
Theodore Roosevelt And The Making Of The
American Athlete: How His Vision
Transformed Sports in America
Theodore Roosevelt, the 26th President of the United States, is often
remembered for his contributions to American politics, conservation, and military
affairs. However, one aspect of his legacy that is often overlooked is his profound
influence on the world of sports and the development of the American athlete.
During his presidency, Roosevelt played a pivotal role in shaping sports in the
country, emphasizing physical fitness, fair play, and the spirit of competition.

The Early Years: Roosevelt's Passion for Sports

From a young age, Theodore Roosevelt displayed a keen interest in physical
activities and athletics. Despite being plagued by asthma and various health
issues during his childhood, he was determined to overcome his limitations and
build a strong body. With the support of his father, Roosevelt began a rigorous
exercise regimen, participating in various sports such as boxing, rowing, and
hiking, which greatly contributed to his overall physical development.

As he grew older, Roosevelt recognized the transformative power of sports and
physical activities in fostering discipline, mental toughness, and character. This
belief would later become the driving force behind his efforts to promote sports
across the nation.
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Theodore Roosevelt's Impact on Sports and the American Athlete

Following his presidency in 1909, Theodore Roosevelt embarked on a journey to
leave an indelible mark on the world of sports in America. He firmly believed that
sports could shape young individuals into responsible citizens and instill in them
valuable virtues such as teamwork, perseverance, and fair play.

Roosevelt's influential actions and policies can be categorized into three main
areas:

1. Promoting Physical Education in Schools

Aware of the alarming state of physical fitness among American children,
Roosevelt advocated for mandatory physical education programs in schools. He
believed that the inclusion of sports and physical activities in the curriculum would
not only improve the overall health of the students but also promote discipline and
character development.

Roosevelt's efforts encouraged schools to offer a wide range of sports and
physical education classes. He emphasized that participating in sports should not
only be limited to the naturally athletic students but should be accessible to all,
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regardless of their abilities. This attention to inclusivity played a fundamental role
in democratizing sports in America.

2. Fostering the Spirit of Competition

Roosevelt firmly believed in the importance of competition in sports. He argued
that competition fosters personal growth, helps individuals discover their
strengths and weaknesses, and teaches valuable life lessons. To promote healthy
competition, Roosevelt established the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic
Association) in 1906. The NCAA has since become the governing body for
college athletics, regulating recruitment practices, eligibility, and fair play.

Roosevelt's commitment to fair competition extended beyond college sports. He
advocated for the establishment of regulatory bodies in professional sports,
ensuring that athletes competed on a level playing field and that championships
were decided solely based on merit and skill.

3. Conservation and the Great Outdoors

One of Roosevelt's most lasting legacies in relation to sports was his dedication
to conserving the natural environment. Recognizing the importance of outdoor
activities in physical fitness and character development, Roosevelt pursued an
ambitious conservation agenda, establishing national parks, forests, and
monuments across the country.

These protected areas provided a backdrop for various recreational activities,
including hiking, camping, and fishing, which further contributed to the American
athletic tradition. Roosevelt's efforts ensured that generations of athletes would
have access to the great outdoors, understanding the vital role nature plays in
fostering physical well-being and appreciating the beauty of the natural world.

Theodore Roosevelt's Enduring Legacy



Theodore Roosevelt's vision and emphasis on physical fitness, fair play, and
competitive sports had a profound and lasting impact on American sports culture.
His dedication to promoting sports as a means of character development and
personal growth set the stage for the emergence of the American athlete as we
know it today.

His commitment to equality and inclusivity in sports ensured that the playing field
became accessible to individuals from diverse backgrounds, regardless of their
race or socio-economic status. Roosevelt's belief in the transformative power of
sports continues to resonate in American society, as sports remain a unifying
force that brings people together and cultivates camaraderie, teamwork, and
respect.

So, the next time you watch a thrilling game or cheer for your favorite athlete,
remember the role Theodore Roosevelt played in shaping the American sporting
landscape and making the American athlete what they are today.
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“It seemed as if Theodore Roosevelt’s biographers had closed the book on his life
story. But Ryan Swanson has uncovered an untold chapter” (Johnny Smith,
coauthor of Blood Brothers: The Fatal Friendship between Muhammad Ali and
Malcolm X).
 
Crippling asthma, a frail build, and grossly myopic eyesight: these were the
ailments that plagued Teddy Roosevelt as a child. In adulthood, he was
diagnosed with a potentially fatal heart condition and was told never to exert
himself again. Roosevelt’s body was his weakness, the one hill he could never
fully conquer—and as a result he developed what would become a lifelong
obsession with athletics that he carried with him into his presidency.
 
As President of the United States, Roosevelt boxed, practiced Ju-Jitsu, played
tennis nearly every day, and frequently invited athletes and teams to the White
House. It was during his administration that America saw baseball’s first ever
World Series; interscholastic sports began; and schools began to place an
emphasis on physical education. In addition, the NCAA formed, and the United
States hosted the Olympic Games for the first time.
 
From a prize-winning historian, this book shows how Roosevelt fought
desperately (and sometimes successfully) to shape American athletics in
accordance with his imperialistic view of the world. It reveals that, in one way or
another, we can trace our fanaticism for fitness and sports directly back to the
twenty-sixth president and his relentless pursuit of “The Strenuous Life.”
 
“Essential reading for anyone who cares about the history of sports in America.”
—Michael Kazin, author of War against War: The American Fight for Peace,
1914–1918
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