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7 ‘The

Strenuous Life’ Review: Sportsman in Chief

> Teddy Roosevelt inspired and bullied the lethargic citizenry into better shape and transformed organized sports in America.
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The rain came pouring down, ending the doubles match on the tennis court just a short
volley from the president’s new office. Instead of retreating inside, the president insisted
the three other players join him on a forced march in the deluge through the marshy
outskirts of the capital and into Virginia. Four miles from the White House, he announced
that they would run all the way back. Another time, he jumped out of his seat in the stands
at the Army-Navy football game at Franklin Field in Philadelphia, vaulted a low fence and
ran across the field to join the Navy sidelines. “Go it, man!” he would cry at the players.
“Wasn’t that tackle a sockdolager!” The crowd cheered.

That president could only have been Theodore Roosevelt, whose mania for sports and
physical fitness earned him the nickname “Mr. Strenuosity.” T.R. had come into office just

77 days before that Army-Navy game, after President William McKinley was assassinated. ‘é\i}ilr?;ftf%?g"e ;I’eris
He easily won a full term in 1904. After his second term, he toured the world—including Ticket
going on an African safari during which he slaughtered 296 animals. Then he returned to
. yre . . Unemployed
torment his successor, the 350-pound William Howard Taft, and to run for president again Americans Line Up as
as a Bull Moose in 1912. $600 Jobless Benefit
Expires

He is the subject of “The Strenuous Life: Theodore Roosevelt and the Making of the
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American Athlete,” anew book that argues that T.R. inspired and bullied the lethargic Nurses Fighting
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citizenry into better shape and transformed organized sports. The author is Ryan Swanson, Spot to Hot Spot
a history professor at the University of New Mexico, one of those enterprising academics
who have perfected slicing American history into ever finer layers and then subjecting the
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Olympic Games staged in the U.S. were held in St. Louis; the National Collegiate Athletic
Association was established to reform college football, reducing violence and enhancing
fan appeal; the National and American baseball leagues played the first World Series; and
New York’s mammoth Public Schools Athletic League was formed, the first big youth-
fitness program in America and a model for other cities. Much of Mr. Swanson’s recounting
of these developments is tedious padding, but Roosevelt is such a compelling figure that
the book snaps awake when he’s in action.

Most readers remember that young Teddy was a
runty, myopic rich boy often bedridden by
asthma who turned himself into an athlete with
the help of obsessive exercise, practice and
corrective lenses. He made up for mediocre
talent through enthusiasm and boundless
sweat. Initially goaded by his father, he worked
out with boxing coaches in a home gym
specially built for him. He kept meticulous
records of his exercises, and continued his

regimen at Harvard, where he boxed with
indifferent results. “I never was a champion at
anything,” he reflected. But he never gave up. As
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the 40-year-old governor of New York and later
as president, he kept flailing away. “That is not

A

fair,” he complained to one pug recruited to
spar with him. “You are not hitting me. I’d like

PHOTO: WSJ to hit you.”

In Washington, he pursued fitness with reckless
THE STRENUOUS LIFE abandon. His “tennis cabinet” of dragooned

partners was also enlisted for relentless hikes.
By Ryan Swanson

Diversion, 329 pages, $27.99 While his Secret Service detail lurked at a

discreet distance, the president of the United

States clambered up sheer stone walls in Rock

Creek Park, once tumbling 15 feet into the
water. After one exhausting stint on the White House lawn, he asked his best workout
buddy, the French ambassador, what he’d like to do next. “If it’s just the same with you,”
replied the diplomat, “I’d like to lie down and die.”

Over the years, T.R. also found time to meddle in all sorts of sports issues, even engaging in
long letter exchanges with his son Ted Jr. about whether the boy should play on the second-
or third-string football squad at Groton. He argued with Charles Eliot, the president of
Harvard, over whether two oarsmen should be barred from the Harvard-Yale crew race for
swiping a pamphlet from the library. He got involved in the national controversy about the
dangers of college football. After the black heavyweight champion Jack Johnson beat the
washed-up white hope Jim Jeffries in a controversial bout, he lobbied for the abolition of
prizefighting in America.

Roosevelt’s all-but-last gasp came at what would later be called a “fat farm.” In October
1917, about to turn 59 and 35 pounds overweight, Teddy checked into a facility in Stamford,
Conn., run by a retired middleweight boxer named Jack Cooper. For the next two weeks, he
cheerfully underwent a routine of hikes, runs, abdominal exercises, massages and torture
in special equipment invented by Cooper. This involved pedaling furiously on the
Reducycle while covered with leather wraps and enclosed in a steam-filled oaken box,
followed by a 40-degree shower. By the time he escaped Cooper, Roosevelt had lost 14
pounds and sweated 3V4 inches from his waist. He emerged exuberant. But just 26 months
later, he had a heart attack and died in his sleep. He was only 60.

A century later, the sports Roosevelt adored—college and professional—are a multibillion-
dollar industry. In his time, people worried that sitting in classrooms and offices would
drain Americans of the vigor that farm work and manual labor instilled. Now, the concern
1s that social media, cellphones, robots and artificial intelligence will turn humans into
pallid drones. In any case, at last count, more than 61 million Americans spend more than
$32 billion on exercise clubs each year. Still, the latest survey found that more than a third
of American adults and 17% of children and adolescents are obese, and millions more
overweight. Teddy Roosevelt would be appalled. “In life, as in a football game,” he liked to
say, “hit the line hard.”

Mr. Kosner, the former editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York Daily

News, is the author of a memoir, “It’s News to Me.”

SHOW CONVERSATION (11) \~

@ JOIN THE CONVERSATION

Weekly Unemployment
SPONSORED OFFERS Claims Drop Below One

Million for First Time Since
WALMART: KOHL'S: EXPEDIA: March

Walmart coupon: $10 off all 20% off your entire order with  Expedia promo: 50% off fully-

Joe Biden-Kamala Harris

departments Kohl's coupon refundable hotel bookings :
Ticket Makes Debut After
Historic VP Pick
EBAY: HOME DEPOT: TARGET:
Up to 15% off branded 10% off furniture using Home Target baby registry - 15% off Stir-Crazy Travelers Are
sneakers & more with eBay Depot coupon code sitewide + $80 of coupons Ordering Airline Food to
coupon Relive the Flying

Experience

Cities Weigh Cutting Police
Budgets and Discover How
Hard That Is

Young Wuhan Evacuee
Finds No Refuge From
Coronavirus in U.S.

What Happens to All of the
Unsold Clothes?

Suburban Home Prices Are
Rising. But So Are Most
Urban Home Prices

Admit It, You Do Laundry
During Work Video Calls

WSJ News Exclusive |
TikTok Tracked User Data
Using Tactic Banned by
Google

‘The Gold Standard’: Why
Chinese Startups Still Flock
to the U.S. for IPOs

THE WALL STR

L4

¢ JOURNAL.

English Edition v Sign Out

WSJ Membership Customer Service Tools & Features Ads More

WSJ+ Membership Benefits Customer Center Emails & Alerts Advertise About the Newsroom
Subscription Options Contact Us Guides Commercial Real Estate Ads Content Partnerships
Why Subscribe? My News Place a Classified Ad Corrections
Corporate Subscriptions RSS Feeds Sell Your Business Jobs at WSJ
Professor Journal Video Center Sell Your Home Masthead

Student Journal Watchlist Recruitment & Career Ads News Archive

WSJ High School Program Podcasts Coupons Register for Free
WSJ Amenity Program Reprints

WSJ Live Buy Issues

f v o ® & ® Jipp Siore

Dow Jones Products Barron's BigCharts Dow Jones Newswires Factiva Financial News Mansion Global MarketWatch Private Markets

realtor.com Risk & Compliance  WSJ Pro Central Banking  WSJVideo @ WSJWine

Privacy Notice  Cookie Notice  Copyright Policy = DataPolicy = Subscriber Agreement & Terms of Use  Your Ad Choices

Copyright ©2020 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved.


https://www.wsj.com/coupons/walmart
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/kohls
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/expedia
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/ebay
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/the-home-depot
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/target
https://www.facebook.com/wsj
https://twitter.com/WSJ
https://www.instagram.com/wsj/
https://www.youtube.com/user/WSJDigitalNetwork
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts
https://www.snapchat.com/discover/Wall-Street-Journal/4806310285
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=wsj.reader_sp
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-wall-street-journal./id364387007?mt=8
https://www.wsjplus.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://subscribe.wsj.com/membership
https://subscription.wsj.com/wsj-com-wall-street-journal/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.subscription.wsj.com/corporate/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/students/?mod=wsjfooter
https://highschool.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://buy.wsj.com/amenitysales/?mod=wsjfooter
https://conferences.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/home
https://customercenter.wsj.com/contact
https://www.wsj.com/newsletters/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/how-to-guides?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/news?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/rss-news-and-feeds?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsjmediakit.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-commercial/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/ad/Business-For-Sale-Ads
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-residential/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/careers/
https://www.wsj.com/coupons
https://www.wsj.com/articles/about-the-newsroom-1539110913?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.com/partner
https://www.wsj.com/news/column/corrections?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.jobs/
https://www.wsj.com/masthead?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/archive/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/register
https://www.djreprints.com/
https://wsjshop.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://dowjones.com/privacy-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://dowjones.com/cookie-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://www.wsj.com/policy/copyright-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/data-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/subscriber-agreement
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/digital-print-edition?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/news/latest-headlines?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video/coronavirus-pandemic-fuels-chinas-self-driving-cars/C88A4535-BAA5-4F8F-A9D5-17CEA7A86DA7.html?mod=trending_now_video_1
https://www.wsj.com/video/nyc-sets-up-traveler-registration-checkpoints-to-enforce-quarantine-orders/6A324E33-9C4E-4BF3-8247-E07728F01B8F.html?mod=trending_now_video_2
https://www.wsj.com/video/what-kamala-harris-brings-to-bidens-ticket/0390CAA6-F844-4F2F-BF64-15B34DF79996.html?mod=trending_now_video_3
https://www.wsj.com/video/unemployed-americans-line-up-as-600-jobless-benefit-expires/A86FBE2C-75FC-4107-AC38-E50E53BC3528.html?mod=trending_now_video_4
https://www.wsj.com/video/covid-chasers-the-nurses-fighting-coronavirus-from-hot-spot-to-hot-spot/E05FF3C1-0873-4AF9-ADA1-9F1CECE24065.html?mod=trending_now_video_5
https://www.wsj.com/articles/press-a-button-and-this-plane-lands-itself-11595044800?mod=eng_foe_transport_MT
https://www.wsj.com/
https://accounts.wsj.com/logout?target=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2Fthe-strenuous-life-review-sportsman-in-chief-11579133287
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/news/world
https://www.wsj.com/news/us
https://www.wsj.com/news/politics
https://www.wsj.com/news/economy
https://www.wsj.com/news/business
https://www.wsj.com/news/technology
https://www.wsj.com/news/markets
https://www.wsj.com/news/opinion
https://www.wsj.com/news/life-arts
https://www.wsj.com/news/realestate
https://www.wsj.com/news/magazine

