill, duty
sufficed to be a motivator regardless of the risks involved. That is why he
undertook the challenge of ending the Russo-Japanese War. Many disagreed with
his tactics during his presidency, but peace was always his goal.
There may be good reason why TR is more remembered than understood. The
seeming incongruity of comprehending the implications of his belief that a “just
war may be the highest duty”—or of speaking softly and carrying a big stick—add
up to quite a complex individual. Residing within this uncommon man, however,
was a flawless vision of how and what he wished to accomplish. As one author
noted, “under maximum pressure Roosevelt was sunny, calm and unnaturally
clear.”
Henry Kissinger made the point TR, “approached the global balance of power with
sophistication by no other American President. . . .” This may border on excessive
praise but it is true TR possessed a unique set of skills in his foreign affairs with
many diverse world leaders. His artistry displayed, in his diplomatic negotiations,
a facility “to allow his opponents the chance to save face, as long as the essential
victory was his.”

Stanley Wien, October, 2019

Note: The source for this summary is taken from the author’s book, Ambassador for Peace:
How Theodore Roosevelt Won the Nobel Peace Prize.
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