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            Introduction

         

         At quarter to midnight on Sunday 28 May 2023, Latvia’s parliament was called for an unscheduled, urgent meeting. At the hastily convened session, it was declared that the following day would be a national public holiday. The reason? The country’s success at the Ice Hockey World Championships.

         Latvia hadn’t actually won the competition – that honour had gone to Canada. Nor had they come second – the silver medal went to Germany. But they had unexpectedly beaten the USA to claim third place, in by far their best-ever showing at the tournament.1 The game itself had tested the nerves of fans, with the USA ahead 3–2 until five minutes before the final whistle. A last-minute equaliser from Latvian defenceman Kristians Rubins pushed the match into overtime, before Rubins again found the net to complete a stunning comeback. xAs Latvia’s entire population woke up to their surprise holiday the next morning, 50,000 of them took to the streets of the capital to celebrate. The plane carrying the team flew low over the city centre to greet the crowds on its way home. 

         As popular as ice hockey is in Latvia, it’s unlikely that all 1.9 million Latvians are avid fans. But it’s also unlikely that many of them were unaffected by the communal sense of joy that day – and not just because they didn’t have to go to work.

         That feeling of shared elation might well be familiar to you, if you picked up this book because you’re the type of person who flips straight to the back pages of the newspaper or watches replays of games where you already know the score. But this is also a book for people who don’t consider themselves sports fans, or ‘sporty’ more generally. It aims to show that far from being an exclusive bubble, sport is for everyone – as the Latvian parliament recognised. And far from being an inconsequential trifle, sport is fundamental to being human.

         Even if you’d rather pull out your own toenails (see p. 192) than sit through a rugby match or snooker tournament, we hope you’ll be entertained by the stories that have emerged out of millennia of people trying to be the fastest, strongest, most skilful or, indeed, the most determined. We defy anyone not to feel invested in the adventures of Dick-a-Dick the Aboriginal cricketer, who rescued three lost children from the outback and fell in love with an Englishwoman; or in the pioneering swimmer who had bagpipes serenade her across the English Channel. And most readers, surely, will struggle not to take sides in the ongoing saga of golfers vs rabbits, which once almost resulted in murder.

         xiAlongside compelling narratives, all sports throw up a wealth of unexpected trivia. If you’re intrigued by capuchin monkeys’ attitude towards cheating, the final resting place of Mary Queen of Scots’ football or the activity that links actor David Arquette and baseball legend Babe Ruth (hint: it’s not baseball), read on. These facts and stories help illustrate the enduring appeal of sport throughout human history: fundamentally, it’s not really about sport at all, but about human beings (or, occasionally, monkeys), in all their glory and absurdity.

         Sport permeates every part of life: history, politics, technology, mythology, psychology, medicine, art and philosophy to name a few. Looking at it from any one of these perspectives reveals fresh truths and fascinating tales. Indeed, ask any number of people what it is that sport means to them – as we did in the process of writing this book – and you will very rarely hear the same answer twice.

         Some of those we spoke to were drawn to the element of play and fun; others loved the camaraderie and team spirit involved. Some enjoyed the discipline of playing within the rules or the intellectual challenge of analysing a game; others pointed to the satisfaction of facing and overcoming mental and physical challenges. Several mentioned the joy of being able to lose yourself in a sport, while the subject of narrative and drama also came up repeatedly, applying both to matches, races and events as they happen in real time, and to the wider context in which they take place. In this great range of themes, one thing was clear: sport offers something for everyone.

         xiiWe set out to write a book that did the same. Nothing here requires prior knowledge about, or even interest in, a particular sport. However, we are hugely indebted to those who possess knowledge and interest in spades: the devotees and experts whose works we mined along the way. One of the great things about humankind’s obsession with sport is that there is some delightfully obscure and niche literature out there. We had the pleasure of reading whole books dedicated to crown green bowling, Afghan goat polo, women’s competitive multi-day race-walking and dozens of other arcane forms of entertainment. We also scoured as many contemporary sources as we could find, so that even if some stories are familiar to you, they should still feature details that are new to every reader.

         Our research revealed that at its best, sport can be truly democratic, regardless of age, experience or physical ability: just ask the thirteen- and fourteen-year old girls who represented England in the 1971 football World Cup; American Robert Garrett, who won gold in the first Olympic discus event, despite having never seen one before; or Matt Stutzman, the world-record-holding archer who was born with no arms. And this inclusivity applies to the endless variety of sports on offer, too. If you’re bored senseless by cricket, tennis or football, the final chapter of this book gives plenty of niche sports that are just waiting to be tried (we wouldn’t suggest everyone goes out looking for a game of 17th-century goose-pulling, but there’s always professional pillow fighting or international ‘keeping the balloon in the air’).

         Sport can be divisive, as we’ll see at various moments in this book, but more often it brings millions of people together xiiilike nothing else on earth. That power to connect is what drew 50,000 Latvians to the streets as they greeted a low-flying plane in Riga during their impromptu public holiday. It’s what had us cheering for coach Pop Warner’s wily college football underdogs; Collingwood’s eternally underperforming Aussie-rules side; and the incredible Taiwanese women’s tug-of-war team. Whether you find yourself rooting for Shoeless Joe, Paula the Crawler or the Secret Squirrel Club, we hope you enjoy hearing about their stories just as much as we did.

         
             

         

         James & Anna    xiv

         
            1 Better to be Latvia than Germany under the circumstances. Studies of athletes’ facial expressions on the podium have repeatedly found that bronze-medal-winners appear happier than silver-medal-winners. The former are just happy to have a medal at all, but the latter will always wish they’d won gold. As psychologist William James put it in 1892: ‘That he is able to beat the whole population of the globe minus one is nothing; he has “pitted” himself to beat that one; and as long as he doesn’t do that nothing else counts.’
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            3Life without sport is not life.

            Mary Breese

(18th-century equestrian)

         

         You have small feet and long legs. You have good balance. You have large buttocks. We’re not just dishing out compliments here – these are traits shared by almost all humans, and they’re what make us such exceptional runners. Our ancient ancestors had much longer toes, which are great for climbing trees but not so good for jogging: if your toes were just 20% longer, running would take twice as much energy.1

         You also have a strong jawline. By and large, men have stronger jaws than women. It was long thought that these evolved because early hominids ate lots of nuts, seeds and tough meat. But this theory cannot explain the difference between the sexes, nor why strong jaws are also found in a human ancestor called Australopithecus, a species that mostly ate soft fruits. The most recent theory is that we evolved strong jaws in order to become good fighters, since they can take a 4punch. It could also explain why our hands have evolved in the way they have – they make such a good fist. 

         Humans, in short, are built for running and fighting. Martial arts and foot races are usually considered to be the first sports that we invented, but why did we go from running and fighting just to stay alive to doing so for recreation? What made our early ancestors, fleeing predators on the savannah or battling for survival, stop and think: ‘Hang on, this is actually quite fun’?

         It all comes down to our love of play, and the reason why we play at all is almost certainly because it helps children practise adulting. There’s plenty of evidence for this. For instance, archaeologists in North America have found many smaller, children’s versions of hunting implements that date back 2,000 years; they reason that by throwing a small spear or rock, a child would develop hand–eye co-ordination skills that would be vital in later life.2 It’s not a huge leap to go from there to throwing a dart at a board or a basketball through a hoop.

         Practising sport has other benefits, too, which explains why humans continue to do it into adulthood. Of course, it would have made our ancestors healthier, and so more attractive to the opposite sex and more likely to live longer (survival of the ‘fittest’ in both meanings of the word). But it goes beyond this: working as a team can help mental health, and pushing the body to its limits can produce incredible highs. Watching 5sport can give you a feeling of belonging. Winning can give you a drug-like high. Even cheating can make you feel better. 

         These facts help to explain how sport went from being a necessary part of growing up to an integral, species-defining aspect of human culture. It takes a similar role to ritual and religion, to such an extent that the Mayans actually believed there were sporting clashes before the Sun and the Moon existed (presumably they had very good floodlights) …

         
A WHOLE DIFFERENT BALL GAME


         The Popol Vuh, the sacred book of the K’iche’ people (a Mayan group), features the story of the twins Hunahpú and Xbalanqué. According to the legend, as punishment for disturbing the inhabitants of the underworld with their noisy ball games the twins were summoned to play a match of their favourite sport against the gods of death. The two teams would compete to see who could get a rubber ball into their opponent’s goal.

         The gods were confident of victory. The twins’ journey to the chosen venue required them to pass through the House of Gloom, the House of Knives, the House of Cold, the House of Jaguars, the House of Bats and the House of Fire. All of these buildings were aptly named, so it was likely that they would arrive at the match a little worse for wear. And, of course, their opponents were gods and, therefore, omnipotent beings, which is likely to be a clincher in any sporting event.3

         6To make matters worse for the twins, their pre-match build-up was disrupted by Hunahpú having been decapitated by a killer bat in the aforementioned House of Bats. So it was something of a surprise when he and Xbalanqué nonetheless took to the pitch at the allotted hour. The gods, represented by two of their number known simply as One death and Seven death, arrived with the match ball – which was in fact the recently severed head of Hunahpú. This surely gave them a psychological edge.

         The brothers had a trick up their sleeves, however, which was their special relationship with the animals of the earth. A friendly raccoon had found a squash and offered it to Hunahpú as a replacement for his head. And then, mid-game, when Hunahpú’s actual head was kicked into a tomato patch, it was hidden by a rabbit, who then bounced out of the vegetation and onto the pitch, pretending to be the ball. As the gods chased the rabbit, Xbalanqué retrieved his brother’s head and returned it to him, swapping it for the squash. The referee seemed happy enough that the vegetable could now be used as the match ball (no VAR in those days), and Xbalanqué punted it into the goal. It smashed on impact with the ground, its seeds flying everywhere. With no more ball, the game was over. The twins had won 1–0.

         The tale continues with the brothers running away from the angry gods, before being caught and burnt to death, and having their ashes scattered into a river, where they 7reconstituted into catfish and finally turned back into humans. After several other scrapes with the gods of death, they eventually climbed into the heavens, where they became the Sun and the Moon.

         In Mayan society, the game that the twins played against the gods was regularly re-enacted, and this became one of the most important rituals in ancient American culture. The ceremony, known to us as the Mesoamerican Ballgame, is believed by many to be the oldest-known team sport. For at least three millennia, Americans from Nicaragua in the South to Arizona in the North played various iterations of the game, with names such as tlachtli, ullamaliztli, pok-ta-pok and pitz. The exact rules of each version are unclear, since most of what we know comes from artistic depictions, archaeological remains and fantastical stories about rabbits and gods. But the aim was probably to propel the ball with your hips, upper arms or sometimes a bat to the opponent’s end of the pitch, where hoops were used as goals.

         Mesoamerican carvings and mythology suggest matches would often end with a human sacrifice, but if that’s true, we’re not sure who was sacrificed. Some academics think it was the losing team; others believe it was the winners. You might think that if it was the latter, it would result in teams throwing games, though the Mayans would consider that impossible, since it was the gods who decided the result. The general consensus among historians is that it would be a bit daft to sacrifice your best sportspeople – win or lose – and that if any sacrifices did occur, it would have been prisoners who were killed.

         8The association of violence with sport is not confined to the Mayans. Novelist George Orwell referred to sport as ‘war minus the shooting’, and many cultures have used play as a way to prepare for battle. Just as sport has long helped children to learn adult skills, so it has been used to help young men and women prepare for combat. Ironically, since sport has united people on so many occasions, a lot of modern sports have in fact been born out of classic human belligerence.

         
PLAY-FIGHTING


         Polo is an ancient sport, but the first match played in Britain took place in 1869, after an army officer called Edward ‘Chicken’ Hartopp (whose nickname appears to have been an ironic reference to his size and bravery) read about a modern version of an ancient Persian game that was being played in India. He organised a match with fellow officers, initially calling it ‘hockey on horseback’. Players in those early games usually used a cricket ball, which they hit with walking sticks rather than mallets (although one early match was said to have used golf clubs and a snooker ball4).

         The game took off among the British military, who formulated the modern rules and spread their version around the 9world – appropriately perhaps, since the Persian original was invented to prepare men for war.5 In fact, the Persian game was effectively a battle in miniature. Unlike the modern game of polo, which is four-a-side, the Persian version could have up to a hundred riders on each team. The sport clearly extended beyond its military purpose, though, since women often played, despite almost never having a role on the battlefield. In one of the most influential works of medieval Persian literature, the romantic tragedy of Khosrow and Shirin, the lovers and their attendants play each other in games of polo, apparently equally matched. 

         Many of the ancient Greek Olympic events also had military roots. Throwing the javelin and the ‘footrace in armour’6 self-evidently aped skills required in battle; the race in which participants had to jump off a chariot moving at full speed, run alongside the horses and then jump back onto the vehicle perhaps not so obviously – but this came from the fact that Greek soldiers were often transported to the battlefield 10 in a chariot and needed to be ready to fight immediately. Once they had won a battle (or were forced to retreat) they would leave the site the same way. 

         
            
[image: ]Shirin and Khosrow’s polo match. Foreshadowing the nickname of the England women’s football team almost a millennium later, the story reads: ‘Seventy maidens like lionesses presented themselves before Shirin, all blazing with ardour.’

            

         

         11News of the Greek victory at the Battle of Marathon was famously reported by a long-distance runner – hence the name of the modern-day race. But according to the teacher Philostratus (writing more than 200 years later), it was the wrestling the Greeks did in training that made all the difference on that day, as it rendered them expert in hand-to-hand combat.

         Wrestling has been prized as a training method for soldiers since the time of China’s semi-mythical Yellow Emperor’s army (2700 bc),7 and to this day is still used by the US Air Force. And some of the oldest depictions of wrestling known to man were created to demonstrate the dominance of the ancient Egyptians over their vanquished foes.

         
GRAPPLING WITH HISTORY


         The American National Wrestling Hall of Fame says that their sport is the oldest in the world, and frankly we’re not going to argue with them – though we may nit-pick. Their website, like many other sources, claims that there are cave 12paintings from more than 10,000 years ago that show wrestling matches and foot races, but any claims of ancient Hulk Hogans should be taken with a pinch of salt. Apart from the lack of bulging muscles, skimpy trunks and over-the-top story-lines in ancient art, a still image of two interlocked humans could just as easily be a dance or embrace as a wrestling bout. And a depiction of a foot race could just as easily be hunters running towards their prey as an early 100m race. 

         However, if we go back to the earliest examples of human writing, it becomes clear that wrestling is as old as civilisation itself. Our oldest example of literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh, was written 4,000 years ago in Mesopotamia, at a time when agriculture, mathematics and the wheel were all new ideas, and it begins with the title character taking on a wild man sent by the gods in a physical fight. Like a couple of modern-day Marvel superheroes, the two wrestle together, causing nearby buildings to shake on their foundations, before gaining each other’s respect and becoming firm friends.

         Outside of fiction, we know that the ancient Egyptians loved wrestling. Detailed paintings and murals show the sport being practised, with one famous example, on the walls of the tomb of a high-ranking official called Baqet, depicting no fewer than 400 figures grappling, each wearing nothing but a belt. The figures are in pairs, and in every example one combatant is pale-skinned, the other dark; it seems possible that the mural depicts the same two people in a series of different poses. It could be a kind of comic strip showing all of the moves used in a particular fight, or it could be a training 13manual outlining every possible hold and throw used at the time. Interestingly, many of the images show grappling positions that are still used in modern wrestling.

         If the mural is in fact a comic strip of a bout, then since one of the images shows the pale figure holding the dark-skinned figure’s belt aloft, it could be that the aim of the contest was to strip off the opponent’s belt. Wrestling belts appear to have been worn with pride by characters in other murals, and heroes were often depicted holding one, so the item could also have been a prize. It’s similar to pro wrestling today, where athletes ‘fight’ to win a belt. An even more striking similarity is that these earliest wrestling matches may have been entirely choreographed.

         If you remember anything from your history lessons, it might be that much of life in ancient Egypt revolved around the River Nile. If you followed the river southwards, you would eventually get to a set of rapids, through which boats struggled to pass. This was the natural barrier that brought you to the border between Egypt and its neighbour to the south, Nubia. The relationship between Nubia and Egypt was a complicated one. The former was extremely rich in resources, containing much of the gold that had been discovered by that time. While the Egyptians often traded with Nubia, they would also send out military expeditions to expand their borders and enslave the Nubian people. Despite this, a number of Egyptian pharaohs are known to have had Nubian blood, and even Nefertiti – one of ancient history’s most prominent women – is thought by some to have been at least part Nubian, as evidenced by the fact that she is often depicted 14with dark skin. It could also be the case that the black figure in the wrestling cartoon in Baqet’s tomb was Nubian, and that he was defeated by an Egyptian athlete.

         Baqet died as many years before the birth of Jesus as we exist after it. It was a time when Egypt was advancing into Nubia, and Egypt demanded tributes from their vanquished foes in the form of minerals, animals and slaves. They also brought wrestlers from the south to take part in sporting events that would see high diplomats from both countries watching as Egyptians fought Nubians. In all known depictions of Nubian–Egyptian bouts, the northerners won – a symbol of their country’s dominance. This, along with the fact that fights were often attended by the pharaoh, nobles and the royal court, suggests that upsets weren’t allowed. It’s fair to assume that they were choreographed in some way, just like modern pro wrestling.

         Another depiction of wrestling, in the tomb of Rameses III, dating a little later (in ancient Egyptian terms), to around 1200 bc, shows a third similarity to the pro wrestling of today. As the Egyptian champion grapples with his defeated Nubian opponent, he is shown saying: ‘Woe to you, oh Nubian enemy! I will make you take a helpless fall in the presence of the pharaoh!’ It’s a 3,200-year-old example of ‘smack talk’.

         
TEEING OFF?


         The origins of most other modern sports are significantly harder to nail down. There’s no evidence for the oft-repeated tale that a public schoolboy picked up a soccer ball and created rugby, for instance; and the idea that baseball was invented by 15a famous American Civil War general was itself invented to hide the fact that it probably evolved from the English game of rounders.8 Even two of the world’s most popular sports – football and golf, the first of which is often said to be ‘coming home’ to England; the second of which has a famous ‘home’ at St Andrews in Scotland – have uncertain origins.9

         The modern rules of golf were certainly written down in Scotland, though the event actually occurred about 50 miles down the coast from St Andrews. On 7 March 1744, a group of men who called themselves The Gentlemen Golfers of Leith 16met at their clubhouse in Edinburgh and agreed on 13 laws that would form the basis of their club championship. To begin with, only that group could take part in the tournament, but it would eventually become ‘open’ to everyone, and today it is called The Open Championship – the oldest golf tournament in the world, and arguably still the most prestigious. 

         The Gentlemen Golfers of Leith continued to golf in the Edinburgh area and changed their name to the Company of Edinburgh Golfers. They founded a new course called Muirfield, which is today feted as the oldest continually running golf club in the world. Muirfield has hosted six Open Championships, but in 2017 it had its right to host the world’s oldest tournament revoked after members failed to vote to allow women to join the club. After a public backlash, the club held a second vote and women were finally allowed in. In 2022, the course hosted the Women’s British Open.

         Back in the late 19th century, responsibility for the laws of golf passed from the Edinburgh group to the Royal & Ancient Golf Club in St Andrews; they are still in charge today, alongside the United States Golf Association. St Andrews is, therefore, known as the ‘home of golf’, and a visit is seen by amateur golfers from all around the world as almost a pilgrimage. However, many people believe that the game of golf is much older than the Scottish iteration and that its origins lie further east than the east coast of Scotland.

         A painting by a Chinese artist called Du Jin, created sometime around ad 1500, shows three women holding sticks with long shafts and paddles at the end. The objects look almost identical to modern golf clubs. The women are looking at 17a small ball on the ground, and behind them are two ‘caddies’, holding the clubs they are not using. A slightly earlier painting shows the emperor Xuanzong, complete with similar equipment and surrounded by five holes, each of which contains a flag. He appears to be getting ready to take a shot. All these people are playing chui wan (literally, ‘hitting a little ball with a stick’), an ancient sport that has incredible similarities to modern-day golf – albeit with a much more forward-thinking approach to the inclusion of women than has recently been seen at Muirfield.

         
            
[image: ]A work by Du Jin (c.1465–1509), showing Ming Dynasty women playing golf. By coincidence, the artist shares a name with (at time of writing) the number-one female golfer in the world, Jin Young Ko.

            

         

         The game of chui wan was played with bamboo clubs, whose length varied depending on the height of the player, and with 18balls that were a little larger than a walnut, sometimes with dimples on them. The game would begin with players placing the ball on the ji – a small boxed area – and they would have to hit it into a hole, which was marked with a flag. Everyone would play towards the same hole, and whoever landed furthest from the hole would go first on the next turn. The aim was to get it into the hole in as few shots as possible. You would have a caddy (or sometimes a couple) to carry your clubs. The distance from the starting point to the hole would vary, though not between around 100m and 600m like a modern golf course – the lengths ranged between a more modest 3m and 150m.

         Another similarity, perhaps, is that both chui wan and golf began as games of the upper class. All of the poems and paintings that describe the Chinese game refer to nobles, and it could be that this was the reason it disappeared in the East. The fashions of the upper class often changed, and when the Qing Dynasty arrived in the 17th century, chui wan went out of vogue. Without a large population of ordinary people to keep it going, the sport completely died out. Indeed, when the modern Western version of the game was introduced in the 1980s (it had been banned by the Chinese Communist Party as too bourgeois before that), only a few historians knew that an extremely similar sport had been popular in the country 500 years earlier.

         The most striking similarity of all was in the etiquette. Modern golf prides itself on its unwritten rules, which shape the game. It is also supposed to be self-policed, and the worst thing a golfer can be accused of is cheating.10 The same 19was true of chui wan. Early texts describing the game are very clear that players shouldn’t brag about winning or be upset by losing. They also list methods of cheating that are strictly forbidden. It was meant to be played in the spirit of Confucianism, whereby inner virtue and respect, as well as a love of nature, were more important than the result of the game. Players were expected to play for playing’s sake. 

         Aside from its inherent classism, one of the other reasons chui wan died out was that successive Qing emperors favoured other sports, such as ice skating. They would organise festivals in which skaters performed acrobatics and archery on Beijing’s frozen lakes. Subsequent foreign invaders also brought their own games. But that hasn’t stopped some historians from speculating that golf may have come to Scotland from China via mainland Europe. It wouldn’t be so surprising, since multiple Chinese inventions, such as paper and gunpowder, made their way to Europe and became entrenched in society. But the evidence is scant, and it seems that the two sports evolved independently.

         
WHICH WAY HOME?


         If the original home of modern golf is uncertain, that of modern football is even more murky. The rules of association football 20were definitely written up in England, in London in 1863. But the first mention of a ball game in Britain comes from Wales. Nennius, a 9th-century monk,11 wrote that a local king called Vortigern had been told by his advisors that he needed to build a castle in a particular place. Vortigern assembled a team of workers and materials, but one night the equipment disappeared. He collected the materials again, and again they were taken. When it happened for a third time, he sought help from his advisors, who (somewhat bloodthirstily) said that the only way to stop the thefts was to find a child who had been born without a father and sacrifice them. The king sent out some messengers to find such a kid, and they came across a group of boys arguing over a ball game. Overhearing one of the children say to another, ‘O boy without a father, no good will ever happen to you,’ the messengers kidnapped the boy in question and took him to the king, who … Well, we won’t spoil the rest of the story.12

         We don’t know what ball game the boys were playing, or indeed what roles the boys had in the game. Perhaps the fatherless boy was being insulted on the playing field because he was acting as the traditional recipient of on-pitch abuse – the referee – and hence was the first ever ‘bastard in the black’.13 But either 21way, the fact that Nennius doesn’t tell us any more about the game suggests that playing ball was such a common occurrence in 9th-century Britain that no more explanation was needed. 

         A few hundred years later comes the first mention of a ball game taking place in London. In 1174, one of Thomas Becket’s clerics, William Fitzstephen, wrote:

         
            After the midday meal the entire youth of the city of London goes to the fields for the famous game of ball. The students of the several branches of study have their ball; and the followers of the several trades of the City have a ball in their hands. The elders, the fathers, and men of wealth come on horseback to view the contests of their juniors.

         

         This is often taken to be the first mention of football in Britain, although it never specifically mentions playing with the feet. In fact, the hand is the only body part that gets a namecheck, and in other early mentions hands often have as much of a role as feet during play. You might, for instance, carry the ball over the goal line rather than kick it.

         It does seem strange for a game that involved as much throwing and catching as it did kicking to be named after the foot, but the horses mentioned in the passage above might help point us towards another theory as to why it got the name ‘football’: it was a game that is played ‘on foot’ as opposed to a sport played ‘on a horse’, like polo. But there were a number of other ball games played on foot, such as 22early versions of golf or tennis; why would you call one of the games ‘football’ above the others?

         A newspaper article of 1845 gives a third possibility. It describes ‘football’ as a term ‘used by metonymy for the diversion of driving the ball itself’. A metonym is a word that is used as a substitute for something it is closely related to, like saying ‘Westminster’ when you mean the House of Commons. So the idea here is that the name ‘football’ originally just referred to the ball itself, and evolved later to mean ‘the game that you play with such a ball’. Of course, the problem is now just transferred – where does the name of the ball come from? Because it was easily kicked? Or perhaps because it was about one foot in diameter?14 We might never know.

         Another piece of evidence for the metonym theory is that the first reference to ‘football’ in England referred to the balls themselves. Specifically, it referred to them being banned. In 1314, the mayor of London, Nicholas de Farndone, wrote on behalf of Edward II, who had sallied up to Scotland for a battle, that:

         
            Whereas there is great uproar in the City, through certain tumults arising from the striking of great footballs in the fields of the public, from which many evils perchance may arise, which may God forbid, we do command and do forbid, on the King’s behalf, on pain of imprisonment, that such game be practiced from henceforth within the City …

         

         Edward III and Edward IV both issued laws against football during their reigns, and Henry IV also tried to ban it, 23alongside another sport called cock-threshing.15 Richard II and Henry V also requested football be banned because it stopped people practising their archery, and in 1424, James I of Scotland decreed that ‘na man play at the Fute-ball’. Henry VIII of England definitely played the game, though, and owned the first pair of football boots we know of.16 

         That’s the evidence for Britain being the home of football, but just as with golf, China also has a decent claim, which depends on how you define the invention of a sport.

         In 2014, FIFA president Sepp Blatter announced that a 2,300-year-old Chinese ball game called cuju was the first kind of football played anywhere in the world, much to the chagrin of English football fans. The word ‘cuju’ literally means ‘kick ball’ and it has many similarities to modern football. Games took place between two teams, and the aim was to get a ball made from an animal’s bladder between goalposts built with bamboo. As with the early English game of football, cuju was banned by the authorities after it became too popular. Hongwu, the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty, 24considered it to be a distraction from military training, and the punishment for playing was to have your foot cut off. 

         Cuju was another sport that owed its origin to warfare. According to one story, the game began when the Yellow Emperor defeated a dangerous enemy called Chiyou and had his vanquished opponent’s stomach removed, filled with hay and turned into a ball. The first historical evidence of the sport comes from the ‘Warring States’ period of Chinese history (475–221 bc), when multiple states battled for supremacy, with writers of the era describing the sport as a type of fitness training for soldiers. But like chui wan, by the 17th century cuju had all but disappeared from China, and despite the startling similarities, there’s no direct link between ancient Chinese cuju and the modern game of football.

         The fact that such sports can be invented completely independently is arguably evidence that taking part in sport is an inherent human trait. Humans are unusual among animals in that we have very long childhoods – gorillas, for instance, are adults by the time they’re 12 years old – during which we are dependent on our parents, and we’re also one of the few creatures to engage in organised warfare between groups of the same species. Other animals play with and fight each other, and yet they don’t take part in sport. Dolphins don’t turn their love of ball play into games of netball, any more than chimpanzees adapt their turf warfare into feisty rugby matches. To do so would require a capacity and appetite for social co-ordination and teamwork that seems to be uniquely human.

         
            1 This is because your feet act like the gears on a bike. When you run flat-footedly, the speed at which you can run depends on the ratio between the length of your lower leg and the length of your foot. When you run on your toes, it’s the ratio between the length of your foot and that of your toes. That’s a steeper ratio, thanks to our short toes, meaning if you go from foot-running to toe-running, it’s like going up a gear.

            2 Among the Sirionó people of Bolivia, who subsist on hunted game, boys receive their first tiny bow and arrow when they’re just three months old. Girls are given miniature spindles to play with.

            3 Though it’s not always quite so simple: in the Bible (Genesis 32:24–25), Jacob wrestles with God. The omnipotent one was victorious – but only after he ‘touched the hollow of his [Jacob’s] thigh’, which many people take to mean that Jacob suffered a blow ‘below the belt’.

            4 Such was the claim of Colonel Robert S. Liddell, who watched and recorded the earliest games. None of his fellow officers corroborate this, however, and if it were indeed the case, most of the game would in all likelihood have been spent looking for the snooker ball, rather than hitting it towards the goal (especially if they chose to play with the green one).

            5 The British military still likes to use sports to wind down. The Royal Navy plays a game called ‘deck hockey’ aboard its ships. Rather than a ball or a puck, they use a coiled piece of rope, which they try to hit with sticks into an improvised goal. A typical game goes through a lot of rope, since the ‘ball’ regularly finds its way overboard. The rules tend to be lax; anything you can do to score a goal is seen as fair play.

            6 This appeared in the 6th century bc and, unlike in other races, which were run naked, competitors had to wear bronze shinpads and a metal helmet and carry a large shield, which weighed around 6kg. Presumably affronted by all that clothing, in later versions they did away with the helmets and shinpads.

            7 Chinese scholars long treated the Yellow Emperor as a historical figure, but most now see him as a legend. However, many of the details of his stories do stand up to historical scrutiny, including the existence of this early form of wrestling, known as jiao di, or ‘horn-butting’, since opponents would don horned helmets and use them to headbutt and gore each other. Ancient texts show that the martial art is certainly more than 3,000 years old.

            8 In 1905, the National Baseball League appointed an official task force to investigate the origin of baseball, which famously concluded it was conceived by Civil War general Abner Doubleday. The evidence was based on testimony from a ‘reputable source’, Abner Graves (apparently the name Abner was at peak popularity around this time). Graves went on to murder his wife at the age of ninety and was committed to an institution for the criminally insane for the rest of his life, which frankly raises questions about his reliability as a source. The Doubleday story is probably more well known in America now as a myth than a fact. Even the National Baseball Hall of Fame, situated in Cooperstown, New York (because that’s where Doubleday supposedly invented the game), treats the story as a fabrication.

            9 The hybrid sport footgolf, in which players kick a football into an oversized golf hole in as few shots as possible, has much more certain beginnings, however. After retiring from professional football in 2001 due to persistent hip injuries, Tottenham Hotspur’s Dutch winger Willem Korsten told his friend Michael Jansen about a game that the Spurs had played. After training they would compete to see who could get the balls back into the dressing room in the fewest kicks. Seven years later, Jansen created footgolf, which today is one of the fastest-growing sports, with around 35,000 players worldwide.

            10 The final straw for many golfers who might otherwise have supported President Donald Trump was his attitude on the golf course: opponents have reported that he cheats so regularly – by kicking his ball into better positions – that caddies nicknamed him Pelé, after the legendary Brazilian footballer.

            11 He was also the first person to have written anything about the mythical King Arthur. Perhaps he had a predilection for round things.

            12 OK, we will. Long story short, instead of getting himself killed, the boy manages to convince the king to hand control of the region over to him, and he goes on to rule it and ‘all the western provinces of Britain’. In later stories, his identity is conflated with that of Merlin.

            13 An insult today, but a matter-of-fact description of the referee in the first international between England and Wales in 1879 and also the previous year’s FA Cup final. His name was Segar Bastard.

            14 The modern ball is 22cm in diameter, roughly three-quarters of a foot.

            15 Cock-threshing, also known as cock-running and ‘throwing at cocks’, was a popular game played on Shrove Tuesday, in which a rooster was tied to the ground and people threw stones at it until it fell over. The cocks must have been mightily relieved when we invented pancakes.

            16 Mention of Henry VIII’s boots was discovered by historian Dr Maria Hayward as she looked through the Great Wardrobe – the list of clothing bought for the King. Along with the football boots, he also ordered two pairs of fencing shoes, and 37 pairs of velvet shoes, which were presumably not sport-related.
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            27One man alone can be pretty dumb sometimes, but for real bona fide stupidity, there ain’t nothin’ can beat teamwork.

            Edward Abbey

         

         Baby kangaroos play-fight with their mothers; killer whales will deliberately move objects around just to annoy researchers; kestrels attack pine cones as though they were mice; chimps sometimes play with dolls; and elephants slide down mud chutes for fun. Squid don’t bother with games at all – despite what Netflix might have you believe.1 Overall, it’s fair to say that play is very common in the animal kingdom. Humans, though, are the only species that we know for certain plays in teams, and plays to win at that.2

         That’s not to say animals don’t form like-minded groups. Locusts can form swarms of up to a billion at a time, all descending on an unfortunate farmer’s fields to feed. And animals such as wolves, dolphins and even birds of prey will often get together to hunt their quarry. But this is co-operation in 28order to survive. It is only humans who are willing to work together as part of their play. 

         One reason for this is that team sports require large amounts of brain power. Not only do you need to have good co-ordination within your own body, you need to be able to co-ordinate with your teammates, judge what they will do and act accordingly, all the time anticipating what your opponents might do. If you put 22 dogs on a football field, they may well chase the ball, but they won’t know why they’re doing it and they certainly don’t have a concept of being in a team or beating the opposition. Still, upwards of 10 million Americans tune in every year for the Puppy Bowl, which takes place on the same day as the Super Bowl and is televised on the Animal Planet cable channel. The two-hour event purports to show an American football match between two teams of canines, in which the aim for each player is to get a ‘ball’ (a plush toy) over the goal line. In fact, it’s filmed over two days and involves over 70 dogs from shelters and rescue organisations, who are constantly swapped in and out to avoid any animals becoming overly exhausted. Viewers get to see only the very best action, which, as far as the producers are concerned, consists of the cutest moments. It’s a very different attitude to that taken with the human Super Bowl, where 40% of fans say that heavy tackles are integral to their enjoyment of the game.

         Since the dogs don’t know that there is a match going on, they tend to run around aimlessly. It’s only the inspired editing and the commentary by presenter and ‘referee’ Dan Schachner that creates the illusion of a team sport. Schachner 29claims (with tongue very much in cheek) that the dogs sometimes use complex trick plays and co-operation in order to get the toys over the line,3 but the 20-plus bags of (thankfully untelevised) poop that the participating animals produce every year (and the fact that participants have been known to get rather too familiar with each other mid-match) certainly betrays the fact that they’re just dogs being dogs. After the game, viewers are able to adopt their favourite players.

         Unlike non-human animals, artificial intelligence can understand the concept of team sports, but it also struggles to comprehend the ideas of co-operation and teamwork. When a team at Google’s DeepMind programmed four robots to play a two-a-side soccer match, they tended to run directly towards the ball, like a team of five-year-old humans might. The machines took their cues from watching humans playing the game, but even so, it took 30 years’ worth of simulated learning even to get to the stage where the program realised its players could kick the ball into space to get around an opponent.4

         Though perhaps we should cut the robots some slack, since it took decades for humans to work out that the best 30way to play soccer was for team members to have specific positions, to exploit spaces and outmanoeuvre their opponents. We fans often complain that our favourite teams still haven’t grasped this. 

         
THE BEAUTIFUL GAME


         In the 1860s, football was far from a beautiful game. The rules hadn’t been completely ironed out,5 but most matches involved a mass of brawny men guarding the ball as they marched to their opponent’s goal, the other team trying all the while to barge them out of the way so they could retrieve the ball and start their own attack in the opposite direction.

         That’s the style of game that the England men’s football team expected for their match against Scotland in Glasgow in 1874. It was the third game ever to take place between the two teams, and after the first two ended in a 0–0 draw and a 4–2 win, England had the upper hand. They had a team of stars, including their captain Cuthbert Ottaway, who was expert at dribbling. He would often be the one to run with the ball, while his teammates guarded him from tacklers.6

         31The weather was fine, and there was a crowd of 8,000 spectators as the teams arrived on the pitch at exactly 3.30 p.m. The two sides would be recognisable to today’s fans: Scotland in their familiar dark blue shirts and white shorts; England all in white. The only differences were that the English wore blue caps throughout the game, and every player on the pitch had differently coloured socks. The organisers handed out leaflets that listed the players and their sock colours so that you could identify them.

         The game began as everyone imagined it would. The English forwards powered their way into Scottish territory, while the Scottish players attempted to repel them. After 22 minutes, there was an almighty scramble in front of the Scottish goal, somebody kicked the ball and it rebounded off the chest of English attacker Robert Kingsford and into the goal. 1–0 to the Three Lions.

         The opening goal served only to get the Scottish fans going, and that in turn inspired the Scottish players. Suddenly, they adopted a tactic that the English had never seen before: they started to pass the ball. The English sporting newspaper Bell’s Life reported the new tactics:

         
            What the Scotch lacked in weight was amply made up in swiftness and playing-together power – a course which was splendidly illustrated during the game, and there can only be one opinion about the manner in which they profited by each other’s play, passing the ball, in several instances, in a way that completely astonished their opponents.

         

         32After 42 minutes, the passing Picts had equalised, and three minutes later, striker Angus MacKinnon shot through the English goalkeeper’s legs to put his team into the lead. For all their effort and bluster, England were unable to come back, and so Scotland inflicted England’s first-ever international defeat. But more importantly, they had invented a new way of playing that would change the game forever. It would evolve into the passing and moving that the great Brazilian forward Pelé was referring to when he named his autobiography The Beautiful Game, thus popularising the term.7

         It’s arguable that this match was the first true example of the game of football as we know it today. Before 1874, the tactics used by most teams resulted in a game that would be quite alien to modern fans. In the Scotland match, for instance, the England coach positioned three defenders at the back, seven forwards right at the front, and no one in the middle. The reason this tactic is rarely used today is that with a well-organised series of passes, the entire pitch comes into play, so players need to spread out into distinct positions. The Scottish innovation also changed the way that players tackled. No longer were interceptions made exclusively by barging an opponent off the ball; a sliding tackle could not only win possession but allow the player to simultaneously pass the ball to a teammate.

         The Scottish passing tactic was a classic example of necessity being the mother of invention. While England’s players before the 1870s largely came from its public schools, Scotland’s team 33was plucked from the factories and shipyards. On average, Scottish players were of smaller stature, due in part to the lack of nutrition suffered by the working-class population of the time. There was no way for them to outmuscle their opponents, and so they had to come up with something different. 

         It was obviously a huge improvement in strategy. Football, it turns out, is a sport that is particularly suited to teams in which players know their separate roles within the unit, rather than one where all the other players support a single dribbler. Everyone who played against the Scots could see that immediately. When a team from Sheffield played a combined Glasgow XI in 1876, they lost so heavily that they decided to host a series of trial matches in the city with the sole purpose of finding ‘the best passing players’ and dropping ‘any of the players exhibiting selfishness’.

         
DREAM TEAMS


         Teamwork makes the dream work. There’s no ‘I’ in ‘team’. The group is greater than the sum of its parts. Such clichés exist for a reason: when teams work well together, success often follows. Gestures of mutual support and camaraderie are essential to this. Today, these often come in the form of bum-slapping, especially in American sports, and statistics have shown that teams who engage in more congratulatory bum-slapping tend to see better results.8 And basketball teams in which every player 34gets a similar number of touches (of the ball) outperform those with a single stand-out player who hogs the limelight. Things can change quickly, though: the basketball study found that when these successful teams got to the finals (the climactic series of games that end the playing season), the level of teamwork decreased, as players began to focus on their personal performance. They knew that a good run in the finals could lead to a lucrative contract. Co-operative play tends to spread through a team, as you might have guessed, but researchers have found that selfish play spreads much more quickly. When one player stopped playing for the team in these important matches, the rest tended to follow suit. 

         In fact, our more selfish instincts mean that teams are not always greater than the sum of their parts. Asking a group to perform a task previously carried out by an individual doesn’t automatically mean it gets done better. This was shown by a Frenchman called Maximilien Ringelmann, who was in charge of testing farming machinery in France in the 1880s. He wanted to work out the most efficient way to plough fields, and so measured how much weight a single horse would pull, and then how much a group of four could manage. He expected the four horses to pull four times as strongly as the individual, but instead found that there was a shortfall. When he tried the experiment with humans pulling a rope, he found the same thing. This phenomenon is now called the Ringelmann Effect, or ‘social loafing’. The idea is that if you’re 35in a large group, you can slack off a bit and nobody will notice, so a group naturally achieves less than the sum of its parts. At least when pulling a rope.

         Although the Taipei Jingmei Girls’ Senior High School tug-of-war team would probably have taken issue with Ringelmann’s conclusions …

         
PULLING TOGETHER


         In 1971, Taiwan lost its seat at the United Nations after pressure from the People’s Republic of China, which claimed ownership over the island country. Feeling increasingly isolated on the national stage, the Taiwanese government decided that it would try to use sport to increase the country’s visibility. Its National Sport Development Project looked at all the different disciplines to find those that particularly suited the Taiwanese, and one that looked promising was tug of war. The sport wasn’t taken very seriously by many countries9 and, like boxing, matches were organised by weight, so Taiwan would have no disadvantage against countries like the Netherlands, whose people are, on average, 10cm taller and 10kg heavier than the Taiwanese. Furthermore, unlike games such as golf, very little real estate was needed in order to practise it.

         36By the early 1990s, the sport was being rolled out into all the schools in Taiwan. In 2004, former national tug-of-war champion Kuo Sheng got a coaching job at the Taipei Jingmei Girls’ Senior High School. Six years later, he had turned his team into world champions.

         Thanks to government schemes like this one, excelling at sport is one way for young people in Taiwan to rise out of poverty and get a good education. Schools scramble over the best athletes, and if players prove themselves at international level, they can be guaranteed a plum job by the government. And so most of the Jingmei tug-of-war athletes came from disadvantaged families. Unlike most students at the school, they were boarders, training before classes started and then again once everyone else had left for the day. They were coached for four hours a day, 365 days a year, pulling and lifting weights and working on mental strength and technique. They were kept on a strict diet, and romantic relationships were strictly forbidden.

         Tug of war is a very technical sport that requires extreme levels of teamwork. It’s not a case of everyone pulling as hard as they can at the start. Sure, that could work, but in most cases it won’t, and you will have used up all of your energy in the first few seconds. Instead, competitors need to know when to tug in rhythm with the rest of the team and when to hold fast, focusing all of their strength through their feet and into the ground, making themselves virtually immovable, even by the strongest opponents.10

         37Familiarity breeds teamwork, and day after day of training together had the Jingmei team describing themselves as ‘sisters’. Together, they started to beat all-comers, but were unable to take part in international competitions due to a strict age limit of over-18s only. When that was lifted in 2009, the team could finally take part in its first match outside Taiwan: the 2010 World Indoor Championships in Italy. A couple of older Jingmei alumni joined them to make up the Taiwanese national team, which was entered into the 540kg female weight category, in which the total of all eight athletes could not go over that limit. Their sisterhood had taken them this far, but now they sought victory on the world stage.

         Switzerland and Japan were defeated in the semi-finals, which meant the final would be between the Jingmei team, representing Taiwan, and the big favourites, China. Since China doesn’t recognise Taiwan as an independent country, in international sports the islanders play under the name Chinese Taipei and their national flag is replaced by one featuring a plum blossom, the country’s national plant. However, nobody had told the organisers of the tournament, and after their semi-final win, the national flag of Taiwan was raised. The Chinese team were incensed and protested loudly, even going as far as grabbing the Taiwanese flag and turning it around.

         If there’s one thing that brings a team together, it’s insults from an adversary.

         The Taiwanese team were already quietly confident, but now they were unbeatable. According to one of the athletes, ‘We could have beaten them very quickly, but instead, we tortured them slowly before making them lose.’ They took gold, and 38later that year won the World Outdoor Championships, beating a Swedish team who hadn’t lost for five years. Two years later, they won both the indoor and outdoor championships again. Now retired, most of the team work as physical education teachers and tug-of-war coaches at Taiwanese schools.

         The Jingmei team clearly demonstrated the importance of collective motivation to sporting success. This is backed up by research that has shown how giving players challenging but achievable goals can energise them and help them to engage. But to get those goals across you need effective communication.

         
IT’S GOOD TO TALK


         Like many sports, American football appears impenetrable to the uninitiated. But what at first looks like a stop–start melee involving padding and helmets has been compared by more seasoned observers to a ballet, in that each of the 22 players knows exactly what route they are choreographed to run, and at what time. The game revolves around intricate individual plays, with names including the ‘flea flicker’, the ‘fumblerooski’ and the ‘reverse Statue of Liberty’. It’s even been suggested that teams should be able to copyright any new plays they come up with – the idea being that if they know they can profit from innovating in this way, it will encourage creativity and improve the sport.

         But how does each player in the team know what to do, and when? Ultimately, it’s a decision taken between the quarterback, who receives the ball at the start of each play, and the coach, who’s standing on the sidelines. It’s very difficult to get 39plans across in ear-splittingly loud venues such as Arrowhead Stadium, where in 2014 the noise peaked at 142.2 decibels – comparable with a jet engine – during the Kansas City Chiefs’ pleasingly palindromic 41–14 victory over the New England Patriots, and so quarterbacks have a speaker in their helmet that is connected to their coach’s microphone. This communication is considered so important that if one of the teams loses the connection, they can tell the referee, who will insist that the opposition quarterback removes their helmet speaker too.11

         
            
[image: ]The Houston Texans quarterback David Carr receiving tactical tips on a landline phone, mid-match. Hopefully nobody wanted to connect to the internet at the same time.

            

         

         40Once the play is decided by the coach and the quarterback, the latter has to get the message to the rest of his team, so they form a huddle. It seems second nature now, and the huddle is used in many, if not most, team sports. But it was unknown prior to the turn of the 20th century, when it was invented by a college football star called Paul Dillingham Hubbard.

         Hubbard was the star quarterback for Gallaudet University, a specialist school for deaf and hard-of-hearing pupils in Washington DC. He was known as the ‘eel’ due to the fact that people found it difficult to hold on to him (some newspaper reports say it was also due to his fine strategies – though what that has to do with eels is not clear).12

         In order to pass on instructions to the rest of his team, Hubbard had to use sign language, but he realised that opponents would quickly work out what each sign meant and predict his plays. Therefore, he decided that before each play, he would take the whole team to one side and get them to stand with their backs to their opponents, while he crouched down out of sight and explained his plays. Along with this unusual new pre-play ritual, Hubbard’s team also became 41famous for their trick plays, which required detailed choreography. Even for hearing teams, the huddle was useful to hide gestures and allow quarterbacks to give instructions in more hushed tones, and before long, all the local teams were copying Hubbard’s huddle. It was popularised nationwide in the 1920s by a coach at the University of Illinois called Robert Zuppke. He is often credited as the originator of the huddle, but when asked, he openly admitted that he took the idea ‘from a deaf team I saw somewhere’. 

         
BOBBING AND WEAVING


         So everyone in your team knows their job. They have a collective motivation. And they have effective communication. But none of this is useful unless you have recruited the right people to your roster.

         The 1952 Winter Olympics were set to take place in Oslo, and the year before, a representative from Germany visited the organisers to decide whether or not they would send a team. Germany had not taken part in any Olympics since the Second World War, and while technically they were no longer banned, there was a worry that the Norwegian press and public would protest about their involvement by disrupting the games.

         The last winter Games before the war had taken place in 1936, in the German resort of Garmisch-Partenkirchen, which lies in the shadows of famous peaks including the Alpspitze, Zugspitze and Wank mountains. Much like the more famous 1936 Summer Olympics, also in Germany, they were opened by Adolf Hitler and were an exercise in Nazi propaganda. 42They were meant to showcase the fascist state’s impressive facilities, including an imposing ramp, which still hosts one of the big three ski-jumping competitions every year.13

         Inspired by those Games, and helped by the new infrastructure, a German teenager called Anderl Ostler became interested in winter sports, showing an unusual aptitude for bobsleigh. But any hopes he had of representing his country appeared to be over when the war began, bringing most sporting events to an end.

         After the war, Ostler became an innkeeper and ended up with a physique not usually associated with athletes, but he kept up his sliding. Despite a reputation for enjoying his alcohol, womanising and oversleeping on race days, he was chosen to represent Germany in Oslo. His right-hand man (or, rather, his directly-behind man) would be Lorenz Nieberl, another talented bobsledder who at first glance looked like he would be more at home in a beer hall than a toboggan. The duo would take part in the two-man bobsleigh. They would also team up with another pair of strong pushers to make up one of the two German teams competing in the four-man bob.

         A bobsleigh run is simply a concrete tube that winds down a hill and is covered in artificially made ice.14 On the face of 43it, it looks simple: you start off as fast as you can, and then you try to reach the bottom in the shortest possible time – without crashing. Basic physics will tell you that if you’re looking to attain the highest speed when sliding down from the top of a mountain, you’ll go faster if your mass is greater. And so, after the two German four-man bobsleighs finished in the middle of the ranking during qualifying, the team came up with a cunning plan. They would utilise their two most talented sliders, Ostler and Nieberl, who were already very hefty, and swap out their colleagues in the sleigh for the two heaviest athletes from the other team, Fritz Kuhn and Franz Kemser, who were both particularly large. They now had a super-heavyweight über-team, abandoning the second sled completely in the quest for gold. 

         The favourites for first place were the American team of Stanley Benham, Patrick Martin, Howard Crossett and James Atkinson. Back home, they were known as the ‘Beef Trust’, on account of their imposing physical presence. They weighed a total of 450kg, about the same as a large moose. But their size was no match for the Germans, who weighed as much as a moose with a fully grown British bulldog on its back.

         Ostler and Nieberl already had great communication as they’d been friends since childhood, and they had also faced collective adversity in the form of the hostile Norwegian press. When extra mass was added to the mix, it made for an unbeatable team. They took top spot – Germany’s first Olympic gold 44medal in any sport since the Second World War. American newspapers celebrated Ostler as the ‘Daredevil Innkeeper of Garmisch’, but the victory resulted in the International Bobsleigh Federation bringing in a new rule stipulating a maximum weight for any bobsleigh team. Never again will the Olympics see a plus-sized group such as this one hurtling down a hill at 80mph, but if you’d like to relive the spectacle, then you can, thanks to the 2006 German film Schwere Jungs (Heavy Boys) – the other great bobsledding movie.

         
            
[image: ]Anderl Ostler, the Daredevil Innkeeper from Garmisch, and his heavyweight team.

            

         

         The weight limit was brought in to uphold the integrity of bobsledding. Without it, the competition might have simply become a question of ‘Who can put together the heaviest team?’ Rules in sport are made for other reasons, such as for 45safety – of the competitors or even the crowd; they can also be brought in for practical reasons. And rules constantly have to change due to a changing world. But, essentially, every rulebook exists to define its sport – which could be described as something that comes into being when you take the human instinct for play and add rules. In the same way that a round area exists on a piece of paper, but a circle appears only when you actually draw the line, it is only when you add some boundaries that you have a sport. As much as we might bemoan the umpire’s decision a lot of the time, without someone to enforce the rules it’s just aimless running, jumping, kicking, hitting or throwing.46

         
            1 Oddly enough, despite being closely related to squid, octopuses do play. And it can be almost as dangerous as the Netflix show Squid Game: they like to mischievously wrestle the breathing masks off scuba divers.

            2 Dolphins sometimes swim and leap in groups, though most researchers think that rather than it being purely for leisure, they’re practising for future fighting or mating events.

            3 One trick play that Schachner pointed viewers towards was the ‘locker-room loophole’, in which a dog called Aberdeen pretended to leave the pitch but brought the ‘ball’ with him, and then sneaked a touchdown. Whether it was a genius scheme or a happy accident, given that the exit and the end zone were in the same place, only Aberdeen can truly know.

            4 In fairness, this 30 years’ worth of computing time took only two to three days in the real world.

            5 Newspapers reported that one 1864 match between Clapham Common Club (CCC) and Blackheath was spoiled because CCC couldn’t understand the rules. And an 1866 game between Crystal Palace and Barnes was described as being ‘much improved’ because both teams had agreed to do away with the confusing offside law.

            6 Ottaway was also a trained barrister, and practised law until he died of a chill caught while spending the night dancing.

            7 Billiards, lacrosse and cricket were all known as the ‘beautiful game’ at various times in the 19th century.

            8 Nobody knows where the sporting bum-slap originated. It seems it may have been in baseball: the earliest mention we’ve found is from 1959, when a New York reporter complained that his team lacked spirit because they didn’t engage in the act as much as the opposition.

            9 Great Britain used to take it seriously, and is the reigning Olympic champion after winning the event in 1920, the last time it was contested. In 1908, Britain won gold and silver, with the latter being won by a team from the Liverpool police department, whose Swedish opponents accused them of cheating by wearing such heavy boots that they couldn’t even lift their feet after the match.

            10 For more on this, see the aforementioned non-squid TV show Squid Game.

            11 Most NFL teams have a huge team of coaches, but they can’t all be at the side of the pitch. Mobile phones are banned, and so every team also has a bank of old-fashioned landline receivers located at the side of the pitch, where they can get additional tactical advice from upstairs.

            12 Hubbard became the coach of the first American football club west of the Mississippi, when he started a team at the Kansas State School for the Deaf in 1899. Their geographical isolation meant that players had to travel for hours to get to any match, and while their opponents would promise to pay for their transport, they would often refuse to stump up, especially if they had been beaten. Sometimes the police would have to escort the team out of town to avoid them being mobbed by irate fans.

            13 One of the authors once made a special trip to watch German ski jumper Andreas Wank competing against the backdrop of the Wank mountain. Listeners to our podcast No Such Thing As A Fish won’t have much trouble working out which of us it was.

            14 Of course, the pastime originated with races on natural ice. According to the Greek historian Plutarch, writing in the first century, the Cimbri were an ancient Germanic tribe who enjoyed sledging, but they always did it naked.
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