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The tone of the officers' mess was very high. Everyone seemed to realize that he had
undertaken most serious work. They all earnestly wished for a chance to distinguish
themselves, and fully appreciated that they ran the risk not merely of death, but of
what was infinitely worse —namely, failure at the crisis to perform duty well; and
they strove earnestly so to train themselves, and the men under them, as to minimize
the possibility of such disgrace. Every officer and every man was taught continually
to look forward to the day of battle eagerly, but with an entire sense of the drain that
would then be made upon his endurance and resolution. They were also taught that,
before the battle came, the rigorous performance of the countless irksome duties of
the camp and the march was demanded from all alike, and that no excuse would be
tolerated for failure to perform duty. Very few of the men had gone into the regiment
lightly, and the fact that they did their duty so well may be largely attributed to the
seriousness with which these eager, adventurous young fellows approached their
work. This seriousness, and a certain simple manliness which accompanied it, had
one very pleasant side. During our entire time of service, I never heard in the officers'
mess a foul story or a foul word; and though there was occasional hard swearing in
moments of emergency, yet even this was the exception.

The regiment attracted adventurous spirits from everywhere. Our chief trumpeter was
a native American, our second trumpeter was from the Mediterranean—I think an
Italian—who had been a soldier of fortune not only in Egypt, but in the French Army
in Southern China. Two excellent men were Osborne, a tall Australian, who had been
an officer in the New South Wales Mounted Rifles; and Cook, an Englishman, who
had served in South Africa. Both, when the regiment disbanded, were plaintive in
expressing their fond regret that it could not be used against the Transvaal Boers!

One of our best soldiers was a man whose real and assumed names I, for obvious
reasons conceal. He usually went by a nickname which I will call Tennessee. He was
a tall, gaunt fellow, with a quiet and distinctly sinister eye, who did his duty
excellently, especially when a fight was on, and who, being an expert gambler,
always contrived to reap a rich harvest after pay-day. When the regiment was
mustered out, he asked me to put a brief memorandum of his services on his
discharge certificate, which I gladly did. He much appreciated this, and added, in
explanation, "You see, Colonel, my real name isn't Smith, it's Yancy. I had to change
it, because three or four years ago I had a little trouble with a gentleman, and—er—
well, in fact, I had to kill him; and the District Attorney, he had it in for me, and so |
just skipped the country; and now, if it ever should be brought up against me, I
should like to show your certificate as to my character!" The course of frontier justice
sometimes moves in unexpected zigzags; so I did not express the doubt I felt as to
whether my certificate that he had been a good soldier would help him much if he
was tried for a murder committed three or four years previously.

The men worked hard and faithfully. As a rule, in spite of the number of rough
characters among them, they behaved very well. One night a few of them went on a
spree, and proceeded "to paint San Antonio red." One was captured by the city
authorities, and we had to leave him behind us in jail. The others we dealt with
ourselves, in a way that prevented a repetition of the occurrence.

[...]

While the officers and men were learning their duties, and learning to know one
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another, Colonel Wood was straining every nerve to get our equipment—an effort
which was complicated by the tendency of the Ordnance Bureau to send whatever we
really needed by freight instead of express. Finally, just as the last rifles, revolvers,
and saddles came, we were ordered by wire at once to proceed by train to Tampa.

Instantly, all was joyful excitement. We had enjoyed San Antonio, and were glad that
our regiment had been organized in the city where the Alamo commemorates the
death fight of Crockett, Bowie, and their famous band of frontier heroes. All of us
had worked hard, so that we had had no time to be homesick or downcast; but we
were glad to leave the hot camp, where every day the strong wind sifted the dust
through everything, and to start for the gathering-place of the army which was to
invade Cuba. Our horses and men were getting into good shape. We were well
enough equipped to warrant our starting on the campaign, and every man was filled
with dread of being out of the fighting. We had a pack-train of 150 mules, so we had
close on to 1,200 animals to carry.

Of course, our train was split up into sections, seven, all told; Colonel Wood
commanding the first three, and I the last four. The journey by rail from San Antonio
to Tampa took just four days, and I doubt if anybody who was on the trip will soon
forget it. To occupy my few spare moments, I was reading M. Demolins's
"Supériorité des Anglo-Saxons." M. Demolins, in giving the reasons why the
English-speaking peoples are superior to those of Continental Europe, lays much
stress upon the way in which "militarism" deadens the power of individual initiative,
the soldier being trained to complete suppression of individual will, while his
faculties become atrophied in consequence of his being merely a cog in a vast and
perfectly ordered machine. I can assure the excellent French publicist that American
"militarism," at least of the volunteer sort, has points of difference from the
militarism of Continental Europe. The battalion chief of a newly raised American
regiment, when striving to get into a war which the American people have undertaken
with buoyant and light-hearted indifference to detall has positively unlimited
opportunity for the display of "individual initiative," and is in no danger whatever
either of suffering from unhealthy suppression of personal will, or of finding his
faculties of self-help numbed by becoming a cog in a gigantic and smooth- -running
machine. If such a battalion chief wants to get anything or go anywhere he must do it
by exercising every pound of resource, inventiveness, and audacity he possesses. The
help, advice, and superintendence he gets from outside will be of the most general,
not to say superficial, character. If he is a cavalry officer, he has got to hurry and
push the purchase of his horses, plunging into and out of the meshes of red-tape as
best he can. He will have to fight for his rifles and his tents and his clothes. He will
have to keep his men healthy largely by the light that nature has given him. When he
wishes to embark his regiment, he will have to fight for his railway-cars exactly as he
fights for his transport when it comes to going across the sea; and on his journey his
men will or will not have food, and his horses will or will not have water and hay,
and the trains will or will not make connections, in exact correspondence to the
energy and success of his own efforts to keep things moving straight.

[...]

We worked until long past midnight before we got the horses and baggage aboard,
and then found that for some reason the passenger-cars were delayed and would not
be out for some hours. In the confusion and darkness men of the different troops had
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become scattered, and some had drifted off to the vile drinking-booths around the
stock-yards; so I sent details to search the latter, while the trumpeters blew the

105 assembly until the First Sergeants could account for all the men. Then the troops were
arranged in order, and the men of each lay down where they were, by the tracks and
in the brush, to sleep until morning.

Theodore Roosevelt (1858—1919). The Rough Riders. 1899

p 3/3 (1384 words)



