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“I have always made it a
practice on such trips,
to take a bottle of morphine
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IEP 3 — Theodore Roosevelt’s Eccentric Medical History & Curiosities

Theodore Roosevelt had a compelling appetite for life and all that it could offer a
gentleman of his time. He is known to most as an audacious 26™ president who was also a
colonel during the Spanish-American War. As expected, his personality and hobbies delve to a
much more profound level than those titles can describe. He has a lengthy collection of published
writings on many topics (Chronological 2021), he was the first and only President to attain
mastery of Jiu-Jitsu and Judo (How the President 2015), he held impromptu wrestling matches at
the White House (Teddy Roosevelt 2015), and he gave a speech after getting shot in the chest by

a lone gunman (Missoulian 1912).

His medical history is lengthy and nearly as impressive as his achievements in life were.
Young ‘Teedie’ had asthma which his doctors noted very early (McCullough 1982, p.96).
Roosevelt was visited by stressful tragedy early on. His mother and his first wife died on the
same day, Valentine’s day, 1884; his response is depicted on the infographic with one sentence
(Roosevelt 1884). He developed a workaholic attitude and lifestyle, which eventually began to
affect his health. Davis (2021, p367) said, "that night he attempted to address a meeting in the
Coliseum, ... there his voice broke, ... he got back to the hotel unable to do more than a
whisper.” Even an assassination attempt—being shot point-blank in the chest—would not seem
to stop him any. Before it entered his body, the bullet was slowed by a 50-page folded
manuscript and his eyeglass case. It was noted that just afterward, while his bodyguard was

trying to kill the assassin, Roosevelt yelled, “don't hurt him ... bring him to me!"" (Davis 2021,
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p.376). That was only the beginning of his troubles from the vulnus sclopetarium. Klein (2019)
said, “the shooting exacerbated his chronic rheumatoid arthritis for the rest of his life.” At some
point, his literal appetite might have become a danger to his health, as a friend would recall later.
"I have seen him eat a whole chicken and drink four large glasses of milk at one meal, and
chicken and milk were by no means the only things served" (Davis 2021, p.429). Sources vary
when it might have happened for sure, but they all agree that myopia and blindness were issues.
One source said he gained blindness in one eye during his Harvard days in their boxing club
(Teddy Roosevelt 201). Amblyopia was not his only deprivation; another source mentioned that
Roosevelt had severe unilateral hearing loss (Manners 1969). Last on the list was what
ultimately took his life—which I speculate was caused by his asthma and rough lifestyle. In the
biography by Miller (1992, p.566), he described the scene as, "when they returned to the
bedroom, the Colonel had stopped breathing altogether .. Dr. Faller was called and pronounced

Roosevelt dead of an embolism."

I thought it interesting to his character to include some curiosities like voluntary
euthanasia not to draw things out (Davis 2021). I thought the fight training was also necessary to
note that self-defense training to Roosevelt meant to use said training on anyone who agreed to
it. Some class themes I picked up on include hidden and unexpected relationships, war and

medicine, and technology-medicine-health.
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