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PROFESSIONAL

READING

REVIEW ARTICLE
MAHAN AND THEODORE ROOSEVELT:
THE ASSESSMENT OF INFLUENCE*

Commander Michael T. Corgan, U.S. Navy

Assessments of American politics
and international relations in the two
decades around che turn of the century
abound with words like confidence,
rising power, and imperialism. After
some of the unpleasant realities of being
a world acror had been brought home to
Americans hy the 1960s and 1970s,
many schalars, particularly revisionists
who had recvaluated the cold war,
turned their attention to the period in
which the United States entered fully
into the arena of international politics.
With the new century, no longer was
the country o engage in what the
diplomatic historian Walter Weyl called
“diplomacy de luxe”™ hut rather the
dynamism rhat had conquered and
setcded the North American continent
(crroneously called che lasc frontier;
much of South America and all of
Siberia had yet 1 be serrled) began o
surge across the occans. Spain, the last
of the old world powers in the
Americas, was expelled in 1898 and the
United States began to acquire what
some hoped and others feared was the
beginning of an compire,

Onc of the most dramatic signals of

world stuge was the cruise of the Great
White Fleet from 1907 to 1909, Two
names are most readily associated with
that venture. They are, of course, the
President, Theodore Roosevelr, and the
apostle of scapower (indeed, the term is
his coinage ), Alfred Thayer Mahan, The
rise of unashamed American imperial-
ism has long been artributed to
Theodore Roosevelt ahove all others in
public life. The rise of [9th-century
navalism, which provided the where-
withal for America’s overscuas activities,
is properly ascribed primarily o the
influence of Alfred Thayer Mahan. It
seemed quite natural then, especially in
view of explicic professions of the facr,
to look to an influence of Mahan on
Roosevelr, even as navalism influenced
imperialism.

Throughout the first six decades of
this century, historians have made just
such an assessment of the influence of
the naval thinker on the naval sceretary
who became a navalise president. Not
only did the logic of evenrs indicate this

*Peter Karseen, “The Nawre of ‘Influence’:
Roosevelr, Mahan and che Conceprof Sea Power,”
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but Roosevelt himself, with his full
praise of Mahan, also led historians and
analysts to the same conclusion. A
renewed look at the beginnings of
American "impetialist” involvement,
howevet, has led at least one writct to
conclude, “Rather than continuing to
argue that Mahan ‘influenced” Roose-
velt, it would be more meaningful and
accurate to say that Roosevelt ‘used’
Mahan.™

The question of who inference whom
when two contemporaries with
essentially the same attitudes and
beliefs ate operating in the same
general line of endeavor is usually to be
decided in favor of some degree of
reciprocity as in the case, say, of Haydn's
and Mozart's string quarters. But in the
case of Mahan and Roosevelt it can be
shown, as this paper will essay, that in
areas of naval and national strategy as
apposed to naval operations and tactics,
it was indeed Mahan who influenced
Roosevelt. For many years the
“standard” works on Mahan and
Roosevelt have accepted the facr that
Roosevele's ideas on navies and
seapower were shaped by the wrirings
and personal influence of Mahan and
have buttressed this idea with any
number of quotations of Roosevelt
praising the writings of Mahan,
Biographies by Puleston,? Livezy,? and
O’'Garat are chief sources of this idea,
but more general works like the
Sprouts’ The Rise of American Naval
Power,® Barhara Tuchman's The Proud
Tower,® or Gabriel’'s The Courre of
American Democratic Thorght’ have
also drawn the inference from the
sequence of Mahan's published wrirings
and Roosevelt's public statcements that
the direction of influence was from
Mahan to Roosevelr,

However, an arricle hy Peter Karsten
that looks specifically at the Mahan-
Roosevele relacionship in terms of who
influenced whom comes to a rather
different conclusion.? In his The Naval

Mahan's time as a cultutal and political
entity that had considerable influence
on the thinking about international
affairs by Amcticans. In his article,
however, Karsten argues that the
common analyses of the influence of
Mahan are unsound because they do not
take into account certain anomalies in
the evidence. Several examples of
qualified or guarded praisc hy Roosevelt
are cited as proof. For example,
Roosevelt comments that Mahan's
second “Influence”™ book does not
“contain any new ideas of first-rate
importance.” Karsten also points out
that in his autobiography Roosevelt
credits Mahan's writings with produc-
ing only "a slight change.”1° In fucthet
assessment of the relationship Karsten
notes the occasions when Mahan had to
appeal to Roosevelt, among others, for
help in geeting himself out of difficulties
his penchant for literary activiries
scems to have goteen him into, More
importantly, though, it is argued that
Roosevelt was already a naval historian
himself and bis history of the War of
1812' antedates Mahan's earliest work,
The Gulf and Inland Waters, by a year
and appeated 8 years before the book
that was to make Mahan famous.
Roosevelt was alrcady a navalist when
Mahan came along. To use a favorite
phrase of Karsten's, “the ideas were in
the air.”!?

Thus Karsten's conclusion, “"Roose-
velt ‘used’ Mahan.”'"* Karsren concedes
that Mahan may have played "a past in
the development of some of Roosevelt’s
ideas; it was no/ the lead parc™™
{original emphasis).

| have summarized the bucden of
Karsten's article because it presenis the
case in chief for rhose who favor the idea
that in matters of naval affairs and
strategy or, for that marccer, in
international political outlook,
Roosevelt was his own man and
specifically not a disciple of Mahan, The
most recent biographies of the two

https I HAAPA A IS ATS L0 HENS e Y Db isssgh 0w the influence, in one case
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explicitly, of what can be characterized
as the revisionist school of writing
abour these apostles of American
imperialism, Edmund Mocris' The Rive
of Theodore Roosevelt'? accepts
Karsten's viewpoint that the relation-
ship between the two men is at leost
complex and Morris notes that “facts
recently uncovered’ (he means
Karsten's arcicle) suggest it was
Roosevelt who influenced Mahan's
thinking. Robert Scager's biography of
Mahan'® does not treat che subject of
Mahan's influence on Roosevelt
cxplicitly, but it is clear that Seager
regards Mahan as something of an
oddity and makes only brief reference 1o
Mahan's influence on worldwide naval
thinking. The biography is, as Seager
admits, based largely on the available
letters of Mahan and aspires to be a
“psychological” portrait. More of
Seager's prejudice than Mahan's seem
to be revealed.

The influence of Alfred T. Mahan's
writings on most of the world’s major
industrial countries and their leaders
seems undeniable. Even Karsten
somewhat implicitly concedes rhis.
Barbara Tuchman notes in The Prowd
Tower that even though Mahan was not
physically present at the Second Hague
Conference, his spirit was still one of
the most powerful influences.'” How is
it then that Mahan can be argued not to
have been the significant influence on
such a navalist president as Theodore
Roosevelt? [n fact, 1 would argue,
Mahan did influence Roosevelt’s
thought on naval matters just as most
writers on the two men have held. The
evidence is strong that Mahan did so
and Karsten's reinterpretation of
available evidence—Morris” statement
notwithstanding, there were no
“recently discovered facts™ in Karsten's
article—more asserts than demon-
strates the independence or precedence
of Roosevelt's thought,

Essentially Karsten makes two points

ship in support of his thesis. One is that
Roosevelt did, from time to time, show
annoyance with Mahan or thar he
persistently “intermingled with each of
the panegyric reviews of Mahan's
works ... seriously qualifying phrases.™8
The second point is that Roosevelt had
been, in his own right, a student of naval
theory and glohal power politics long
before Mahan began his writing career.
Each man did in fact write a naval
history of the War of 1812, Karsten
feels this is an important point in
evaluating the two men. One may agree
and still come to a rather different
conclusion about what the comparison
shows.

Theodore Roosevelt had a lively,
active mind that went well with his
being a man of action. But for his
constant championing and carrying out
of the life of strenuous exertion, he
might well have been an intellectual. He
had a lifelong interest in things naval
(two of his uncles had been Confederate
naval officers} and it is not surprising
that he should produce, as his first effort
in adult life after college, a book on the
naval war of 1812, Nor is it surprising
that he should come to read others’
books on naval subjects with an
informed and critical mind, Thus
qualifying phrases do appear “persis-
tently” (if not frequently) in his reviews
of Mahan's works. But they must be
halanced against the overwhelming
preponderance of laudatory remarks
and whether or not they are “seriously
qualifying” is a matter of judgment.
Some examples may illustrate.’ On
Mahan’s first “Influence” work
Roosevelr did offer the comment that
Mahan "shows conclusively what many
historians have felt.” Mahan's historical
writing was based entirely on secondary
sources, on what historians had wricten,
and presumably cheir feelings as well as
their explicit words were what Mahan
used to consecruct his thesis. To borrow
what has been said of Darwin, Mahan

publiRONsy 8. Ransers eoMahsfite lakiofns, 1088w what cveryone had seen and
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thought what no one had rhought. It is
precisely the genius of Mahan’s chought
that he used availahle data, partially
realized inferences, and avenues not
previously fully explored to make his
argument. Roosevele did not and could
not argue that Mahan's explicit theses
were Common Currency.

Roosevelr, Karsten continues,
comments that Mahan's second
“Influence” book (The Influence of
Seapower on the French Revolution and
Empire, published in 1892) did not
contain "any new idea of first-rate
importance.” This comment, too, can
hardly be taken as a “serious qualifica-
tion" when it is considered that rhis
second work is really a continuation of
the firsc. [tdid and was meant to provide
further illuscration of the ideas
presented in the earlier work, as the
author's preface notes. A more telling
case against Mahan's influence can be
made by turning to Roasevelt's
autabiography, published in 1913. Here,
to he sure, only one passing mention is
made of Mahan bur then the auto-

~biography is the story of the actions, not
ideas, of a man of action. In any event,
when Karsten notes that Roosevelt
credited Mahan's writings with
producing only a “slight” change he
does not tell us that Roosevelt is talking
about Mahan's immediate influence on
American puhlic opinion and not at all
on Roosevelt himself. It is clear from
the bulk of Roosevelt's writings on the
subject thar he was both convinced of
the rightness of Mahan's views and
dismayed at the relative slowness of the
American public (o adopt them. A
possible explanation for Roosevelt's
impression is given below. If there is a
case to be made against Mahan having
influenced Roosevelr, the latrer’s
“serious qualifications,” as Karsten
styles them, of praise for Mahan's works
do not provide anyching like convincing
evidence,

Now to a fact that Karsten makes a

and Mahan wrote a history of naval
actions in the War of 1812, and
Roosevelt’s had appeared 18 years
carlicr: Roosevelt's account is seirring
and intensely patriotic (if somewhat
embarrassingly racist and jingoist by
today’s standards). His purposes were,
he says, to provide an important account
of the actions and to draw lessons from
the past as a guide to present naval
policy.?® As a historian Roosevelt
bettered Mahan in one respect, for he
did make greacer use of primary source
material, but he was also rather
opinionated. For example, Thomas
Jefferson was “"perhaps the most
incapable executive that ever filled the
exccutive chair.”?! Llsewhere he notes
that the war's ourcome was a humili-
ating defeat—for Britain.22 He credits
privateers with being "of incalculable
benefie wo the United States” and
causing “enormous damage to the
foe.”23 Roosevelr drew, for him, the
obvious conclusion that a larger navy
would have accomplished a great deal
more, but just what he does not say. It
should not be inferred, however, that
the main part of Roosevelt’s hook is
analysis. The vast preponderance of texe
is given over to descriptions, in loving
detail, of the practices and customs of
scamanship and ship fights. Battles are
recounted in volley-by-volley detail. 1t is
quite technical and difficule for all but
the most ardent lay enthusiase to follow.
In short, Roosevelt's study had juse that
sort of technological orientation that
Mahan strove so earnestly to overcome
among his students at the Naval War
College.

Mahan's work on the War of 1812 is
primarily one of analysis and argumen-
tation. Indeed, one might wish for a bit
of Roosevelt's color and verve. The first
60 or so pages are a discussion and
explication of British naval policy in the
period cavered by all three “influence”
works (1060-1813). This is the most
fully worked out exposition in Mahan'’s

http&ERktslstnthoYitsnthaboth Roesgvsls issspenvre of what is obviously for him
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almost an ideal of naval policy. Mahan's
discussion then turns to the war iself
and, in particular, he treats the marerial
and moral results of the baceles, much
more so than did Roosevelt.

Mahan, of course, shared Roosevelt's
conviction thata lacger navy would have
been of more use to the United States
but, using essentially the same evidence,
comes to quite different conclusions on
several of the effects of the naval parcof
the war, Firse, Mahan disagrees with
Roosevele thar the ship-to-ship duels on
the high seas were decisive. Rather, he
argues, these victories were delusory for
they indicated a naval serength thae did
not exist at all.?> Mahan argued that the
privatcers were not effective as an
adjunce to American naval power.#6
They only served to deaw serength away
from the American Navy in competing
for skilled seamen.?” He specifically
disputes the contention, held by
Roosevelt among others, that privateer-
ing inflicted any substandial harm on
British commerce. In the mater of
warfare on the lakes Mahan differs with
Roosevelt on the propriety of American
strategy, the aim of British strategy, and
s0 on. Mahan concludes that privateer-
ing, gwerre de cowrse in general, is
usually an ineffective use of the
resources availuble to build naval power,
Finally, he raises a point not addressed
at all by Roosevelr, ie., the deterrent
effect that even a small hut respectahle
navy would have had when Brirain was
embroiled in continental wars (cf.
Hamilton's Federalivi, Number 11).

Though the two men use many of the
same sources in their retelling of the
war, rhe books have significant
differences. Roosevelo’'s is mostly
concerned with individual episodes,
with serting the record straight on what
he considers the anti-American bias of
some British writers, and with
demonstrating the idea that a larger
navy would have been able "materiadly
fea| affect the result of the war”

the War of 1812 must be seen in the
context of his writings as one of a series
demonscrating his philosophy of
seapower and irs relation to national
greatness. Mahan is concerned with
larger themes and works on a broader
canvas than Roosevelt. Mahan's
concluston about the need for astronger
navy goes beyond Roosevelt's to assert
that such a navy, as few as 20 ships of
the line, would have deterred the war
altogether.??

The difference in purpose and level of
sophistication in these rwo works is not
surprising when one considers that
Roosevelt began his work as an
undergraduate at Harvard in 1880 (and
finished it on his honeymaoon) whereas
Mahan's work appeared 15 yeurs
following publication of the book that
had brought him world fame and after
he had spent years in lecturing at the
War College in Newport and in
correspondence with the eminent
historians and navalists of his day. What
is surprising is that Karsten should
wonder why Roosevelr then asked
Mahan's permission to refer to the
latter's study of the War of 1812 in the
1906 Presidential message to Con-
gress. In thar message, Roosevelt told
the Congress that for an illustration of
what could happen to an America with
insufficient naval power "nothing could
be more instructive thana rational study
of the War of 1812, as is told, for
instance, by Captain Mahan.''3!
Curiously enough, Karsten overlooks
what seems to be a racher solid support
of his general thesis. In a letter to James
Roche, Roosevelr notes that 1 was as
disappaointed as you with Mahan's War
af 1812. He is a curious fellow, for he
cannot write in effective shape of the
navy or of the fighting of his own
country.” 2 This appears, at first glance,
to he more than a serious qualification,
but I find that Roosevelt's evaluation is
in censonance with my own, What is
objected to is not the quality or

Publféneipinal £ mgphiis) M migitsOshhs, 10gdghtness of Maban’s work, but its
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appeal. The point of view is also
consistent with Roosevelt's remark,
given abave, in his autobiography to the
cffect that Mahan's writings had made
only a “slight change” in the public
mind. With himself and other members
of the government, it was a different
stoty.

Karsten answers his own question on
this account in terms of the two men
agreeing to play roles, ie., Roosevelt
“the man of acrion” and Mahan “the
man of thought.” Moreover, Karsten
notes, Mahan's reputation as an
accomplished and recognized historian
quite naturally elicited an attention that
Roosevelt wished to make use of. While
that idea may be true, it does not in any
way account for the fact that Mahan's
work is by far the superior analysis and,
for that mareer, a superior advocacy of a
strang navy, especially for an informed
audience. Roosevelt's motive need not
be ascribed to any calculating and
instrumental use of Mahan's reputation
as a naval historian; his motive for using
Mahan's work may be more readily
attributed to the fact that Roosevelt, the
sometime historian and part-time
navalist, knew a more rigorous work
when he saw it.

If there is a case to be made for
Roosevelt being very much his own
man in deciding about naval marters, it
is in the area of technology and its
application to the Nayvy. Mahan became
involved in a dispute with then Le Gdr.
W.S. Sims in 1905 about the types and
calibers of guns to be included in the
new American bartleships being built
just after the turn of the century. Mahan
was less well grounded in technical
matters than the scope of his writings
would suggest. Unfortunately for him,
he based the most important of his
conclusions, viz., guns of scveral calibers
were the optimum design, on some
misinformed journalism coming out of
the Russo-Japanese War.3? Proponents
of the all-big-gun battleship, led by Sims

Mahan's books, after his War of 1812
were basically reeditings of earlier
articles and lectures he had produced.
This is the clearest case of Roosevelr's
not heing under the afflatus of Mahan
and yer Karsten devotes only one
paragraph to the macter, and that
something of an afterchought.

If Mahan's lack of influcace on
Roosevelt on naval matters is to be
shown, the proper method would be to
make a parallel study of Mahan's
writings and then Roosevelt’s state-
ments and writings, particularly after
the latter began holding office as
Assistant Secretary of the Navy. If, in
view of their personal conversadions
and cotrespondence, most of which is
rather well documented, itcan be shown
that Rooscvelt's views tended to reflect
those articulated and espoused by
Mahan no more so than before, it would
certainly be a reasonable inference that,
by and large, Mahan had not influenced
Roosevelt. This would be more
persuasive cvidence than the sort of
statements Karsten and others make
about Rooscvelt's infrequently modified
praise for Mahan. In fact the results of
such a study are to be found in David H.
Burton's Theodore Roorevelt: Confi-
dent Imporialicr 3 Burton emphasizes
the point that "As interested as
Roosevelt was in the lessons that naval
history offered, he was more cager that
these lessons be made intelligible to his
fellow Americans.”*? While one need
not go so far as Burton in saying thar
"Roosevelt came markedly under the
spell cast by Captain Mahan,” it is
worth noting Burton's point that when
Roosevelr, as Assistant Secretary of the
Navy, wished to convince his superiors
or friendly Congressmen of some
matter or another of naval gospel, it was
inevitahly to Mahan that he turned for
that rationale.

If Mahan was not afways persuasive
with Roosevelt in naval matters,
particularly those in the arca of

httpsdigisheR BN Ry UIRYG §AVEN - ROV i1 /iss6/echnology, Mahan was a powerful
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influence on Roosevelt's thinking on
the size and purposes of navics,
Moreover, Mahan's writings went far
beyond abstract considerations of naval
and sca power and into the policies
needed to sustain such power and,
concomitantly, the policies that such
power could sustain. In what was for the
United Srates the relatively new area of
overseas policymaking, one of the
strong influences on the development
of Roosevelt’s thought was none other
than the same Captain Mahan. Again,in
this matter, as in the matter of navies
generally, Roosevelt had strong
tendencies formed in his earlier years.
Bur again, his ideas and later his policies
showed the effect of his having read the
works of John Hay, W.W. Rockhill,
Brooks Adams, and Alfred T. Mahan, At
one point he wrote to Mahan, T take
your views |of Hawaiian acquisition |
absolutely, as indeed 1 do on foreign
policy generally.”?? Professor Burton
traces this development of Roosevelt's
thought on foreign affairs, particularly
Far Lastern matters, to a number of
sources but certainly one of these was
Mahan’s book The Problem of Asia’® [n
this work Mahan argues for the
exclusion of Russian (one almost says
Soviet) influence by some sort of an
Anglo-American-Japanese alliance.
This in fact is the policy that Roosevelr,
not baving elsewhere advocared it, sets
outr to construct on his accession to
office. Howard K. Beale notes that "The
concepts on which Roosevelr based his
plans for action in the I'ar East are
strangely like whatr Adams and Mahan
wrote, "*? Mahan's writings on
geopolitics did not confine themselves
to the Far Last. He was one of the first
to recognize the value of an [sthmian
canal to U.S. naval interests™ and from
this viewpoint there grew his recogni-
tion that Germany was in a position to
prove a threat to American interests in
the Caribbean. Beale nortes that
Roosevelt’s awareness nf Germany's

of the United States was helped by
Mahan's writings on international trade
and markets."! Certainly the Germans
saw this influence for Kaiser Wilhelm 11
styled Mahan, in 1898, as "our greatest
and most dangerous foe,"%? Several
years later, in 1905, Roosevelt could
write that Germany “respects the
United States only insofar as it believes
our navy is cfficient.”? This idea of the
deterrent value of a navy is one of the
arguments advanced in Mahan's War of
1812 that had not been emphasized in
the earlier works. If in March of 1906
Roosevelt felt this work was ineffective
for the inspiration of the American
people, he certainly made use of ideas
when he went o Congress in December.

Theodore Rouvsevelt was a man of
many parts bur virtually all of his
biographies describe him as a man of
action. There were, of course, the early
scholarly efforts and all his life he wrote
reviews and articles for publication, but
his primary activity was politics. He had
a well-informed sense of the destiny and
importance of the United Srates and
clearly envisioned a permanent larger
role for the country in world affairs long
before he sent the Great White Fleet on
its cruise in February 1907, Even earlier
than his idea of a world role for the
United States came his fascination for
ships, navies, and the aura of the
strenuous life of manliness and daring
with which he is so identified.

One may contrast Roosevelt's change
from budding scholar to public figure
with chat of Alfred Thayer Mahan—
naval officer and Civil War veteran
turned historian and geopolitical
thinker. The two men were obviously in
harmony on almost all areas of thought
concerning the importance of a
powerful navy o the United States and
the importance of a powerful United
States in world affairs, By far the greater
study and more comprehensive working
out of a theory or even a philosopby of
nmaval power and national greatness was

Pub’l ﬁ'lejélﬁy'-ll]lgul(]%lvaﬁ(wnu 1f'eg r‘léitgfég?ﬁ%lons ltgglélt of Mahan. When two men of
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inquiring, active minds and similat
interests and inclinations begin an
association, it is likely thar each shall
fnfluence the other as Karsten has
contended. He is not alone in this,
however, for most serious writers on
Roosevelt's thought and outlock, Beale,
Harbaugh, and others, hold that there
was some mutuality of influence. Bue it
is also clear from those who have
studied che progression of Roosevelt's
public statements and political actions
that these took particular form and
expression from the work of Mahan,
That this should be so seems only
natural when consideration is given to
how much more time Mahan spent on
working out his ideas than did
Roosevelt on his,

One can see how Roosevelr "used”
Mahan, fot example, in some of the
letters the former wrote to Henry Cabot
Lodge. Lodge shared similar outlooks
with Mahan and Roosevelt and the
latrer would often encourage Lodge to
read the latest article by Mahan on a
subject of mutual interest in order to see
the fullest expression of the ideas
Roosevelt had.* This is not to say that
Roosevelt always agteed with Mahan.
In technical naval matters President
Roosevelt held opinions counter to
Mahan's and even instructed the Navy
on revising its coaling methods while on
his 1908 cruise to Panama. While he
usually incorporated Mahan's thinking
into his own, he did occasionally
disagree with Mahan. Disagreements
on substance were rare, however. What
Roosevelr did do was to modify Mahan's

thought in otder to cranslate it int
maote intelligible terms. He was, after
all, a politician and not primatily a
thinker. So the relationship between the
two men musr be scen as Roosevelt
being more than an “understudy™ to
Mahan on the one hand and Mahan's
being more than a phrasemaker ot
speechwriter for Roosevelt on the
other.

If it is not too heretical to suggest,
what Roosevelt supplied to Mahanian
thought was something very much like
what Marxists call "praxis’ or
philosophy in action. Mahan's thought
on seapower and national greatness
went far beyond the sophistication
Roosevelt had developed or probably
ever meant to develop. What Roosevelt
meant todoand whathedid dowasto put
thougiits into action. And when it came
to seapower and national greatness the
thoughts and ideas were in large part
thase of Alfred Thayer Mahan.

Roosevelt's own final words on that
subject came in a letter of condolence to
Mrs. Mahan just after her husband died.
“I not only intensely admited the
Admisal, but regarded him as one of the
greatest and most useful influences in
American life. He was one of those few
men who leave a permanent mark on
history and literatare, aside from their
profound and far-reaching influence on
contemporary thought.”** And one
contempotary whose thought and
actions were subject to thar "profound
and far-reaching influence” was the
Commander in Chicf of Mahan's Navy
and his country.
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