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Splashback

As we embark upon the 
process this year of elect-
ing our next president in 

2016—in what’s certain to be an 
endlessly overstretched “news” 
cycle fraught with speculation 
and partisan bickering—now 
might be a good time to remem-
ber that political figures, despite 
how they may sometimes appear, 
are human, too. And some of 
them have even been the best 
kind of humans, AKA swimmers.

Much has been made of John 
F. Kennedy’s time on the men’s 
swim team at Harvard Univer-
sity in the late 1930s, despite the 
fact that his coaches remembered 
him as a rather underwhelming 
swimmer. And Ronald Reagan’s 
seven summers as a lifeguard 
on the Rock River in Dixon, 
Ill., and turn as captain of the 
Eureka College swim team ce-
mented his place as an aquaphile 
long before he gained public of-
fice. Wheelchair-bound Franklin 
D. Roosevelt commissioned the 
construction of the first White 
House pool in 1933—he used 
swimming as therapy to ease 
his polio-induced leg pain and 

improve mobility. Today, it’s not 
unusual to see images on the 
nightly news of Barack Obama 
frolicking in the waves with his 
family during vacations in Ha-
waii and Martha’s Vineyard. 

But perhaps the earliest itera-
tion of the swimming president is 
John Quincy Adams, our nation’s 
sixth president, who held the 
White House from 1825 to 1829. 
Adams was an ardent abolitionist 
who served as the first American 
ambassador to Russia and as 
secretary of state from 1817 to 
1825. Adams won his presiden-
tial post in a disputed election 
and faced much opposition in 
Congress during his single term, 
leaving many of his inward-facing 
proposals for American develop-
ment dead on the vine. 

Through it all, Adams re-
mained an avid swimmer who 
also walked many well docu-
mented miles every day in an 
ongoing quest for health and 
fitness. Of Adams’s regimen, bi-
ographer Joseph Wheelan writes 
in “Mr. Adams’s Last Crusade: 
John Quincy Adams’s Extraor-
dinary Post-Presidential Life in 

Congress,” “In warm weather, 
he often swam in the Potomac, 
in his green goggles and black 
cap sometimes crossing to the 
Virginia side—and striving to 
increase his minutes in the water 
without touching the bottom or 
shore to an hour.” 

A small detail Wheelan leaves 
out is that Adams typically made 
these swims in the nude. Writing 
for Pool and Spa News, Linda 
G. Green explains Adams’s lack 
of attire thusly: “Back then, there 
was no men’s swimwear—that 
didn’t arrive on the scene until 
the mid-1800s—and it was rather 
woodsy along the riverbank, so 
he didn’t think anything of it. Ad-
ams wasn’t even deterred when 
someone once stole his clothes, 
or when Anne Royall, one of the 
first female journalists, sat on his 
clothes until he agreed to grant 
her an exclusive interview.” 

Did swimming influence 
Adams to become president or 
otherwise assist him in aquiring 
highly visible leadership roles? 
Maybe. According to the John 
Adams Historical Society, Adams 
found emotional relief in the 
water as he battled depression. 
Wheelan also notes how swim-
ming helped Adams’s melancholy. 
“Whether he was aware of it or 
not, Adams’s predawn walks and 
his immersion in nature were ton-
ics for his inclination to brood. In 
the warmth of summertime, even 
when he was in his eighth decade, 
Adams could not resist taking an 
occasional dip in the Potomac. 
He wrote in his diary, ‘From the 
practice of personal ablution and 
the exercise of swimming I cannot 
totally abstain, for I believe they 
have promoted my health and 
prolonged my life many years.’”

For another—albeit smaller-
scale—president, swimming has 

not only improved her wellness, 
but also given her the courage to 
lead. Of swimming in Dorchester 
Bay—where Massachusetts na-
tive John Quincy Adams often 
swam carefully measured laps 
between wharfs when not in the 
nation’s capital—Quincy, Mass., 
resident and newly elected presi-
dent of New England Masters 
Swim Club Helen Lin says open 
water swimming “builds a con-
fidence I’ve never felt before in 
other aspects of my life, which 
is necessary for anyone who 
wants to step up in a leadership 
role. Mother Nature is uncon-
trollable, so knowing you can 
conquer this body of water helps 
you feel like you can conquer the 
rest of the world. That motivates 
me to want to make an impact in 
some way.”

Lin seems to share that com-
pulsion to swim and contribute 
with Adams, who swam almost 
until the end of his life. Adams 
suffered a stroke in September 
1845, which, Wheelen writes, 
“temporarily curtailed [Adams’s] 
morning walks, and he com-
plained of being ‘very feeble,’” 
but by the following July, he 
was “‘drawn by an irresistible 
impulse’ for three mornings in a 
row to his old Potomac bathing 
spot,” where he swam for about 
30 minutes each time. “During 
what would be the last swim 
of his life in the Potomac, the 
temperature dropped 10 degrees, 
and ‘a brisk breeze ruffled the 
surface of the river, so that when 
I came out I shivered while dress-
ing at my old rock.’” 

Adams died in dramatic 
fashion on the floor of Con-
gress in February 1848 while 
voting on a proposed tribute 
to Mexican War officers.—
ELAINE K. HOWLEY

P.O.T.U.S. in the Potomac
John Quincy Adams’s iron regimen of early 
morning exercise aided his leadership efforts

John Quincy Adams was an avid swimmer all his life. 
Philip Haas


