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            FOREWORD

         
 
         What do Nancy Giles, Gideon Halfbrass and Julius Frumney have in  common? Were they the members of ‘Velvet Cheese’, one-hit wonders in the  charts? Did they pitch up as contestants on Big Brother 2? Or  were they three hapless victims of the Somaliland Stock Cube Scheme,  which so scandalized high society in 1962? If you’re uncertain as to the  answer, the clue probably lies in this book’s title: The Bumper Book of Forgotten Sporting Heroes.  Because for every Ian Botham, George Best, Kelly Holmes or that  Scottish cyclist with the big thighs there are countless great sportsmen  and women whose names and feats have been sadly forgotten.
         
 
         The  reasons for this are rich and varied. Some competed in an age before  mass communication, when cameras weren’t around to record every detail.  For others their moment of glory just happened to clash with a juicy  episode of Coronation Street. It surely wasn’t Maurice Dignam’s  fault that a fire broke out in the Rover’s Return while he struck gold  in the 1964 Underwater Hoop Plunge. And is it right that no one recalls  the achievements of ‘Scrapper’ Watkins,  one of our finest ragamuffin  athletes and the first three-time winner of Sir Percival Neame’s  Obstacle Race for Urchins? Of course it’s not. Who now remembers Tom  Drake, dressage’s first punk, who shocked the sport with his slashed  jacket and the swear words on his hat?
         
 
         Ron Driffield was an  astounding athlete and only narrowly missed winning an Olympic medal.  There is surely nobody who has ever flung the javelin further while  surviving on a diet of nothing but egg and chips. Yet should the fact  that he was a double murderer really diminish his prodigious sporting  feats? Isn’t it time to forgive and remember? The achievements of Maude  Waveney, the plucky servant girl who bravely took half a day off work  scrubbing kitchen floors to win a gold medal for folding bed-sheets in  the first London games, surely deserve more respect; and why is the  second Sir Henry Ardwell-Small, as brilliant a player of deck quoits as  this country has ever produced, still so scandalously overlooked?  Stripped of his title of Beekeeper Royal, for 80 years he’s languished  in obscurity. Time has also been unkind to ‘Ample’ Arthur Cartwright,  whose brilliant football career was blighted by an obsession with  archaeology. As to the pair of Cambridge students who triumphed in the  three-legged goose-step at the Hitler Olympics – who remembers them? Can  you name them? I don’t suppose you can. Their names have been excised  from all the best sports books – and most of the worst ones too.
 
         Each and every one of these neglected sports stars deserves better.
 
         Within the pages of this Bumper Book  I have done my level best to redress the balance in their favour.  You’ll find here stirring feats of pluck, derring-do and countless other  qualities the British imbibe with their mother’s milk, all of  which  until now have been regrettably forgotten.
         
 
         If I can return even just a few of these great athletes back to the public consciousness my work will have been worthwhile.
 
          
 
         Simon Bullivant
 2011
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
          
 
         
 
         
            MAUDE WAVENEY
 
            Bed-Making
            

         
 
         One of the more surprising successes of the St Louis Olympics of 1904 had been the synchronized bed-sheet folding display. Crowds watched entranced as a hundred Missouri matrons in starched gingham dresses neatly folded enormous cotton sheets to a musical accompaniment. A bulky, new-fangled film camera recorded a few scratchy, speeded up seconds of the display, which would otherwise have been lost to posterity. A copy of the film became a treasured possession of E. Reginald Whipple, a travelling British cloth merchant, who was so impressed by what he saw that he felt compelled to persuade the London Olympic Organising Committee to include the event in their 1908 programme. They duly endorsed his suggestion, with a few amendments of their own, the most important one being the introduction of a competitive element.
 
         Nowadays some might regard the fact that Whipple was sole supplier of cloth, flags and bunting to the London Olympics as an abuse of his position – which of course it was – but in Edwardian Britain it was regarded as perfectly acceptable for a gentleman to behave that way, and no shame was attached. For their part the organizers, under the redoubtable leadership of Sir Henry Rycroft, were less concerned about where the cloth came from than that the competition should attract the right sort of woman. After all, no self-respecting woman made her own bed in 1908 – or at least, no self-respecting woman admitted to it, and the committee believed it would be unseemly to expect any of the more well-bred ladies of the Empire to display their bed-making credentials in the heat of Olympic combat, and in public to boot. To spare their blushes, they decided to stiffen the entry requirements and ensure the competition was restricted to servant girls.
         
 
         There was no shortage of women working in domestic service in the first decade of the twentieth century, and with 1907 Britain experiencing a servant glut, entry numbers for the bed-sheet folding event were expected to be high. But that, of course, brought its own problems. Who was to say that the contestants were genuine? Might not a lady of breeding dress down and pass herself off as a woman of an inferior class? It was a knotty issue, and the gentlemen of the 1908 Olympic Committee smoked many a fine cigar while ruminating over it.
 
         To ensure that no subterfuge happened, and that no proper ladies, undercover suffragettes or bluestockings took part, Sir Henry Rycroft’s team devised a series of tests to check that every competitor was the servant girl they claimed to be. The first element of this test was comparatively straightforward and involved nothing more than a close examination of the girl’s hand for calluses. Only those with skin sufficiently hardened by years of scrubbing passed through. But that in itself was not a foolproof method. As Sir Henry pointed out to the committee, his own  wife had rather rough fingers thanks to twenty years of light gardening – and Lady Maud had never made a bed nor scrubbed so much as a single floor in her life.
         
 
         Any remaining doubts regarding the suitability of the competitors would only be resolved by the second part of the test, and it was here that the controversy ensued. For the recommendation of Sir Henry’s committee was that each surviving girl who claimed to be a servant should be subjected to the traditional drunken fumble by an aristocrat. It was a fair test on the face of it, and seemingly foolproof. A domestic servant or indeed anyone from ‘below stairs’ would undoubtedly permit one of her social betters to fondle her behind the aspidistra, whereas the merest suggestion would naturally cause a lady of breeding to have a fit of the vapours and need reviving with smelling salts. It was the perfect solution. Unfortunately, no gentleman could be found – drunken or otherwise – who would be prepared to goose servant girls en masse. Even the guarantee of anonymity and a darkened room in which to commit the deed proved insufficient incentive. Discreet advertisements placed in gentlemen’s magazines drew a frustrating blank. It looked as though the event would have to be dropped from the Olympic programme altogether, and this might have happened had it not been for the selfless eleventh-hour intervention by one of Europe’s leading roués.
         
 
         Baron Hargitay, a Hungarian nobleman of some wealth and ill repute, heard about the bed-making crisis and rushed to London, offering his considerable experience. The Baron had a notorious reputation amongst the titled families of Europe, and had left a trail of pregnant servant girls across the continent. Sir Henry offered him the job at once. No sooner had he thrown himself at the Organising Committee than Baron Hargitay threw himself at the young girls, and fondled the breasts and waists of over fifty servants in the spirit of international competition. A few dozen more he persuaded to sit on his knee, on the pretext of showing them how to play a traditional Hungarian dance on the piano.
         
 
         The Olympic bed-making event, held at the Agricultural Hall in Islington, north London, was eventually won by Miss Maude Waveney, a nineteen-year-old girl from Accrington who made the regulation ten beds in a shade over fifteen minutes. It would have been a Lancashire one-two had not Miss Enid Stokes, a ruddy-faced chambermaid from Preston, been disqualified for ruckling one of the candlewick bedspreads.
 
         Miss Waveney celebrated her gold medal by returning to Eaton Square, where she was in service to the Earl of Speyside, and scrubbing the scullery floor. By way of saying congratulations the Earl permitted her to sleep in until six o’clock the following morning.
 
         Maude Waveney left domestic service in 1925, when she was thirty-six – and slightly too old to get married. She died in London, in 1974, aged eighty-five, her gold medal clutched in her bony, well-scrubbed hand.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            SIR GEORGE INGOLLDS

            Eighty-six-Yard Perambulation for Gentlemen of a Certain Girth

            

         

         The origins of this highly specific event lie in the attempt by the London Olympic Organising Committee to introduce a race that could be entered, and won, by His Majesty King Edward VII. It was hoped, and indeed fully expected, that the ample-girthed King would enter the race and saunter to victory while his fellow competitors showed due deference and permitted the portly monarch to claim the victory laurels. Not for the first, nor indeed the last, time in the Olympic Games, things didn’t go according to plan.

         The 1908 London Games was only the second time that the Olympics had been held in a monarchy, and while King George of Greece had been present in 1896, he had chosen not to participate in any of the events. Fearing the same thing might happen to them, the London Olympic Organising Committee began trying their best to find a sport that would not only suit the sixty-six-year-old playboy monarch, but would guarantee him a gold medal. One of the more stately classes of yacht racing was their first suggestion, and initially met with royal approval, until the King suffered a prolonged bout of seasickness off Cowes in 1906 and the idea was abandoned.
         

         Nevertheless, the idea of a royal sporting event took root in the minds of Edward VII’s closest advisors. It might prove to be a public relations winner. The bluff, bearded King was seldom seen outside of the royal palaces, and his subjects knew very little about him, except that he had a penchant for plumed hats, pretty girls, and could eat like a horse. Due to his great bulk, the King couldn’t move at any great pace, which ruled him out of most athletics events. And that would have been that had it not been for the intervention of a member of the Buckingham Palace staff. In a discreet communication to the Organising Committee the Master of the King’s Breakfast pointed out that under certain circumstances His Majesty could move like greased lightning. A tureen of steaming kedgeree or a mound of roasted quails only had to be placed on the breakfast table and the King would dash from his favourite armchair towards the food at blistering speed. The palace room, with the King’s armchair at one end and the breakfast table at the other, was measured at exactly eighty-six yards long. The organizers had found their event. With one or two provisos in the rules, and a groaning table of braised ham or woodcock at the finish line, and it would be perfect for the King.

         After some deliberations, the following rules were formulated. It was stipulated that for the race the gentleman’s waist must measure no less than fifty-six inches in circumference, and that the participant should be unable to see his own feet when looking directly down from a standing position. At a generous fifty-seven and a half inches and with particularly dainty feet, King Edward VII comfortably met both requirements. But so too did Sir George Ingollds.
         

         Ingollds was nominally a businessman, having made a fortune from gravel, although the vast majority of his time, not to mention his body, was devoted to the pursuit of food. Sir George trained for the Olympics as any other Edwardian gentleman would have done. This meant that he made no alterations to his undemanding schedule and spent much of the time asleep or playing roulette, occasionally both at the same time. Most importantly, though, his eating habits remained similarly unchanged, and in the run up to the games he dined almost exclusively on lobster and ptarmigan with all the trimmings, and swapped his sixty-inch waist trousers for a pair with an extra four inches. With scarcely a trace of irony he informed his fellow diners at the Alderman’s Club that he wasn’t planning to ‘bust a gut’, but in truth his overworked heart was firmly set on the silver medal. Ingollds had been made perfectly aware that the King would be one of the race entrants – indeed, the only one that mattered – and he did not need to be told that Edwardian etiquette expected that he should defer to his monarch and allow the King to waddle home for the gold.

         But come the day, and come the hour, and to the huge embarrassment of the Games organizers, there was no sign of King Edward VII at all. Seven other corpulent gentlemen took their place on the starting line – including Beckmann, the forty-stone German, a jowly Frenchman called du Pont and, of course, Sir George Ingollds himself – but not one of them was the reigning monarch. Amidst chaotic scenes the event was delayed, during which time the venison at the finishing line first went cold, then was replaced, then went cold again and was replaced again. There was talk of postponing the race altogether, while more freshly cooked venison was prepared and a search party was sent out to try and locate the King. The assembled fat athletes were told to wait until His Majesty could be found. As soon as he arrived, they would start the race.
         

         In the stadium, meanwhile, there was uproar. With the discus finished, and the eighty-six-yard perambulation yet to start there were no athletic events at all for the crowds to watch and, with loudspeakers still in their infancy, no adequate means of telling them what was – or wasn’t – going on. While the Edwardian crowd watched, and smoked their heads off, the Games officials were in a complete flap. The 800-yard hurdles was cancelled, as was the one hundred yards race for matchgirls. Jeering began in the upper tiers, along with whistling – let’s not forget these games took place in London, the Cockney home of whistling.

         It was only the presence of the head of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) himself, Baron Pierre de Coubertin, that saved the day. ‘Bollocks to ze King,’ he told the organizers in his broken English. ‘We will ’ave to run ze race wezzer he is here or not, no?’ And with a twirl of his impressive French moustache he marched over to the by now famished fat men, grabbed the pistol from the starter, and set off the race.

         It turned out to be all too easy for Sir George Ingollds who ambled, or rather strolled sweatily, to victory. Despite the handicap of a painful indigestion, due no doubt to not having eaten for a few hours, Sir George saw off the challenge of the fat German, a fat Belgian and two very fat Americans and took the gold medal, when he stomached the tape ahead of Monsieur du Pont.

         
         And what of King Edward VII? None of the competitors, or indeed the crowd, was ever told. It wasn’t until some years later, and the release of formerly classified documents, that it was revealed that the King had more pressing matters on race day, and had ended up spending the afternoon with Miss Kitty Wains, the so-called East Grinstead Bluebird. Had he just stopped for tea and cucumber sandwiches or had he shagged her? The documents didn’t elaborate.

         For Sir George Ingollds the eighty-six-yard perambulation was the limit of his sporting achievements. He died from acute poisoning less than three years later, after consuming over 200 oysters at his club on a sweltering hot day in June, 1911.

         The eighty-six-yard perambulation for men of a certain girth has never subsequently been restaged at the Olympic Games.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            WILFRED LONGSTAFF AND HERBERT RUNCIMAN

            Three-Legged Goose-Step

            

         

         It’s no accident that the gold medal unexpectedly won by Longstaff and Runciman at the Berlin Olympics in 1936, has been lost to posterity. Their victory, in the one hundred metres three-legged race, came as something of an embarrassment to the British Olympic Association, and received almost no press coverage at the time. Of all the British gold medallists from Berlin, they were the only ones not invited on the open-top bus parade and the only ones not to go to Downing Street to meet Mr Baldwin. But the pair weren’t so much ignored as shunned, and it is not difficult to understand why.

         Wilfred Longstaff and Herbert Runciman, two graduates of Brasenose College Oxford from very different backgrounds, had first met at the University Athletics Club in 1931, when they found themselves paired for the inter-collegiate three-legged race. Their first competition together was particularly inauspicious. Seconds after the start of the race Longstaff tripped over and cut his ankle, bringing Runciman down on top of him. It allowed the three-leggers of University College to trot home to an easy victory. But instead of going their separate ways, the pair stunned the world of inter-varsity three-legged racing by staying together, and stormed back the following year when they became Oxford University champions. In addition, they beat Cambridge in the three-legged challenge by some distance, completing a rare double in 1933 when they won the Southern Counties three-legged race at White City stadium.
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         These were the great days of British three-legged racing. Peabody and Smith had run, ankles strapped, from Land’s End to John o’Groats in 1932, and a high-jump record of three feet six and a bit had been set by the astonishing Tankerville twins at Motspur Park in the same year. Longstaff and Runciman were preparing their own assault on the record in 1934, when Runciman’s mother fell ill. The pair abandoned their attempt and trotted to her bedside.

         That might have been the limit for the two men had it not been for the unlikely news that reached Britain in 1934. Germany announced they were planning to introduce a three-legged race at the XI Olympiad. What, you might ask, did the continentals know about three-legged racing? Well, it’s a little documented fact that Hitler himself was a keen devotee of the three-legged race, and even since becoming Reich Chancellor the testicularly challenged despot could on occasion be seen trotting around the Berchtesgaden with Joseph Goebbels or Heinrich Himmler lashed to his ankle. Although Longstaff and Runciman had not been tested against the world’s best three-leggers, the Amateur Athletic Association was firmly convinced that the Oxford University men could triumph at the Games and threw all their considerable resources in the pair’s direction. The two athletes were given their own running track upon which to practise, together with the help of Britain’s first sports nutritionist, Mr Simper. Simper recommended a daily diet of suet puddings and beefsteak to help build up the athletes’ trotting muscles, and Longstaff and Runciman duly obliged. The pair’s prospects improved the following year when they learned that the highly respected Gruber brothers had taken a tumble at the American trials, and under the harsh selection procedure had failed to make the US team. On the other side of the world the Gupta twins, from Pondicherry in India, had been disqualified on the technicality that they were joined at the head, and thus had an unfair advantage. With two formidable rivals out of the way, the path seemed clear to British Olympic gold.
         

         But then, dramatically at the eleventh hour, just before the opening ceremony, and with the team assembled in Berlin, the German Olympic Committee (or Deutsche Olympische Komitee to give them their proper name) had a change of heart. They announced that the three-legged race would not be run after all – but would instead be goose-stepped. It was disastrous news. Germany in 1936 was the goose-stepping capital of the world, and there could be only one outcome. The members of the British Olympic Committee (or Britische Olympische Komitee as they were called in the German newspapers) were appalled. When it was further stipulated that all athletes’ ankles must be tied with German string, Lord Fishguard, the British chef de mission, demanded that the British pair be withdrawn immediately. Great Britain in those days was the manufacturer of the world’s finest string, and Fishguard’s Fibrous Filament the most peerless of all. A thunderous editorial in The Times insisted that no British athlete worth his salt would ever stoop to strap his ankles with foreign twine, and Winston Churchill spoke for over two hours in the House of Commons on the subject.
         

         But Lord Fishguard, and the British political establishment, had reckoned without the determination of the British three-legged race champions, who weren’t about to let five years of practice and two years of suet-pudding eating go up in smoke. Defying team orders they sneaked out of the Olympic village, bought a couple of plain singlets – their GB ones having been confiscated – and headed for the stadium. Their presence on the starting line was greeted with gasps from the knowledgeable German crowd, and even Hitler himself stopped ranting for a few minutes to watch the legendary ankle-coupled British athletes as they struggled to take off their tracksuits. After several minutes of awkward shuffling about, they eventually unstrapped themselves from each other, stripped down to their running kit, tied themselves back to one another again and prepared for the off.

         The German paper Die Zeit had informed its readers that the race would be the equivalent of a walkover for the Fatherland, and that with the gold medal already certain, the crowd should concentrate its efforts on booing the decadent foreigners, and Jesse Owens in particular.
         

         So the unexpected appearance of Longstaff and Runciman unsettled their predominantly German rivals. Dunwald and Krause began sweating, while the Ulmaier brothers forgot their stride pattern and started arguing with each other. The Belgian pair, meanwhile, fiddled with their unfamiliar German string.

         As the gun sounded, all were left at the starting blocks as the English pair showed their competitors a clean pair of tied-together goose-stepping heels. Longstaff and Runciman led the race from gun to tape, beating the crack German outfit of Fischer and Grindlewald by some five metres.
         

         It proved a hollow triumph. The British pair might have won an incredible gold medal but, as they trotted round the Olympic stadium to polite applause, found not a single British flag or banner waving to celebrate their victory. They discovered things were a lot worse when they attempted to return – untied by this point – to the Olympic village. The British section had been secured from the inside, the door handle tied firmly to a table leg – lashed, ironically, with British string. Locked out and shunned by their team-mates, the two men went their separate ways. Runciman returned to his native Yorkshire, while Longstaff went on holiday to the Dordogne.

         The Amateur Athletic Association scrapped the three-legged race in 1937 – possibly as retaliation – and Longstaff and Runciman found themselves plying their trade on the underground three-legged race circuit in the south of France, until the Second World War broke out, killing millions of people and finishing three-legged racing for grown-ups for ever.

         Both men served in the global conflict. Wilfred Longstaff spent the war years in the Pacific theatre, while Herbert Longstaff served in the army, losing a leg on Omaha Beach.

         Longstaff died in a frozen gravel pit in 1955 while trying to rescue a wire-haired fox terrier which had got into difficulty, while Runciman passed away in a Leeds nursing home in 1972. The whereabouts of both men’s gold medals is unknown.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            TOM HIGGS

            Shooting Germans (Three Positions)

            

         

         History buffs will know that the Germans lost the First World War. (They lost the Second World War as well, but that’s another story.) Yet is that any excuse for shooting defenceless people in the name of sport? Is an Olympic gold medal worth so much as a single life, let alone the 412 who lost theirs to provide sporting entertainment? In truth, the Shooting Germans (Three Positions) competition was considered controversial at the time. The event was introduced at the Antwerp Games of 1920 by Belgian hosts still smarting from the First World War. Yet as distasteful as it seems to modern sensibilities, the controversy at the time stemmed not from the mass carnage that ensued, nor whether points would be awarded for merely wounding, nor because only an outright kill would count towards the final score. No, the greatest debate centred on whether the competitors would use a French or a Hungarian rifle. Only after four fraught-filled days, which nearly split the Olympic brotherhood asunder, was a decision reached. Wounding, it was agreed, was a girl’s sport and would count for nothing. As for the rifle, the French Nordiquay .22 small-bore rifle was given the nod. Not for the first time it was the French who got their way.
         

         Of the event itself, held on a glorious summer day in the suburbs of Antwerp, the less said the better. A total of sixteen competitors, including a single British marksman, took to the range. In front of them, ranks of former German combatants who had yet to be repatriated lined up to be shot. After several hours of bloodthirsty shooting in the regulation three positions – prone, kneeling and standing – there were two competitors level in first place. Lars Nielsen, a Dane, and Henri Paroche, a local farmer, had slaughtered fifty-three Germans each. Competition rules necessitated a sudden death shoot-off to decide the champion, but so closely matched were the two sportsmen that it took a further five hours of shooting and eighty-three more dead Germans before Nielsen took an unexpected gold for Denmark. The Belgians were so upset at this setback that they cancelled two further shooting events – the rapid-fire free pigeon, and the wild tiger (military revolver). It is believed that the cancellation of these events saved the lives of countless pigeons, not to mention in the region of 200 Bengal tigers.

         And what of Tom Higgs, the sole British competitor? Little is known about him, other than that he hailed from Leamington Spa and enjoyed dressing in medieval Japanese clothing. Most importantly of all, he worked at the British Consulate in Antwerp, where he was in charge of the stationery cupboard. Whilst on a trip to Brussels to buy some 2B pencils and turquoise-coloured ink, Higgs struck up a conversation with Colonel Reddings, a fellow Briton who was bulk-buying elastic bands. Reddings, an ex-pat gun enthusiast and sole member of the Keep the War Going Society, had heard about the upcoming shooting event and determined that with Germans to be killed Britain should field an entrant. He would volunteer himself, he explained, were it not for his shaky left arm. Despite the fact that he’d never wielded anything more dangerous than a samurai sword, the impressionable Higgs readily agreed and, as he was owed four days’ holiday by the Consulate, put his name forward.
         

         As it turned out, under the pressure of Olympic combat, Higgs proved to have an even shakier arm than the colonel. His bullets sprayed all over the arena, and by the end of the competition he’d only managed to kill eight Germans. The record books say eight, although this total was swelled by the addition of a photographer, a programme-seller and a fellow competitor. Olaf Steingaard, the crack-shot Norwegian marksman, duly became the first winner of a posthumous bronze medal.

         Tom Higgs returned to the Consulate where he worked – quietly and anonymously – until an autumn day in 1923 when he popped out to buy some lever-arch files and never came back.

         This was the first and only time that humans have been deliberately killed in an Olympic sporting contest, and the event had been removed from the calendar by 1924. An attempt by the Germans to introduce a Shooting Belgians (Three Positions) event in 1936 was wisely overruled by the IOC.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            GENTLEMAN JACK PERKINS

            Heavyweight Boxing

            

         

         The late 1890s were heady days for British boxing: the Marquess of Queensbury, having vanquished Oscar Wilde, could devote himself to the sport, while a burly Cornishman, Bob Fitzsimmons, was the undisputed heavyweight champion of the world. Fitzsimmons is rightly regarded as a legend in the sport, but in his day he had to contend with an equally talented British rival, a man who is all but forgotten today: Gentleman Jack Perkins.

         Jack Perkins was born in rural Nottinghamshire, and into a life of wealth and privilege, in 1873. His grandfather, a chandler from Newark, had invented the ‘Grinding Colin’ – a cumbersome machine which separated tallow fats – and had been created the first Earl Perkins for services to the candle industry.

         In 1891 Jack left Harrow and went up to Cambridge to study tallow blending at Oriel, as was then the fashion among the candle-manufacturing classes. It didn’t take too long for Jack to show an aptitude with his fists, when he savagely laid into a tutor who had spotted that the young man was unable to read or write. The college authorities acted at once and, despite being a scion of moneyed stock, the boy was expelled.
         

         His family were most disappointed – they’d long suspected Jack wouldn’t be suited to running the family business, but now came to realize that such intemperate behaviour would jeopardize his chances of joining the clergy. It shouldn’t be forgotten that this was some time before the age of the great boxing vicars, men like the vicar of Chorley, the Reverend ‘Sugar’ Martin Danderfoot, who instructed his parishioners to jab for Jesus. Disappointed at this rejection, Jack left the family home – ironically on Boxing Day, 1892 – and never returned. Cut off from a fortune estimated to be in excess of eighty million pounds – which was a lot of money in 1892 – Jack joined the circus and began making a few coppers in the sideshow. The India Rubber Man, the Trapeze Artist, the Bearded Lady – Jack gave them all a pummelling with his rock-hard fists. ‘Wild Bill’ Coggleshall, the one-armed lion tamer, was hospitalized. It was the custom in those days for boxers to adopt nicknames, and as he was the son of a lord, Perkins was given the title ‘Gentleman Jack’. He soon made a name for himself with his luxurious mutton-chop whiskers, blue-blooded reputation and a boxing style that bordered on brute savagery. Perkins also gained a reputation as a speed merchant, as some of his contests had been known to finish in under sixty-three rounds.

         By 1895, having defeated all comers, Jack decided he would leave for America and challenge for the heavyweight championship of the world. But his arrival there was a disaster. No sooner had he disembarked than Jack was presented with a writ from another boxer, Gentleman Jim Corbett, who claimed a copyright on the nickname Gentleman. The Nottinghamshire boxer found he was unable to box, tied up in red tape and legal matters he could neither read nor understand, while his fellow Englishman Bob Fitzsimmons defeated Corbett and became undisputed heavyweight champion. By the time the case was concluded, in 1902, Jack’s best days were behind him. He’d had a few fights, as ‘Plain’ Jack Perkins, beating such turn-of-the-century notables as Colorado John Jackson, James J. James, Fat Ernie Donohue and Pinky Bastard, but boxing had moved on and he never got a crack at the world champion.
         

         In 1904, Jack was contacted by the British Consul in Missouri, Sir Clifford Napper, who suggested that he compete for Britain at the forthcoming Olympics to be held in St Louis. When someone finally read him the letter, Gentleman Jack agreed. Despite his growing disillusionment with the sport, he spent the next few months diligently preparing for the games. The dumb-bell lifting and similar Herculean feats worked wonders. Jack reached the heavyweight final with ease, having bludgeoned three opponents into submission. In all probability he would have beaten Sam Berger, the last American left standing, had it not been for the intervention of the Olympic supremo himself, Baron Pierre de Coubertin. While the Baron was delighted to see an English nobleman at the games, the news that Gentleman Jack had once boxed for money, and pocketed winnings of four shillings and sixpence, caused de Coubertin deep distress. As a professional, Jack had no right to compete at the games, the Baron informed him, and slapped him across the face with his silk gloves for good measure. What reply Gentleman Jack made is uncertain, although we can presume he was upset as he punched de Coubertin squarely on the chin, knocking off the Baron’s top hat and dislodging two of his teeth.

         
         Flat broke, disinherited and distressed, Perkins drifted back into his former life. He joined a two-bit circus in Densmore, Ohio, and once again began boxing for money. In 1906 he fought five times, earning just over twelve dollars. Gentleman Jack Perkins never returned to England, and after 1903 all reference to him was completely removed from Burke’s and Debrett’s. Nevertheless, his final years were happy ones. In 1910 he married Sonia the sword-swallower, although they subsequently discovered she was unable to bear children.
         

         Their joy was short-lived. In 1913, on a trip to California to buy some performing bears, Gentleman Jack Perkins suffered a massive coronary and died. At the funeral service in Densmore, his coffin was carried – rather lopsidedly – by a number of circus performers, and a boxing exhibition match was held in his honour. There were no candles, by request.
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