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In just about any activ-
ity, a certain amount 
of collateral damage is 
unavoidable. Some of 
it is sad but acceptable. 
Cars and streets make 
deadly accidents un-
avoidable. The value of 
efficient transportation, 
however, outweighs 
the costs. Football pro-
vides its own benefits. 
Participants engage in 
a physical activity that 
improves their fitness. 
Spectators derive en-
joyment from watching 
wellplayed games. Yet in 
the last years of the 19th 
century, as football grew 
in popularity and young 

men played at every level from the neighborhood sandlot 
to the college gridiron, the high incidence a on-field inju-
ries became impossible to ignore.
	 Worst of all were the deaths. They were not freak 
accidents as much as the inevitable toll of an activity that 
encouraged strong men to crash into each other, again and 
again, over the course of a long afternoon. An ordinary 
tackle can become a life-threatening calamity if the hard-
thrusting knee of a ball carrier strikes the head of a de-
fenseman. In 1905, a year of momentous importance for 
football and its future, eighteen people died playing the 
sport.
	 Horrified by the slaughter, a group of activists 
crusaded against football. They wanted not merely to re-
move violence from the sport, but to ban it as an activ-
ity. At the dawn of the Progressive Era, the prohibition 
of football became a social and political movement whose 
most outspoken proponents recoiled from the sport. Their 
ranks included the renowned Harvard president Charles 
W.Eliot, frontier scholar Frederick Jackson Turner, aging 
Confederate general John Singleton Mosby, and muck-

raking journalists. The Nation, an influential magazine 
of news and opinion, worried that colleges were becom-
ing “huge training grounds for young gladiators, around 
whom as many spectators roar as roared in the [Roman] 
amphitheatre.” After watching a Yale-Harvard match in 
1903, one writer condemned the game: “The dirty play-
ers in football are the thugs of society, and the disgrace of 
the university that tolerates their presence on the team.” 
The New York Times, which played a role in the sport’s 
rising popularity, worried about football’s trend toward 
“mayhem and homicide.” About two weeks after printing 
these words, the Times ran a new editorial. The headline 
was “Two Curable Evils.” The first evil it addressed was the 
lynching of blacks. The second was football.
	 If football was going to survive, it would have to 
change. The tale of how it evolved into America’s most 
popular sport features a colorful cast of characters from the 
turn of the 20th century. Many were football’s founding 
fathers. Legendary coach Walter Camp, who was a player 
in the 1876 Harvard-Yale game that Roosevelt watched, 
began to turn the game away from its rugby-like origins 
and popularized it for the masses. When Camp’s influ-
ence waned, Notre Dame’s Knute Rockne perfected in-
novations that allowed football to take full advantage of its 
untapped potential. John Heisman, Amos Alonzo Stagg, 
Pop Warner, and Fielding Yost contributed as well. Other 
figures less associated with the sport also helped shape it, 
or at least were witnesses to its shaping: professor-turned-
president Woodrow Wilson, the jurist Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, Jr., the writer Charles Francis Adams, the editor 
E. L. Godkin, the economist Thorstein Veblen, the grand-
nephew of Edgar Allan Poe, the artist Frederic Remington, 
the war hero Leonard Wood, the front-line correspondent 
Richard Harding Davis, and West Point cadet Dwight 
Eisenhower.
	 Theodore Roosevelt was not as important to the 
development of football as Camp or several other men of 
that generation. He never played on its fields or coached 
from its sidelines. Instead, he enjoyed the sport as a specta-
tor. Yet he also played a vital role during its greatest crisis. 
Due in part to his encouragement, football took steps to 
correct its violent excesses while also preserving its physical 
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demands and competitive spirit. It is possible to believe 
that without his presidential intervention, football might 
not even exist today. Even if it had survived this period, it 
might look quite different from the game that now packs 
millions of fans into stadiums and draws tens of millions 
more who watch the sport on television.
	 The drive to prohibit football failed, of course. 
At the time, however, its failure was anything but foreor-
dained. Even if the movement had come short of outlaw-
ing the sport, it might have succeeded in marginalizing the 
game—and condemning it to a future of limited appeal, 
along the lines of a second-tier pastime such as hockey or 
lacrosse. The story of what happened is a unique tale of 
American culture, politics, and sports. It is also virtually 
untold. A few old and scattered articles, warehoused in re-
search libraries, discuss what happened. Several accounts 
of the history of football include obligatory and often er-
roneous coverage. Before now, no book has focused on 
these events in exclusive detail. Even the most compre-
hensive biographies of Theodore Roosevelt—including 
Edmund Morris’s multivolume narrative—overlook this 
episode completely.
	 The dispute over football and its future marked 
not only a turning point for the development of sports in 
the United States, but a crisis for what was becoming the 
most dominant force in American politics. In the 1890s, 
just as football was growing into a popular sensation, the 
Progressive movement was gaining irresistible momen-
tum. A broad-based drive for social reform, it blossomed 
during Roosevelt’s presidency and never has released its 
grip on American life. Its fundamental achievement was 
to recast the relationship between citizens and their gov-
ernment.
Whether this was for good or ill remains a bitter argu-
ment a century later among partisans on the left and the 
right. Liberals tend to view the Progressive Era as a missed 
opportunity—a series of reforms that delivered modest 
benefits to middle-class voters anxious about economic 
instability and demographic shifts, but also an accom-
modation with Christian morality and market capitalism 
that put off a more radical rearrangement of the social 
contract. Conservatives view Progressivism as a quixotic 
effort based on an unfounded faith in human perfectibil-
ity that led directly to the rise of the welfare state and the 
erosion of individual freedom and personal responsibility. 
Whatever the merits of these warring claims, the diverse 
accomplishments of the Progressive movement include 
trust-busting, railroad regulation, the passage of food and 
drug laws, restrictions on child labor, the prohibition of 
alcohol, and the implementation of a federal income tax.

	 When the Progressives turned their eyes to foot-
ball, many saw nothing but the violence. If their first im-
pulse was to wince at the brutality, their next urge was to 
protect boys and young men from what they considered a 
frivolous and fatal activity. Why pass laws to get children 
out of urban factories and coal mines if they were simply 
going to maim themselves on football’s killing fields? So 
the Progressives tried to address the problem of football by 
turning to their favorite solution: They sought to regulate 
it out of existence. They saw the sport as an unacceptable 
risk and believed that its participants were not capable of 
making their own judgments about the costs and benefits 
of the game. Instead, elites would relieve them of the bur-
den of choosing to play or not to play. They would ban the 
sport for the sake of its players.
	 The supporters of football took a different view. 
They appreciated the game’s organic development and val-
ued the place of athletic competition in American culture. 
Although some relished football’s violence and were con-
tent to ignore its occasional corruption, most wanted to 
refine the rules and broaden the appeal of the game, even 
though they could not always agree on the particulars of 
how to do this. They recognized that one of the chief goals 
of sports—especially a rough sport such as football—was 
to socialize young men by helping them learn how to 
channel their masculine impulses toward productive ends. 
Shortly before he was president, Theodore Roosevelt be-
came well-known for the promotion of what he called “the 
doctrine of the strenuous life.” In a speech in 1899, he 
hailed “that highest form of success which comes, not to 
the man who desires mere easy peace, but to the man who 
does not shrink from danger, from hardship, or from bitter 
toil, and who out of these wins the splendid ultimate tri-
umph.” In Roosevelt’s estimation, the foes of football were 
wrongheaded idealists who simply refused to accept the 
risks that are attached to virtually any human endeavor. 
They threatened to feminize an entire generation. At stake 
was nothing less than the future of the United States: On 
the threshold of a new century, would the country seize its 
historic destiny and grow into a world power or would it 
stop short of this accomplishment because it had turned 
out, in Roosevelt’s words, “mollycoddles instead of vigor-
ous men”?
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