Statehood and the Federal Presence
Overview: A Theoretical Perspective


How are we to understand the fight over New Mexico’s statehood between 1898 and 1912? In broadest terms, it became a modern morality play about the purpose of government. That is, the people involved spoke in stark, moralizing terms about admitting New Mexico as a state. Proponents argued the righteousness of their cause while opponents cited their moral—and constitutional—obligation to jealously guard entry into the Union. 
The struggles surrounding the final years of the quest for statehood had two main sites—Washington, D.C. and New Mexico— and politicians in each place figure prominently. Looking at members of congress, the president, cabinet secretaries, and some territorial officials a century removed affirms the obvious in human nature. All people are the same in essential ways. The political drama that unfolds reveals personal ambition, corruption, and biases, but it is also leavened by principled action, moral purpose, and common sense. There are tragic figures felled by hubris, murder, and even suicide. There is even the equivalent of a Greek chorus, the observers on the periphery who witness and comment on what is happening: these were usually the nuevomexicanos, the natives of New Mexico.
The purpose of this essay is to provide a theoretical overview in terms of three categories of analysis—decolonization, developmental capitalism, and American hegemony; however, before doing so it will be necessary to characterize the function of historical theory.  Theory’s main value lies as a tool in probing elemental questions. At best it can order material in such a manner that we see connections and find meaning as events unfold. Historical theory is not the same as historical incident any more than statehood actually constitutes the physical land mass of New Mexico. Theory is a mental construct, created as part of a ceaseless dialog between present and past. It provides us a vocabulary, but the lexicon employed here was not used by anyone alive in the early twentieth century. No one from that era explained themselves by using terms like “decolonization,” “developmental capitalism,” or “American hegemony.” 
Today, though, we can parse the motives and actions of the participants in the statehood controversy on two levels: what occurred and why things happened as they did. The former is the province of descriptive narrative, and it is the dominant approach in these entries. But history is much more than stories. Explaining why events took place is essential, too, and this entry offers a theoretical perspective on statehood. Three deep-seated, foundational ideas altered the political, social, and economic landscape in New Mexico and the nation’s capital. Each is briefly sketched here, but the full story will emerge in the remaining entries in this section.  

   Decolonization

The history of much of the world in the twentieth century is told in terms of colonial empires overturned by once-subjugated peoples asserting their right to self-rule. This is also the history of New Mexico in its struggle to attain statehood. It is a decolonization experience, by which historians mean a study of the “various aspects of the process and modalities through which former colonies . . . severed the ties that bound them to imperial powers.” For some people today, it may seem a stretch to characterize the government of the United States as an “imperial power” lording it over its own people in lands not yet recognized as states. But it was so, and by the end of the nineteenth century New Mexicans had wearied of this status and began to assert themselves as worthy of full-fledged citizenship. They eagerly sought to shed what they saw as the evils of their Territorial, colonial status. 
In 1968 Jack E. Eblen published the first fully developed study of Territories as colonies of the United States under the title The First and Second United States Empires: Governors and Territorial Government, 1784-1912. He argued:

   The First and Second Empires encompass the era of overland expansion during


   which the Anglo-Americans expropriated, segregated, and relentlessly strove to 

               exterminate the American Indians, occupied their lands in ever-growing

 
   numbers, and under the direction of the federal government, formed the true 

               colonies ordinarily referred to, in euphemistic terms, as ‘territories.’ 
His study charted the internal imperialism by which the federal government imposed on each territory an “administrative imperium,” or administrative power, whereby the president made all appointments to each Territory’s executive and judicial offices. Studies of imperialism give primacy to the actions of the rulers. Decolonization, on the other hand, looks at the people being ruled and explores how they gradually gained control of their lives, their government, and their lands. 
New Mexicans chaffed under their “administrative imperium,” which today we would call “micromanaging.” Its indignities were many and roundly criticized—from the requirement that the Territorial governor seek written approval from the Secretary of the Interior to purchase a typewriter or a stenographer’s pad to the demand that each community secure congressional authorization to make such local improvements as building a school or a park. In its day-to-day practices, federal administration of Territories came across as arrogant and patronizing. Such attitudes led to the genesis of decolonization. The inequities of the Territorial system were even recognized by a child who turned ten-years-old in 1902. As he later wrote: “New Mexico was only a territory within the family of states—a sort of stepchild—and we finally came to understand the disadvantage . . . of this administrative abomination.” 
One of the clearest denunciations of New Mexico’s colonial status came at a statewide convention held in Albuquerque, called by Governor Miguel Otero in mid-October 1901 to petition President Theodore Roosevelt and the U.S. Congress to approve statehood for New Mexico. The preamble to four pages of resolutions—written in the cadence of the Declaration of Independence—began as follows:
That when in the course of human events it becomes necessary for the people

of a Territory to make an effort peacefully and legally to dissolve the 

temporary and inadequate political bonds which have connected them with

the nation, and to assume among the sovereign states of the Union, the 

separate, independent and equal station, to which our destiny and inherent 

rights as well as the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle us, a decent

respect for the opinion of the people of all the existing sovereign states 

requires that we should set forth the causes which impel us to the action.


The words penned by the original delegates in Philadelphia announced their political independence to the world, but the statehood delegates in Albuquerque appropriated only the spirit of defiance. They pronounced in favor of joining—not jettisoning—the Union: “We declare that we have been kept entirely too long in a subordinate condition, and that we are now thoroughly fitted to assume and support a higher form of government [statehood].” They set forth seventeen deficiencies of their status as Territory, as well as nineteen reasons why they were entitled to join the Union. The essence of their argument against continuing as a Territory came in the first grievance:  “A territorial from of government is intolerable to a free people; it is an incongruity under American institutions, and should be maintained only so long as is absolutely necessary to prepare its people for the higher form.”


By couching their petition in the language of the Declaration of Independence, New Mexicans took a decisive step toward self-rule and firmly set themselves astride a movement of decolonization. They ended their petition by beseeching “Congress and the nation” to heed their prayer, which employed the famous phrases of natural rights used by Abraham Lincoln in his Gettysburg Address:


     That it will not permit a government of our people, for our 

                 people and by our people to perish 

                 from our hopes, but that 
                 Under God it will grant us a new lease of 
                          freedom by granting us 
                          —STATEHOOD— 

Whereas Lincoln spoke of “a new birth of freedom,” the delegates to the statehood convention spoke of “a new lease of freedom.” The contractual obligation of a lease was all-important in the Territory and went at the core of their decolonization efforts. While Lincoln surveyed a battlefield and spoke of a need to recommit to an enduring idea—of a unitary, consolidated nation—the advocates of statehood wanted new terms in their fifty-one-year-old relationship to the Union. The occupants-cum- residents of the Territory expected to remain as tenants-cum-citizens because they were the governed people; however, they turned to their national leaders and sought a new “lease,” one granting them full equality with the then forty-five states in the United States. 

Why the urgent appeals to secure freedom and “dissolve the temporary and inadequate political bonds” of their Territorial status? To understand the mindset of New Mexicans in 1900, it is necessary to invoke a concept used to explain the origin of revolution. This theory posits that uprisings occur following a period of improved conditions, when things suddenly turn bleak. Thus are born “revolutions of rising expectations,” and such occurred among New Mexicans at the turn of the twentieth century. In the thirty-eight years between 1858 and 1896, thirteen Territories had become states. By the turn of the twentieth century, only Oklahoma and its Indian Territory, plus New Mexico and Arizona, remained as colonial outposts in the continental United States. The continuation of colonial status for New Mexico irked its residents. They had endured more than fifty years of waiting and had watched as seven other western Territories entered the Union between 1876 and 1896.  Their aspirations had been deferred for too long. Moreover, everywhere around them New Mexicans heard promises about gaining statehood, most particularly in the party platforms of the Democrats and Republicans in both 1896 and 1900. Yet nothing moved forward on statehood in Congress, and this impasse kindled New Mexicans’ impatience.  
The desire of a people to govern themselves existed in many other places at the turn of the twentieth century. About 1900, and at three nearly equidistant points on the globe, New Mexicans, native peoples in the Philippines, and white South Africans all asserted their desire to rid themselves of colonial rulers and be self-governing. The Philippine Insurrection (1898-1906) and the Boer-Anglo Wars (1899-1902) evoked brutal repression from the United States and Great Britain, respectively. The violence these uprisings unleashed received regular coverage in both the English and Spanish-language newspapers in New Mexico. But in New Mexico (as well as Arizona and Oklahoma) decolonization followed a peaceful path, albeit a convoluted one.  Advocates of statehood worked to steadily loosen colonialism’s grip without resorting to arms because the transition from Territory to state had many recent successful precedents. The long wait generated resentment, not revolution, and words rather than weapons served as the dominant “modality” in their decolonization. Moral outrage rallied them.
   Developmental Capitalism
The federal government slightly relieved some of the pressure building over statehood by passing legislation in1902 (long in the works) that addressed key grievances that New Mexicans had used in arguing against remaining a Territory. Statehood’s gestation coincided with growing tensions over water, or as the proclamation from the 1901 statehood convention phrased it—a looming threat:

   It [i.e., the federal government] has recently threatened, and is still threatening

   us with ruinous national legislation as to the waters in our streams and in our 

   catchment areas, which legislation is for the benefit of and very favorable to the 

   citizens of the Republic of Mexico, while it will forever paralyze our territory

   and all its industries, and this even though we are by more than a century the   

   prior appropriators of such waters. . . . 

New Mexicans had testified before Congress throughout the 1890s about their water rights and their inability to fend off claims from Texas and Mexico to waters flowing in their rivers. The Territory pointed to two, intertwined problem: their territorial status gave them no independent voice in any legal proceeding over water disputes; and the Territory had no formal legal capacity to incur indebtedness to foreigners when selling bonds. The latter concern hindered irrigation projects because of lack of access to needed capital. 
The federal government responded to these complaints (and a host of others from throughout the West) with passage of the Reclamation Act of June 1902. Among the provisions of this law, it permitted the Bureau of Reclamation to make major public investment in hitherto private irrigation projects on the Pecos River and the Rio Grande. The government also empowered the Territory to be a full partner in the international water commission negotiating with Texas and Mexico on allocation of the Rio Grande’s flow. Through this commission, New Mexico slowly secured resolution of disputes with its neighbors through negotiation of agreements on water rights beginning in late 1904. The dispute with Mexico (and Texas) over allocation of the Rio Grande was finally  resolved through an agreement to build a dam at Elephant Butte, and the beginning of construction in 1910 injected millions of federal dollars into the local economy.

After 1900 the federal government increased its presence in water issues, but it reduced its involvement in railroads. The hey-day of major railroad construction had passed by the turn of the century. When the first line entered the Territory at Raton in early 1879, the federal government allotted the railroad alternating sections of land along the route. This continued a federal policy begun in 1865 when Washington anted up land as their contribution to promote what it lacked the capacity to fund and direct—a transcontinental network of railroads. This generous government “give away” enabled railroads to attract investment for construction and rolling stock and then sell land along their line to investors, communities, and farmers or ranchers. 
By 1900 the only railroad lines needed in New Mexico were “in-fill,” such as a proposed link between Las Vegas and Taos. The Las Vegas Daily Optic’s report from the spring of 1901 on “A rousing open meeting of the Las Vegas Board of Trade” explains the urgent need for this new railroad line:

   M. W. Browne then made a strong plea for the [rail]road. He told of the large 

   amount of business in the Taos Valley and of the importance to Las Vegas of 

   having the trade come to this city. . . . [Then R. L. M. Ross spoke] Since the 

  year 1887 we had seen the encroachment on Las Vegas trading territory by the 

building of the Fort Worth and Denver railroad up through the Panhandle of   

              Texas and consequent loss of business to our merchants. This was followed by 

               the construction of the Pecos Valley Railroad up to Carlsbad and on to Roswell,

               which cut off the remunerative trade of all that section from Las Vegas. 


The speaker cited two other railroads that sapped the town’s economic vitality before concluding that “during all these years of gradual diminution nothing had been done to replace the loss.” The Board of Trade proposed an eighty-five-mile railroad to Taos but admitted that townspeople were lukewarm to the ambitious capital campaign needed to underwrite the venture. Worse, some residents expressed their misgivings to the eastern investors recruited by the Board of Trade. The proposed railroad never got built, and Las Vegas’s status as the largest, most commercially active city in the Territory steadily slipped away. Concurrently, San Miguel County, the Territory’s most populous region throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, also declined as the center of growth moved into the Rio Grande Valley.   


The Las Vegas Daily Optic’s succinct account of the twin perils of railroad construction—the challenges in financing as well as the unintended consequences of operations—echoed throughout the Territory in the dozen years preceding statehood. They were part of debates in many communities over support for infrastructure, primarily involving irrigation projects and railroads. These arguments represented the genesis of public interest in developmental capitalism, or where federal dollars (sometime supplemented by private money) came together in large-scale enterprises. 
Communities like Las Vegas and its Board of Trade struggled—and often failed—to raise capital for these ventures. But an alternative to private investment existed: enlist the support of the federal government. This approach brought success with major irrigation efforts, principally in the Elephant Butte Dam project; however, the era of direct federal aid to railroads had passed. But a new avenue emerged: appeal for indirect help, specifically with legislation altering the terms under which bonds could be sold to private investors. Today we would call this approach lobbying by a special interest. The 1901 statehood proclamation had addressed the need to secure access to capital for development:

   [Congress] has reserved the right to invalidate any law which our legislature

   may pass, thereby destroying the full faith and credit which our laws ought to 

   command, thus rendering it impossible to command capital for the development 
   of our resources. 
The nullification clause subjected all Territorial legislation to an unchecked veto power, and New Mexicans strenuously objected to Congress’s absolute control over their laws enacted to promote economic growth. Seeking redress for such complaints became a major thrust in the pursuit of statehood after 1900. In fact, the quest for federal legislation “for the development of our resources” became both a prime mover in the push for statehood and probably produced the disastrous results that stalled statehood. A vast enterprise with mining, timber, and railroad interests coordinated by the Pennsylvania Development Company sought assistance for its Santa Fe Central Railroad. And what was the law these railroad supporters sought? They needed the Territory of New Mexico to become a state. Doing so would ensure their line’s capitalization. Once a state, bonds (backed by state money) could be sold at a higher interest rate, thus making them more attractive to buyers. This plan was not some fanciful dream. It became the single-minded pursuit of William H. “Bull” Andrews when he took over as president of the Santa Fe Central Railroad in 1901. He immediately tapped into his considerable political connections for assistance. As one historian observed of his scheme:
   [Pennsylvania Republican Senator Matthew S.] Quay was acting in behalf of his 
   long-time political lieutenant William H. Andrews, who headed a syndicate of 
   Pennsylvania industrialists and politicians with timber, mining, and railroad 
   investments in New Mexico. Andrews hoped with the support of the political 
   machine led by territorial governor Miguel A. Otero to tap the public treasury 
   for a subsidy to finish his Santa Fe Central Railroad from Torrance northward to 
   Santa Fe. The trouble was that federal law limited the amount of territorial 
   indebtedness. Statehood would remove that stumbling block. 
The Pennsylvania Development Company transferred to the Territory of New Mexico dubious financial practices that had been perfected in the Keystone state. The Washington Post editorialized about this financial model in opposing statehood in the fall of 1905:

   One of the enterprising habits of the Republican “machine” of Pennsylvania
    is its constant employment of State funds for the development of industrial

   concerns. After having coerced officials into depositing State funds in certain

   banks, the Republican managers have found ways of borrowing these funds by

   depositing more or less ample security. In “Bull” Andrews’ case the security

    was bonds for a New Mexico railroad. The cashier who lent these funds for the 

    laudable purpose of developing New Mexico was finally caught by a bank 
    examiner, who failed to recognize the altruistic character of the loan. The 

    cashier settled his account by blowing out his brains. Mr. Andrews will be  

    called upon to settle in due time. 
   When Senator Quay encountered insurmountable obstacles to securing approval of statehood, Andrews, desperate for an infusion of cash, appointed an official of a Pennsylvania bank to be an officer in his railroad. In turn, the banker loaned the Santa Fe Central Railroad more than $700,000 dollars. But when the loan came due several years later, and could not be repaid, the indebtedness swamped the Enterprise Bank and forced its closing in the fall of 1905. Because the money loaned came from revenues deposited by the state of Pennsylvania, complicated legal proceeding ensued against five defendants. Only one conviction resulted, and Andrews avoided any criminal charges because nothing in the loan documents directly linked him to the transaction. 
In fact, Andrews had done rather nicely for himself in the interim. Although a resident of New Mexico for less than five years, he had powerful connections and access to money. He spent a reported $50,000 in the fall of 1904 to secure election to the House of Representatives as New Mexico’s congressional delegate. Delegate Andrews was reelected in 1906 and 1908 (and extended as delegate by Congress in 1910 until statehood arrived). There he plied his schemes in the hope of becoming a U.S. Senator when New Mexico entered the Union.
   American Hegemony 
After 1905 the cause of statehood became tainted by Delegate Andrews’ financial shenanigans. His actions had political consequences, a fact pointed out by the New York Times in the fall of 1905 in assessing the mounting opposition to statehood:
   “Bull” Andrews is the best known of the men who will be Senators if the

    [statehood] bill is passed. . . . The advocates of the bill expect to see its

    opponents put Andrews and the Enterprise Bank forward as their main 
    argument, not in the Senate, but in the real debates which actually settle the fate 
    of bills and are held in the cloak rooms and committee rooms . . . . It is being 
    asked what could be expected if Andrews were actually a Senator instead of a 
    candidate for the Senate. A reign of open graft is likely to be made the stock 
    prophecy in the cloak room debates, and the friends of Statehood do not see
    their way clear to meet it.
President Roosevelt could be counted as one of the “friends of Statehood,” and the Pennsylvania bank scandal occurred seven months into his second administration. The prospect of a “reign of open graft” coincided with the president focusing his wrath on public corruption—and ultimately unleashing federal investigations. Within a month of the bank scandal, Roosevelt announced that he would not re-appoint Territorial Governor Otero, who was a political ally of Andrews and instrumental in putting him in Congress. However, the new governor, Herbert J. Hagerman, bungled relations with the White House and made matters worse by approving a flagrantly illegal public-land transaction with Andrews and others in the Pennsylvania Development Company. Roosevelt sacked Hagerman after just fifteen months in office and brought in as new governor one of his former Rough Rider officers, George Curry. In his letter to Curry informing him of his appointment as Governor, President Roosevelt expressed his exasperation with the mess in New Mexico. He sought Curry’s help in identifying whom  he could trust:

   All I ask of you is that you give an absolutely honest and common-sense

   administration. .  . . [Re: Hagerman] the net result of what he has done has 

   been to plunge the affairs of the Territory into such a tangle that I am quite at

   a loss to know how to discriminate between those who are decent and those 

   who are not. I look to you to help me out.     
Simultaneously, the U.S. Attorney General—with the encouragement of President Theodore Roosevelt—launched inquiries into Andrews’ financial dealings in New Mexico. Lawyers from the Department of Justice and the Department of the Interior descended on New Mexico in 1907 and 1908.  These investigations inaugurated aggressive legal action against land fraud, and among the egregious transactions pursued by the government were sales of tens of thousands of acres of public land in New Mexico to Andrews and associates. 
The complex web of interests linking a Pennsylvania bank scandal to statehood represents the seamy underside of the politics of developmental capitalism. The allegations of fraud in land dealings had adverse repercussions for statehood. It cost advocates the president’s support for several years, during which time he refused to do anything to advance their cause, and it gave congress evidence to turn back a concerted attempt by Roosevelt in the waning weeks of his presidency to try one last time to secure statehood.
President Roosevelt’s campaign to root out public corruption in New Mexico—and elsewhere in the West—highlighted the import role that federal dominance played in the struggle to attain statehood. In a sweeping examination “of the construction of American state power from the earliest days of the republic to the very recent past,” a revisionist scholar of the U.S. federal government, William J. Novak, explains the primacy of this exercise of power:

   The American state is and always has been more powerful, capacious, tenacious,

   interventionist, and redistributive than was recognized in earlier accounts of U.S.

   history. New histories of the American state strive to grasp one of the

               fundamental facts about modern American history—the development of a legal-

               economic and geopolitical hegemon. . . . American history has overlooked the 

               elephant in the room—the steadily aggrandizing authority of one of the most 


   powerful nation-states in world  history.
Novak makes no specific reference to New Mexico’s transition from a Territory to a state (nor should he). But his insights offer a useful perspective on how the “aggrandizing authority” of the United States impacted the quest for statehood. In a nutshell, it is the history of federal presence in New Mexico. But a key distinction must be made: “American” hegemony regarding statehood for territories really meant Republican power over the process. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Republican Party laid many of the ideological foundations for American hegemony, and the Territories became experimental laboratories for working out their principles of domestic power. But the process proved messy and wrought consequences not altogether expected by Republicans. As a hegemonic enterprise, Republican assertions of authority proved protean and overreaching, articulate and arrogant, and finally collapsed only to have the Democratic Party reap the loyalty of the new voters in the former territories.  
Throughout most of the nineteenth century the economic and political power exercised by the federal government in Territories had three related features: chronic undercapitalization, an attendant uneven integration into market economies, and indifferent political control from distant Washington, D.C. Slowly after 1900 this legacy of neglect yielded to what has been termed “infrastructural power,” or “the positive capacity of the state to ‘penetrate civil society’ and implement policies throughout a given territory.” But the Republican Party divided over how to carry out this dual capacity to “penetrate civil society” and “implement policies.” Their internal wrangling profoundly impacted the Territories seeking statehood, and that story forms the substance of many of the entries in this section. 

The staunch opposition to New Mexico’s statehood by key Republican senators from the East and Midwest typically got expressed as concerns over its “fitness” to become a new state. This argument posited a need to accelerate “infrastructural power” through “Americanization,” or fostering the transfer of institutions, ideas, money, and even people to become agents of progress in the hitherto ‘backward’ territory. But behind this high-minded rhetoric lurked another, defensive rationale—a fear of yielding power to the West. The foes of statehood tenaciously fought to preserve an ancien régime in which the weak, subjugated territories continued as dependencies and their appointive offices remained a steady source of political patronage for the president and congress. In its rawest expression, as seen in an editorial from a leading national political journal in 1901, this form of American hegemony meant perpetuating and defending the status quo, but framed as an argument against electoral corruption by self-serving interests:

   There should not be added four Senators and six Electoral votes for the

   317,000 inhabitants of New Mexico and Arizona, with opportunities for

   those scandalous and corrupt Senatorial elections that sometimes take place

   in thinly settled States where rival millionaires contend for the prize, and of 

   which we have had more than enough.

A cabal of the most powerful Republican U.S. senators propped up an old political order in reactive defense of their party’s dominance: Nelson A. Aldrich (RI); Albert J. Beveridge (IN); Henry E. Burnham (NH); Henry Cabot Lodge (MA); and Knute Nelson (MN). Three of these five senators—Beveridge, Burnham, and Nelson—served on the all-powerful Senate Committee on Territories, and they could count on a core of at least twenty other Republican senators to side with them in voting against statehood. Four other Republican senators led the fight for statehood: Stephen B. Elkins (WVA); Joseph R. Foraker (OH); Boies Penrose (PA); and Matthew B. Quay (PA). They, in turn, could count on support from most Democrats, who were eager to expand their numbers—and erode Republican majorities in Congress—by admitting the Territories, especially Arizona and Oklahoma, which were widely seen as leaning toward their party. President Roosevelt served as the arbiter of the often intense and bitter intra-party disputes over statehood, while his expected chief rival for re-election in 1904, Mark Hanna (R-OH) parried with Roosevelt over statehood and attempted to find political advantage in his maneuvers. 

Two Republican presidents in the years preceding statehood—William McKinley(R; 1897-1901) and Theodore Roosevelt (R; 1901-9)—used their power guardedly in the face of a restive congress in the debates over statehood. In the short term this cautious application of presidential authority postponed statehood. President McKinley told New Mexican in May 1901, six months before his assassination, that until more residents and irrigated fields were in place, statehood would have to wait. His invocation of a literal “infrastructural power” comprising migration and irrigation continued to define presidential preconditions for statehood for most of Roosevelt’s tenure. From 1902 to 1907 Roosevelt also attempted to tamp down intra-party conflicts by brokering a compromise that called for joining Arizona and New Mexico into one state. The effort failed when Arizonans voted it down, and thereafter Roosevelt turned (in Novak’s phrase) to “implement policies” of reform and eradicate public corruption in the West, especially in New Mexico, as a way to rehabilitate the case for granting statehood.  

William Howard Taft (R; 1909-13) took a different tack and exerted strong presidential leadership that forced Republicans to accept statehood. He could do so because of a changing political landscape, one in which Democratic strength in the 1908 elections demonstrated the validity of arguments from the West that further delay in statehood would surely alienate the region and drive it into the waiting ranks of the Democrats.

Taft provided decisive leadership and imposed his will on a recalcitrant Congress, especially the Senate. He secured statehood where Theodore Roosevelt had failed. Taft succeed because he exerted the very executive leadership that Roosevelt talked about so much but never brought to bear on statehood. Yet a cruel irony persists. Today what is remembered is Theodore Roosevelt’s strident critique of Taft’s presidency and, especially, his claims that it was ineffective and weak.

Roosevelt hammered home this theme in speeches during his 1912 presidential bid, and his Bull Moose Party drained away votes from Taft’s re-election campaign. Republican intra-party feuding and divisions, so characteristic during the statehood debates, suddenly ruptured the party in 1912. In that year’s election, the Democrat Woodrow Wilson became president (1913-21) and secured the Electoral College votes of the former Territories of New Mexico, Arizona, Oklahoma, and Indian Territory. Republican power plays cost them dearly at the ballot box in the former Territories in presidential elections in 1912 and again in 1916. But the groundwork for these voters’ disillusionment had been laid in Republican factionalism in the decade prior to statehood. What originated as competition among party elites for control over the fate of the territories ended in stunning electoral rebukes for Republicans in the immediate post-statehood era. In the former territories, decolonization had its last revenge on an inchoate Republican hegemony.

The unrelenting ebb and flow of New Mexico’s quest for statehood between 1898 and 1912 was a complex process that flowed in many directions. But at its center were always two men: President Theodore Roosevelt and Senator Albert J. Beveridge. By understanding them— their ideas, moral temperament, biases, and ambitions—we can grasp how each exercised control over New Mexico’s pursuit of statehood. Nothing compares to their pivotal or transformative influence. So we begin our account with these two men, and the key speeches each delivered, in 1901 and 1898 respectively, delineate the Republican divide on statehood. 
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