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INDIAN CLUB SWINGING
became widely popular as a 
form of physical exercise after
the Civil War. This image comes
from S.D. Kehoe’s book The In-
dian Club Exercise (1866); the
practice of club swinging was
said to produce the ideal, lean
male body, exercising both mind
and body. Indian clubs were so
named because the soldiers of
the British army in India had
adopted and adapted a native ex-
ercise and brought it back to
England in the middle decades
of the 19th century.1 In the
United States, baseball teams
soon practiced with the clubs, as
did the crew teams of Harvard
and Yale.

Indian clubs, along with other
forms of rhythmic gymnastic ex-
ercises, were associated with
“muscular Christianity,” a social
gospel that affirmed the impor-
tance of physical fitness for men-
tal and moral improvement.
Proper physical exercise built
bodily strength and, with it, char-
acter and righteousness—shaping
young men for God’s work, and
for the nation’s.2

Gymnastic exercises—ideally,
ones that exercised all the mus-
cles in a balanced fashion and
combined all ranges of motion—
were said to counteract the 

dangerous
tendencies to-
ward nervous ex-
haustion, moral dissipa-
tion, and spiritual decadence
associated with modern life in
the big cities. Moses Coit Tyler,
who would become the first pro-
fessor of history in the United
States, explained (in the words of
the fictional Judge Fairplay of
Brawnville): “It is as truly a man’s
moral duty to have a good diges-
tion, and sweet breath, and
strong arms, and stalwart legs,
and an erect bearing, as it is to
read his Bible, or say his prayers,
or love his neighbor as himself.”3

In 1861, Amherst College was
the first to introduce physical cul-
ture and gymnastics—including
exercises with Indian clubs—as a
required subject at the collegiate
level.4 Physical exercise came to
be regarded as a mark of manli-
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ness and a religious and patriotic
duty. By 1901, 270 colleges of-
fered physical education, 300
city school systems required
physical exercises, 500 Young
Men’s Christian Association
(YMCA) gymnasiums had 80000
members, and more than 100
gymnasiums were associated with
athletic clubs, military bases, and
other institutions.  
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