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Vintage Jiu-Jitsu (Judo) Lessons from 

Theodore Roosevelt’s Personal Instructor 

    

Editor’s note: Theodore Roosevelt had a keen interest in martial and combative arts, beginning 

with boxing as a young man, and later as president — after a blow blinded him in the eye — 

focusing on wrestling and grappling. While in the White House, he first took jiu-jitsu lessons from 

Professor John J. O’Brien, who had learned the art while working as a police inspector in Nagasaki, 

Japan. According to a 1902 article in the New York World, Roosevelt “hoped soon to be able to 

break the arms, legs or neck of any Anarchist or thug who may assail him.” 

Later, TR was taught jiu-jitsu and judo (while now distinct, he used the terms interchangeably) 

three times a week, for three years, by Japanese master Yoshiaki (Yoshitsugu) 

Yamashita.  Roosevelt loved practicing jiu-jitsu (his ardor would help popularize it with 

Americans) as well as good old fashioned wrestling, and he would ask any and all companions 

and visitors; from diplomats to cabinet members to his wife and sister-in-law to grapple with him.  



TR’s unflagging enthusiasm and burly frame eventually wore out even Yamashita, who told a 

journalist that while Teddy “was his best pupil…he was very heavy and impetuous, and it had cost 

the poor professor many bruisings, much worry and infinite pains during Theodore’s rushes to 

avoid laming the President of the United States.” 

If you want to learn some of the vintage jiu-jitsu moves TR once practiced, below you’ll find 

the book (condensed) his original instructor, J. J. O’Brien, published in 1905.  Bully! 

 

Roosevelt’s Judo Promotion Article 

http://goltzjudo.com/roosevelt.htm

