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PREFACE


Hit it, catch it, throw it, bounce it, carry it, parry it. Kick it. Any combination can be used to create a ball game. All British and Irish ball sports are related, folding in, branching out. This book began as a history of football observed through the prism of British and Irish newspapers. The ambition was to trace its development from its origins to the formation of the Football Association (FA) in 1863. While researching, I unearthed a wealth of material from alternate sources, some of it unseen for centuries. To ignore it was unthinkable. The scope was broadened to include parliamentary and other calendar rolls, privy purse and private expenses, calendars of state papers, royal charters and manuscripts, livery company, burgh, and parochial records, university statutes, coroners’ inquests, manorial and drama accounts, pamphlets and broadsides, and illustrated manuscripts. So great was the volume of additional riches that the timeline was truncated to 1800.


Another intention was to limit the book to British and Irish sports, but Europe and North America intruded to such a degree that they became an integral part of the tale. European ball games that impacted the evolution of homegrown sports also found a voice, principally the Dutch game of kolven, and the Icelandic game of knattleikur. References to lesser-known ball games cropped up in source material with intriguing regularity: trapball, stowball, stoolball, closh. The little written on them is insubstantial, yet they were once commonplace and well-loved. I believe their presence enriches the book. There are more popular ball games known only to the passionate—camping, knappan, Cornish hurling, and soule—that were hugely popular in their day and cannot be ignored. Some sports have doggedly weathered the centuries, like those cruise ship perennials quoits and shuffleboard. The inclusion of better-known sports—hockey, tennis, hurling, baseball, and bowling—is inevitable, and adds colour to football’s journey. I have attempted a work of picaresque non-fiction: football and other games are dramatis personae.


There is little value in writing a sweeping history of ball games without the social, religious, and political context, and I have threaded this throughout. That large sections are devoted to Ireland is not partisan; the incendiary climate of the times led politicians to equate groups of Irishmen playing football or hurling with insurrection, a sentiment reflected in a wealth of newspaper references. Where possible, the book is written in the present tense to convey a sense of immediacy, to bring alive the men and women whose forgotten contributions are retold. We are so accustomed to sepia-tinted photographs of superannuated players that we forget they were once young and vibrant. Twelve of the fifteen who gathered at the Freemason’s Tavern to establish the FA on 26 October 1863 were under twenty-five. The oldest was thirty-two. Four were still at school.1 Those past lives are closer than we think. A deceased friend’s grandfather knew Scottish polymath Thomas Carlyle. Another Renaissance man, Jean Philippe de Bela, best known for his twelve-volume History of the Basques, was still alive when Carlyle was an infant. Bela, in turn, was an infant when Samuel Pepys was alive, and Pepys father lived during the reign of Elizabeth I.


The text is peppered with newspaper articles, anecdotes, and stories that bring the centuries alive and contextualise ball games, placing them in the here and now, as it was then. The vast majority of anecdotes mention ball games; other items were chosen from the same newspaper a sporting reference appeared in, usually the same page. For brevity’s sake, lengthy bibliographic titles have been shortened, e.g., Gods arrovves rather than Gods arrovves, or, Two sermons, concerning the visitation of God by the pestilence Very profitable to be read at all times, but especially in the time of Gods visitation. The original wording is retained in all available English quotes. Early references are usually law-related—fighting, accidents, murder, etc.—or contained within poems and literature, permitting no more than a partial-sighted view of the history of ball games.


Some historical works attribute ball games as football with no evidence, other than their inclusion in previous books. Nowhere is this more evident and detrimental than the widespread attribution of William Fitzstephen’s c1180 mention of a ball game as the first reference to football. A typical example is found in Andrew Lang’s 1900 book A History of Scotland. He writes: “According to the author of the Book of Pluscarden, who resided much in France, the Scots were treacherously attacked while playing football during a truce.”2 Only two decades before, the English translation of the Book of Pluscarden describes the Scots as “playing at ball”.3 The 1489 original reads, “Scotis ad palmam ludentibus”.4 Ad palmam ludentibus. Palm play. In other words, they are playing the French game of jeu de paume, the precursor to modern tennis. “Ball” is not even mentioned. For this reason, all references were cross-checked with the earliest sources available or, better still, the original text. Those in Latin, Anglo-Norman, Middle French, Middle English, etc., were translated. Where an error was found in a modern reference or an earlier book provided more information, the latter was referenced.


Interpreting illustrated manuscripts proved problematic. It is a perpetuated error to include shepherds with crooks as an example of early stick and ball players. More common still, a shepherd with a crook and a round object in his hand. Usually, he is holding a loaf of bread. This was a commonly used religious motif, the good shepherd and the bread of life. If the bread is crossed, it is not a stitched leather ball, it symbolises the crucifixion. Reading the accompanying text often provides its Eucharistic context. Similarly, men with staffs or clubs without a ball are not at sport. Ambiguous images in manuscripts are best ignored. Shepherds had crooks, clubs were common weapons, and every circular object is not a ball. If a sphere is on the ground or midair—especially if characters are interacting with it, preferably adopting a sporting stance—and there are sticks, skittles, bats, etc., it is safe to assume it is a ball game.


I have arbitrarily divided Essex into north and south by a line running from Bishop’s Stortford to Clacton-on-Sea. Camping was largely played in the north of Essex and football in the south, and I have used the line to loosely determine this. An inordinate amount of source reports of “football games” are from East Anglia. Given the interchangeability of the terms and the popularity of camping until the end of the eighteenth century, I have tentatively considered ambiguous games in Suffolk, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, and north Essex as camping. I acknowledge the risk of overestimating the number of camping matches using this approach.


This book is far from the last word on the history of ball games; current knowledge delivers more questions than answers. There is room for optimism. History constantly reveals itself as newspapers and other source material are added to online resources, and historians fossick through manuscripts. A stumbling block was the variety of spellings accrued across time. The stem for football is variously spelt fout, foote, ffoote, ffote, footte, fotte, futte, futt fut, fute, fote, fout, foute, foat, faut, and foot. They are succeeded by variations of ball: bal, balle, bale, baule, and bawlle. The two may be joined, hyphenated, or separate: football, foot-ball, foot ball. Alternate spellings also apply to cricket, camping, hockey, and tennis. The French game of soule posed a particular problem; most variations—solle, soul, soulle, souller, solorie, soler, cheolare, cheoller, chole, choller, chouiller, choule, boulle de chalandas, and mellat—were in French, often Middle French. Latin texts proved equally challenging.


I am indebted to the following databases for most of the references cited, and without whom this book would have never materialised: British Newspaper Archive, Early English Books Online, Gale Primary Sources, ProQuest, Internet Archive, HathiTrust, Project Gutenberg, University of Michigan Library, Google Books, British History Online, TannerRichie Publishing (MEMSO), The Statistical Accounts of Scotland 1791–1845, Newspapers.com, The National Archives, Cricket Archive, HeinOnline, Harvard University Archives, America’s Historical Newspapers (Readex), and Newspaper Archive. I am particularly grateful to the Dictionaries of the Scots Language website. Indebtedness, too, to the owners of four independent websites, whose content was a source of great wealth and a conduit to otherwise inaccessible treasures: Protoball, Scottish Sports History, Scottish Football Origins, and Electric Scotland. Several books provided copious references, allowing original texts to be tracked down, none more so than David Block’s Baseball Before We Knew It: A Search for the Roots of the Game. Ariel Hessayon’s chapter in The Palgrave Handbook of Sport, Politics and Harm and Toshiro Nakafusa’s article A study of historical sources and phrases referring to ball games in Medieval Britain were invaluable.5 Unpublished theses were similarly gratifying, particularly those by Gwen Rhiannon Prys Roberts (1932), Robert Malcolmson (1970), Emma Lile (2006), and Taylor Aucoin (2019). My thanks also go to Leah Shopkow for her advice on Lambert of Ardres, and Martyn Cornell for sourcing two impossible to find references.


Effusive praise must go to Meyer & Meyer Sport for accepting this book for publication. I extend especial gratitude to Meyer & Meyer Sport’s international programme director, Liz Evans, for her guidance and faith, and for giving the silent souls within a voice. I owe a final debt of gratitude to those historians who have come before me, on the shoulders of whom I stand on tiptoes, peering around, craning my neck: Francis Peabody Magoun, Morris Marples, Gwen Rhiannon Prys Roberts, Eric Dunning, Kenneth Sheard, Robert W Malcolmson, and David Dymond.


 


1Mitchell A., Found: the founders of the Football Association. Scottish Sport History. https://www.scottishsporthistory.com/sports-history-news-and-blog/found-the-founders-of-the-football-association. Accessed 3 February 2024.


2Lang., A. A History of Scotland. 4 Vols. William Blackwood and Sons, Edinburgh, 1900. Vol. 1. p. 294.


3Skene, F.J.H, The Book of Pluscarden. 2 Vols. William Paterson, Edinburgh, 1880. Vol. 1. p. 265.


4Skene, F.J.H, Liber Pluscardensis. 2 Vols. William Paterson, Edinburgh, 1877. Vol. 1. p. 354.


5Nakafusa, T., A study of historical sources and phrases referring to ball games in Medieval Britain. The Japan Journal of Sport History, 2018, 31: 19–35.









PROLOGUE
3500BC–678AD


In ancient Athens there is a festival game, asklōiasmos.1 Contestants hop on oiled goatskins filled with wine, and the last to slip off is the winner. Another ball game is far more popular. Episkyros is played with two equal sides of twelve to fourteen players. A line is described with stone chippings along the centre of a pitch marked out with parallel lines.2 The teams stand along their boundary line, and a ball is placed at the centre. On signal, they rush for the ball. The player who reaches it first tosses the ball over his opponents to get it towards their line. The opposition aim to intercept the ball and do likewise. To and fro goes the game until a player oversteps his boundary line and his team is defeated. It is unclear when episkyros developed; undisputed descriptions date to the first century AD, though it is likely that Plato refers to the game c369BC.3 A third game, phaininda, is also played. Athenaeus famously quotes Antiphanes’s description.4,5




The player takes the ball elate,


And gives it safely to his mate,


Avoid the blows of th’other side,


And shouts to see them hitting wide;


List to the cries, “Hit here,” “hit there,”


“Too far,” “Too high,” “that is not fair,”


See every man with ardour burns,


To make good strokes and quick returns.6





It must have been a rough game, for Antiphanes adds, “Wretch that I am, my neck’s so stiff.” Athenaeus says that the philosopher Ctesibius7 “was no bad player. And there were many friends of Antigonus the king who used to take off their coats and play ball with him.”8,9 The game involves feigning and intercepting. Different translations drastically alter the essence of the game. The stilted passage quoted is elsewhere translated as: “When he got the ball he delighted to give it to one player while dodging the other; he knocked it away from one and urged on another with noisy cries … ‘Outside, a long pass, beyond him, over his head, a short pass.’”10 The cries in a third translation include: “out of bounds”, “right beside him”, “on the ground”, “too short”, and worryingly, “pass it back in the scrimmage”.11 The term scrimmage (as scrummage) in the sporting sense is not heard of until 1848; a sobering example of the pitfalls of sports history and the need for restrained conclusions. The term appears in Recollections of Rugby. Only eighteen words in, C. H. Newmarch writes of his childhood at Rugby School and “the pleasures of a scrummage at football.”12 Newmarch is referring to the 1830s, when he was a pupil at Rugby.


A c510BC ball game, likely to be phaininda, is depicted on a marble relief at the base of a Greek funerary kouros statue.13 Two sides of three players face each other. The players are positioned in forward, middle, and back rows. One of the rear players is about to throw the ball. His teammates dart forward, one readying to receive it. The opposition’s defender is ordering the front player to move back, while their middle player also prepares to catch the ball. It is likely that each player represents several in a line. While little else is known of phaininda, the Roman game of harpastum is believed to have been essentially the same. It is important to differentiate ball sports involving teams, from other forms of ball games. Ball play in ancient Greece was a ubiquitous pursuit. According to Athenaeus, Timocrates the Lacedaemon wrote a treatise on ball playing.14,15,16 Aristotle recommended balls as suitable presents for children,17,18,19 and Dionysius I of Syracuse enjoyed ball play, Sophocles too.20,21,22,23 Simpler games were also played in gymnasia, such as bouncing a ball against a wall or the floor and striking it with the flat of the hand on the rebound. Plato mentions several men present, raising the prospect of an early version of fives.24,25


The first reference to a ball game in literature is played by women. In Homer’s Odyssey, c800BC, Princess Nausikaä plays with her maids. “They then threw off their veils and turned to playing ball, and white-armed Nausikaä was their leader as they sang … when the princess next tossed the ball … she missed the handmaid, and sent it into a deep eddy.”26 Their cries of dismay wake the stranded, naked Odysseus, who mingles among them. In Apollonius’s c300BC Argonautica, Zeus is given a ball in infancy: “I will give you Zeus’s all-beauteous plaything … a well-rounded ball … All of gold are its zones, and round each double seams run in a circle; but the stiches are hidden, and a dark blue spiral overlays them all.”27 The remarkable description implies four or more segments. Better still, a few lines later: “This I will give you; and you, strike with your shaft and charm the daughter of Aeëtes with love for Jason.” He is to woo her with his prowess in a stick and ball game. While there are earlier depictions of stick and ball games, it is the first written reference in history.


Greek author and Homerian expert Agallis28 believes her fellow—albeit mythic—Corcyraean Nausikaä invented ball play.29 Dicaearchus30 attributes it to the Greek city state of Sicyon,31 while Hippasus of Metapontum32 credits Sparta with its invention.33 Herodotus argues otherwise. The Histories tells of the reign of the mythic King Atys of Lydia, who ruled from c1220 to c1190BC.34,35 During a famine, the citizens survive by eating one day and fasting the next. Fasting days are occupied by playing ball, dice, knucklebones, and other games, so “that they might not feel the want of food.” Irrespective of source, organised ball play is likely to have originated as dances, incorporating tumbling and ball skills. Athenaeus mentions two men known for their skills “at this game”, Demoteles36 and Chaerephanes.37,38


The Macedonians who conquer Athens in 338BC share a similar regard for ball play; Alexander the Great, himself, plays.39 The first recorded competitive player is Aristonicus. Around 330BC, “The Athenians made Aristonicus the Carystian, Alexander’s ball-player, a citizen of the city on account of his skill, and they erected a statue to him.”40 While the skill for which he received the highest honour the city can bestow is probably diplomatic, the statue is likely to have depicted his ball skills. Sparta appears passionate about ball sports. Organised games are played by graduating cadets. The rules are unknown, though evidence suggests it is a variation of episkyros.41,42 Pollux43 describes it as sphairomachia—battle with a ball—and Plato recommends it played in full armour to train citizens to defend their state.44,45 If a Spartan game for contemporary teenagers is anything to go by, the cadet game is brutal. Played without a ball, two companies of naked youths try to command an artificial island surrounded by ditches.46 Players hit, kick, punch, and push their opponents into the water, in a manner not dissimilar to British mob (folk) football.47,48 As late as 160AD, victories of young Spartans at an annual contest of an unspecified ball game are recorded; sides of fifteen or more, representing their local district, play a tournament game.49 The origins of episkyros, phaininda, and the Spartan version, cannot be dated with certainty, but they are well established by the mid-fourth century BC.


The Romans conquer Athens in 146BC. They have their own competitive ball game, harpastum; according to Athenaeus, the Roman name for phaininda. The Romans play other games: sky-ball, where a player throws a ball up for others to catch; trigon, where players stand at the corners of a triangle and throw the ball to each other; and a piggyback game, where the mounted must catch the ball.50 The latter is similar, if not identical, to an ancient Egyptian game. Harpastum is a team sport that involves feinting (pretending to throw the ball to one player, then throwing it to another) and intercepting. A follis, the smallest and hardest of the four balls available, is used.51,52


Harpastum is Athenaeus’s favourite game. He writes, “There was a great deal of exertion and labour in a game of ball, and it causes great straining of the neck and shoulder.” Isidorus of Miletus53 mentions “the circle of players standing by and waiting”, while an amusing anecdote from Sidonius provides further detail.54,55 It concerns an elderly man, a good player in his youth: “Now he was repeatedly pushed by the inside runner from his place in the standing circle, then again, being brought inside the ring, he failed alike to cut across, or to dodge the path of the ball on its course, as it flew close to his face or was flung over his head; and he would often bend low in a flying tackle and then scarcely manage to recover from his staggering swerve. So, he was the first to retire from the stress and strain of the game, puffing and blowing in a state of internal inflammation.”56


Sidonius himself claimed to be the “leading champion of the ball.”57 He writes of an indoor game: “I found … opposing ball-players bending low amid the whirling evolutions of the catastrophae.”58,59 Ball players are known as sphaeristerum and play in purpose-built rooms within gymnasia called sphairisteria. There are even ball coaches (spharistai), though it is unclear whether they teach harpastum, phaininda, or both.60 Whatever the game, it is a handling one. No Greek or Roman game allowed kicking of the ball. Galen’s On Exercise with a Small Ball provides most insight into harpastum:61


“People face each other, vigorously attempting to prevent each other from taking the space between, this exercise is a very heavy, vigorous one, involving much use of the hold by the neck, and many wrestling holds … the loins and legs are also subject to great strain in this kind of activity; it requires great steadiness on one’s feet. Advancing and leaping to the side, too, represent a considerable exercise for the legs … the act of coming forward exercises one set of nerves and muscles to a greater extent, the act of retreating another; and that of dodging to the side others still … anyone failing, accurately and quickly to perceive the trajectory of the ball must miss his catch. The mental faculties, moreover, are sharpened by the concern not to drop the ball and to prevent the opponent from seizing it … it has the power to give both of them [body and soul] the most important types of training—those which the rulers of the city would especially command their generals to undertake … attacking at the right time, seizing one’s opportunity, appropriating the enemy’s possessions either by force or by unexpected attack, and keeping guard over what has already been acquired … recovering what one has lost, or anticipating the enemies’ policy.”62


Galen is casting harpastum as sublimated warfare. In truth, it is an upper-class game, well removed from chariot racing, boxing, gladiatorial combat, pentathlon, and wild beast shows.63 Players may choose posts involving less exertion: “One must then adopt a middle position, not moving from the median, and alternate between gentle advances and remaining in the same place.” A player may take up a position where he exercises his arms in throwing, or one that requires a lot of running and quick, long throws, or another that “involves holds, throws, and catches, and yet is not swift.”64 Romans of all age can play. According to Pliny the Younger, retired consul Spurinna keeps up a strict health regime: “When he has covered seven miles, he goes on foot again for a mile … When the hour for the bath is announced … he walks naked in the sun. He then throws a ball forcefully for some time, since with this type of exercise too he wars on old age.”65,66 Spurinna is eighty.


~


The first reference to a ball used for kicking is earlier rather than later. Four Classics of Huangdi, c403–221BC, records a war between Huangdi and Chiyou tribes, c2697–2599BC.67,68 The defeated Chiyou is killed and skinned. His hair is used as a flag, then stuffed in his stomach to make a ball for the soldiers to kick around.69 The more skilful are rewarded. At some point, probably around the time the manuscript was written, Chinese balls were termed Ju. Prior to that, the jade or stone balls used were unsuitable for kicking.70


The ancient Chinese kicking game is called Cuju (from Cu kick, Ju ball). The term is first used by Si Maquian, c96–91BC, in reference to the time of Emperor Xuan, in 328BC, when the public are said to be happy playing instruments, engaging in cock or dog fighting, or playing Cuju.71 He adds that expert Cuju players and swordsmen “mixed together”.72 The next reference is c81–70BC, when Huan Kuan records his wealthiest contemporaries fishing, cockfighting, playing Cuju, and walking their dogs.73 Several other references from the first century BC indicate a period of popularity. In 8BC the reclusive court poet, Yang Xiong, writes that “making chess pieces by sawing wood, or cooking skin to make a Ju should follow certain rules. Similarly, a society should have its rules and laws as well.”74 Ball-making as an analogy for good government reflects its status, and pairing it with chess its ubiquity. The Ju ritual involves stuffing the cooked skin with hair or other fillers.75 The emperor Gaozu “built a huge football pitch (cujong) in his palace … nobles and wealthy citizens also had private pitches.”76 Gaozu is possibly the one advised by an exasperated councillor that Cuju is undignified for an emperor.


Later writings demonstrate that Cuju is no less popular in 70BC. 25 Articles about Cuju, c54–92AD, a chapter within the History of the Han Dynasty, is the earliest known writing dedicated to sport. That the widely read text includes Cuju indicates its popularity. “The Ju”, it says, “is a solid, soft, and light ball made with animal skin or offal, and stuffed with hair or other objects.”77 The chapter is incorporated into military manuals. Cuju itself had been used in training since at least 200BC, though it went by another name. At the turn of the millennium it is known as taju bingshi, “football game for the power of soldiers”.78 During a campaign, c140–117BC, general Huo Qubing has an area dug out for his soldiers to play the game.79 During the Tang Dynasty (618–907AD), the Ju evolves into an inflatable ball made of animal bladder encased in square strips of leather; the Chinese character for Ju contains the component for leather.80 By the Song Dynasty (960–1279AD), a dozen leather pieces are used, turnover stitching is employed to hide thread ends, and a standard weight of fourteen liang is established.81,82


Details of how the game was played are rare before the eighth century, and are usually in relation to military exercises.83 Cuju, as described from the Tang Dynasty onward, is a cross between dancing and keepie uppie. Most of the body, except the arms and hands, can be used to keep the ball in the air, though there are elaborate rules.84 Choreographed movements have scintillating names: the black dragon wags his tail, vermillion phoenix shakes his head.85 An issue with symbolic expressions is the difficulty in interpreting meaning in a modern context. “Ball” alone has over forty idioms, including “moon on a bank of clouds”, “great peace under heaven”, “six ingots of silver”, and “turtle’s back”.86


The game has a solo version and at least ten team games, each with multiple rules. Solo Cuju comprises choreographed juggling, using different parts of the foot and ankle, across three cycles of eighteen, seven, and thirty-one kick patterns. Terms include “phoenix holding a pearl in its beak”, “fattening the goose”, and “the immortal crosses the bridge”.87 Team games involve either passing, for example, “the leather is worn out”, and “sun and moon traverse the palace”, or competitive goal games.88 In one, two sides of six must kick the ball through a 35 cm diameter vertical ring at the top of two central posts, ten metres from the ground. Another version has a silk cord across the posts, over which the ball is kicked. No game is known to have employed two goals. Both games require much skill.89 The ball must be continually juggled with various parts of the body to stop it hitting the ground, as well as passed between players.


Some team games have no goals. Players are arranged into pairs on a pitch divided into several areas. The aim is to get the ball onto the ground of another pair’s area. Either opponent can prevent this, but only by controlling the ball with their ankle or the tip of their foot.90 Manuals describe sixteen varieties of kicks, including shoulder kicks, breast kicks, “splayfoot” kicks, and an “embroidered-sash” kick. Each kick is divided into as many as eighteen subtypes, and patterns have names like “monk jumps into the well”.91 The exquisite precision required is exemplified in the description of “riding-the-horse upper instep kick”: “The balls falls on the right ankle; turning backwards, the upper instep kick is used; over the head the ball passes to the next player, and one has to call: ‘Pass!’”.92 Adherence to rules is paramount, particularly playing with fairness and respect toward other players. The game as a whole operates within a distinct religious and ethical framework. A version of the game is described in a moral poem by Li Yu:93




A round ball and a square wall,


The ball flying across like the moon,


While the teams stand opposed.


Captains are appointed and take their places,


No allowances are made for relationship,


According to unchanging regulations


There must be no partiality.


But there must be determination and coolness,


Without the slightest irritation at failure.


And if all this is necessary for football


How much more for the business of life.94





The poem implies a square playing area, a novel shape compared with the rectangular, oval, and diamond shapes of modern pitches.95 There are fixed rules, and impartiality is emphasised, suggesting adjudicators. Tellingly, victory is paramount. “The winners were rewarded with flowers, fruit and wine, and even with silver bowls and brocades, while the captain of the losing team was flogged, and suffered other indignities.”96,97


Judging from literary references, Cuju is particularly popular during the Han (206BC–220AD), Tang (618–907AD), and Song (960–1279AD) dynasties. Lines from famous poets of the Tang Dynasty include: “Cuju kicked out is usually above the bird”, “no dust blows in kicking ball, since it rains and just clears up”, “I have nothing to do the whole day, then suddenly hear the sound of ball-kicking across the street”, and “playing Cuju for ten years makes me long for the far place.”98 Both military and public manuals are silent on female participation. They are reduced to spectators, delighting in the erotically charged movements of the players. A Tang dynasty poem reflects this:




His merit won he was feted at the Hall of Unicorn Virtue.


Quick as a monkey on the ballfield, with a falcon’s grace,


Three thousand ladies titled their heads to watch him,


Trampling shiny earrings as they crowded for a view.99





Nevertheless, during the Tang Dynasty, Wang Jian writes, “My wife enjoys kicking ball in Hanshi Festival, she loves ball gambling with others.”100 Women are also depicted playing Cuju on a bronze mirror, a round fan, a tomb relief, and at least one painting.101 Much later, Li Yu (1611–1680AD) writes:




Their sweat stained faces are like flowers under dew,


Their fair brows dusty from the toil


Remind one of willow leaves in the mist.


Hidden are their slender fingers in the sleeves,


While a pull at the red skirts shows their tiny feet.


The ball is kicked time and again,


The maids blushing but speechless.


They are watched with envy


by the gallant youths of Chang’an.102





As Cuju declines in popularity during the Yuan and Ming periods, the sport is taken up by acrobats within female-only Cuju societies, who play despite bound feet. A player’s name has even survived, the first known female kicker of a ball, the acrobat Cuju player Peng Yunxiu.103 Naturally, children played, at least from the twelfth century onwards, though probably since Cuju was invented. Like Shrovetide has its folk football, the annual Hanshi Festival features Cuju, and there are several references to “the conditions of organising the activity of showing ball”.104 During the Song period, urbanisation results in a degree of egalitarianism. Cuju societies are established where people of all classes co-mingle, albeit within a hierarchical structure.105 Teams travel to play in “leisure parks”, and “famous gardens”, and perform for noblemen and at the imperial palace. The names of three top male players have also been handed down: Meng Xian, Lu Bao, and Li Guangyan.106


Both Tang and Song emperors are known to have played. A contemporary painting captures Zhao Kuangyin, the first emperor of the Song Dynasty (960–1279AD), playing Cuju with his brother, as adoring ministers look on. Several performances are also recorded during the dynasty. Cuju’s popularity continues for another century with continuous poetry references to the end of the Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368AD); it is during this period that female players are first mentioned. Cuju’s social status declines during the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644AD). The game becomes associated with prostitutes, who play outside brothels to attract customers. The first Ming emperor bans brothels and Cuju, believing the sport diminishes, rather than augments, military training.107,108 By the third emperor, the ban is probably lifted, as an illustration shows him watching court eunuchs play.109 The game’s decline is by no means precipitous; it is not until the middle period of the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911AD) that Cuju disappears from society. As late as 1841, a Dutchman provides an account of winter sports in the Chinese court: “The Emperor made his appearance on a sort of sledge, supported by the figures of four dragons. This machine was moved about by several mandarins … Whole troops of civil and military officers soon appeared, some on sledges, some on skates, and others playing at football on the ice; and he that kicked up the ball was rewarded by the Emperor.”110


The Silk Road, a network of trades routes between east and west, opens in 130BC, operating until the Ottoman Empire closes it down in 1453. It is argued that the Silk Road introduces football to the west via Egypt, Greece, Rome, France, and England. Evidence is lacking; indeed, the reverse could be true.111,112 Kemari (kick-ball), the Japanese version of Cuju, is first recorded in 664AD, despite Chinese explorers reaching Japan in 57AD.113 Even then, kemari does not attain widespread popularity until the twelfth century. When the Japanese Soccer Association is founded in 1921, football is considered an alien game, clearly distinguishable from kemari; in other words, they are different games, with no clear familial relationship.114 When the West is first exposed to Cuju is unknown, but there is no evidence it influenced any ball game played in Europe, including harpastum, which was probably introduced into Britain by the Romans no earlier than 43AD. Cuju bears little relation to early European ball games. Not only are there significant differences in “technical skills, sequences of movements, and the use of the body”, but the sport has different social origins, political functions, and religious and moral aspects, that set it apart from early European football.115


None of Britain’s early ball games exhibit any of the hallmarks of Cuju. The game’s discipline is antithetical to the anarchic free-for-all of folk football. What is remarkable is that phaininda (408–334BC), episkyros (369BC), the Spartan cadet game (357–347BC), and Cuju (328BC), are first recorded within eighty years of one another.116 While this predates the Silk Road by two centuries, it is possible that knowledge of one or other games was disseminated, to be taken up and fashioned according to cultural values. The Mesoamerican game of hipball is a much earlier sport than phaininda, episkyros, the cadet game, and Cuju, but the onset of its peak popularity in 400BC coincides with the appearance of all four. The mention of ball play in China c2697–2599BC and in Lydia c1220–1190BC are undoubtedly origin myths; both are recorded the century before the first contemporary reports of ball games, arguably at a time interest is quickening and nascent sports developing.117


Cuju, then, appears to have developed in the fourth century BC and is highly valued as an aspect of military training for centuries, implying a degree of rigour. It is popular both among the people and the upper classes and nobility, who ultimately rub shoulders in Cuju societies. The game is played before emperors in purpose-built pitches at the imperial court, reflecting its kudos. It can be played individually or as a team sport with two sides or several pairs. Cuju involves kicking and juggling elements; arguably, variations involve greater or lesser degrees of each. Competitive games have two types of goals and are played on square pitches, some small enough for private use, some large, probably within the range of those used for cricket, baseball, and the seven codes of football.


~


While Asian and European ball games might have ancient origins, there is no doubt about Central American games. Mesoamerica was a cultural region encompassing the upper half of Central America and most of Mexico. The region was home to the Maya, Olmec, Mixtec, Zapotec, Teotihuacán, and Aztec civilisations.118 Many ball games were played—including a stickball game—though little is known of them. The pan-Mesoamerican game of hipball is an exception. The game was played in a court with a rubber ball, which could only be struck with the hips. There appears to have been both a ceremonial aspect and a utility in dampening conflict between important families and social groups.119 The earliest known ball court dates from 1650BC.120 It was found in the lowlands of southern Mexico, then home to the Olmec.121 Over two thousand three hundred ball courts have been found across Mesoamerica, including those of the Aztecs, demonstrating hipball’s importance to multiple civilisations across thousands of years.122 Courts were often placed near temples and funerary shrines, suggesting ritualistic symbolism.123 Shared features across all ballcourts include an alley enclosed by parallel walls or mounds.124 The oldest is open at both ends. Its mounds are ten feet high, with a stepped bench, presumably for spectating. The earthen court is ninety yards long and three yards wide.125 Over time, walls replaced mounds and courts were surfaced with stone.


Ceramic figurines from 1250BC onward depict players. Most wear thick padded belts to protect the hips, and loincloths, and round pendants or pectorals.126 Rubber balls were solid, and the larger balls could cause significant injury, which is why many figurines wear headgear. While this is practical and nothing like the elaborate ceremonial headwear, there may have been a hierarchical element. It would also make sense for team players to wear similar headwear for identification. Others have different degrees of arm, leg, chest, torso, neck, and groin padding. The first three are presumably for a variant that allows multiple parts of the body to strike the ball; the latter three are probably protective but could serve a dual function, with groin padding for the bravest players. An interesting variation was found in a shaft tomb in West Mexico. The figurines wear no padded belt but have a single lower leg padded and hold staffs or bats, and some appear to be wearing mitts.127 It is likely they represent stickball players. Another leg pad and cricket springs to mind. What is remarkable is that these figurines are the earliest evidence of Mesoamerican ball games, dating to 1700BC: three thousand seven hundred and twenty-five years ago.


Rubber balls have also been discovered. Fourteen from one shrine range from three to eleven inches in diameter. The earliest dates to 1600BC; the rest were left as offerings across hundreds of years.128 By c550BC, ball courts are closed off at the ends; later still, the closure is done in such as a way as to give courts their characteristic “I” shape.129 Vertical walls also give way to sloping sides. Maya and Aztec artefacts demonstrate “the ritual and political focus of the ball game, with symbolism that included the regeneration of life and the maintenance of cosmic order. The origin narratives of the Maya, as codified in the Popol Vuh, implicate the ball game as part of a contest between heroic mortals and underworld deities in the creation of the universe.”130 Surviving imagery indicates that frequent fruits of victory were captives and human sacrifice.131 While ceremonial sacrifice at ritual games may be paramount, cities have multiple courts, so it is likely that hipball was played largely for fun. No doubt it was hugely popular in the streets and fields, and played in rudimentary dirt courts. Still, so much is conjecture, based on little knowledge.


The Maya city of Chichén Itzá, in the Mexican state of Yucatán, grew prominent c600AD. The city had at least thirteen ball courts, including the largest and best-preserved court in Mesoamerica, which measures 183 × 76 yards and retains two upright stone hoops built into the parallel walls.132,133 Current opinion is divided over whether ball games were played in it or if it was a monument to the game. That it equates to twenty-three tennis courts, and the medium hipball court size was 36.5 × 10 yards, implies the latter.134,135 The rules of the Maya game can only be guessed from wall and devotional paintings and the game fields themselves. What is likely is that teams have between two and six players, and there is a suggestion that a referee is used. The right hip, right elbow, or right knee is used to “kick off”. The rubber ball—generally believed to weigh three to four kilograms—is passed between players but cannot touch the ground, and hands cannot be used.136 Passing the ball through the stone hoop requires outrageous skill or luck.


Maya vases depict a large rubber ball, usually painted black but sometimes red; the Maya word for blood also means rubber.137 The conquistadors first encounter a Mesoamerican ball game on the islands of the Caribbean, watching the “sport at ball” in Hispaniola.138,139 The indigenous civilisation, the Taíno, have their own version of the Aztec game ullamaliztli. Over a hundred possible ball courts have been unearthed across the islands, and the sport is named after them: Batey. Clearly, the islanders have contact with the mainland—Cancún is only one hundred and thirty-three miles from the eastern tip of Cuba.


Most is known about the ullamaliztli (hipball), as first-hand accounts are recorded by Spanish missionaries and conquistadors. Points are lost in several ways: forced or accidental fouls, not getting the ball across the central line, the ball dying down in your own half, the ball ending up in your end corners, and using the wrong part of your body.140 A certain number of points are needed for victory, though on the rare occasion the ball goes through the hoop—the equivalent of a hole-in-one—that team immediately wins. Cortez takes twelve players to Spain in 1528, and several games of ullamaliztli are played at court. One is captured in a woodcut by German painter Christoph Weiditz (1498–1559), who is present.141 Two players are pictured. One is passing to the other. Both appear to be using their buttocks, which are covered for protection. The backs of their hands are also covered, palms unseen, implying the ball may be struck with the hand. Their elbows, knees, and shoulders are red, suggesting other parts of the body are used. Other Mesoamerican tribes have several variations, for example the Zapotec have quiquijaya and taladzi, the Mixtex yocotondi and yochihi and the Purépecha querehta and apantzeti.


After the conquest of the Aztec, a process of Catholic conversion begins. Anything related to existing rituals is banned, including indigenous games. In exchange, the Spanish introduce their own game pelota mano (handball), adapted to incorporate the rubber balls that impress them more than the indigenous games themselves.142 That the first rubber ball to reach Europe is taken by Columbus testifies to their fascination.143 Other than the gaping hole left by the ceremonial function of ullamaliztli, the switch to pelota mano appears to have been relatively seamless and to have filled ullamaliztli’s critical role in day-to-day society. A local variation, pelota mixteca is still played widely among the Oaxacan of Mexico.144


The Dominican friar Diego Durán’s 1581 account of ullamaliztli is striking: “in one hour the ball did not stop bouncing from one end to the other, without a miss, using only their buttocks, never touching it with the hand, foot, calf, or arm … Both teams were so alert in keeping the ball bouncing that it was amazing … It was considered a foul to touch with the hand or any other part of the body except the parts I have mentioned [buttocks and knees] … aside from being esteemed by the sovereigns, they were given notable dignities, were made intimates of the royal house and court, and were honoured with special insignia.”145


He goes on to describe the game as it was played in ball courts:


“Many a time have I seen this game played … But the most important was lacking, namely the enclosure where the contest took place … and the rings through which they cast and passed the hail … ball courts existed in all the illustrious, civilized, and powerful cities and towns … A regular competition existed between the two [types of communities]. [The ball courts] were enclosed with ornate and handsomely carved walls. The interior door was of stucco, finely polished and decorated with figures of the god and demons to whom the game was dedicated and whom the players held to be their patrons in that sport … They were … narrow in the middle and wide at the ends. The corners were built on purpose so that if the player’s ball fell into one it was lost and was considered a find … In the square corners (which served as ends or goals) a great number of players stood on guard to see that the ball did not penetrate.”


“The main players stood in the centre facing the ball, and so did the opponents since the game was carried out similarly to the way they fought in battle or in special contests. In the middle of the walls of this enclosure were fixed two stones facing one another, and each had a hole in the centre … One team put the ball through the hole of the stone on one side while the other side was used by the other team. The first to pass its ball through won the prize. These stones also served as a division, for between them, on the floor, was a black or green stripe. This was done with a certain herb and no other, which is a sign of pagan belief. The ball always had to be passed across this line to win the game, because if the ball, projected by the backsides or by the knee, went bouncing along the floor and passed the stripe the width of two fingers, no fault was committed; but if it did not pass, it was considered a foul play. The man who sent the ball through the stone ring was surrounded by all. They honoured him, sang songs of praise to him, and joined him in dancing. He was given a very special reward of feathers or mantles and breech-cloths, something highly prized. But what was most prized was the honour involved: that was his great wealth. For he was honoured as a man who had vanquished many and had won a battle.”


There is even earlier source material: a narrative account describing life at the court of Montezuma II, in 1519:


“The King took much Delight in seeing the Sport … The Ball was made of the Gum of a Tree that grows in hot Countries, which having Holes made in it distils great white Drops, that soon harden, and being work’d and moulded together, turn as black as Pitch. The Balls tho’ hard and heavy to the Hand, did bound and fly as well as our Footballs, there being no need to blow them, nor did they use Chaces but vy’d to drive the adverse Party, that is to hit the Wall, the others were to make good, or to strike it over. They struck it with any Part of the Body, as it hapned, or they could most conveniently; and sometimes he lost that touch’d it with any other Part but his Buttock, or Hip, which was look’d upon among them as the greatest Dexterity; and to this Effect that the Ball might rebound the better, they fastened a Piece of stiff Leather on their Buttocks. They must strike it every time it rebounded…


“On the Side Walls, they fix’d certain Stones like those of a Mill, with a Hole quite through the Middle, just as big as the Ball, and he that could strike it through there won the Game, and in Token of its being an extraordinary Success, which rarely hapned, he had thereby a Right to the Cloaks of all the Lookers on … On a lucky Day, at Midnight, they perform’d certain Ceremonies and Enchantments on the two lower Walls, and on the Midst of the Floor, singing certain Songs, or Ballads; after which a Priest of the great Temple … utter’d some Words [and] threw the Ball about the Tennis-court four Times, and then it was consecrated … Motezuma carried the Spaniards to this Sport, and was well pleas’d to see them play at it.”146


An almost identical account in another book adds that players are penalised if they use anything other than their hips or buttocks; also that the ball must be kept in the air and not touch the walls.147 The implication that balls cannot be struck on the rebound differs from the first account.148 The chapter in the second book is translated as The Tennis play in Mexico and the ball court is referred to as a tennis court, though the author also adds the correct term, Tlachco. The previous chapter is intriguing. The footeplayers that played before Mutezuma describe Montezuma watching “players, who play with their féete, as we doe with oure handes. These have a cudgell like unto a pastlers rowler, whiche they tosse high and lowe, as it were a bal in the ayre, straunge to beholde. They use other playes to passe the tyme, in such an order, that it séemed marvellous to the lookers on. Cortez broughte into Spayne some of these players.”149,150 The “footeplayers” is almost certainly not a reference to football or stickball; there is no mention of a ball. The mention of cudgels tossed in the air implies juggling with the feet. The cudgels are short, “like unto a pastlers rowler”, a pastry chef’s rolling pin. Stickball and football were played in the Maya city of Teotihuacán, one thousand years before. The c450–650AD murals of the Tepantitla compound depict multiple ball games, including seven men with sticks and balls playing within a defined space.151 A second mural is momentous. Known as the Paradise of Tlaloc, the vibrant mural is filled with dozens of characters singing and playing.152 Some are playing with balls. Two separate figures are kicking balls. It is the earliest representation of football in history.


~


A few words on balls. The oldest Chinese balls are around three thousand years old. Found in the Yanghai cemetery in 2020, they are cricket-ball sized, made of leather, and filled with hair.153 Mesoamerican rubber balls date back three thousand six hundred years. But they are not the oldest. A ball was discovered in a child’s grave in Tarkhan, Egypt. The linen rags rolled into a ball and secured with string was probably a favourite toy, left by inconsolable parents for their child to play with in the afterlife. The tomb is four and a half thousand years old.154 There are depictions of ball games in the tomb of Baqet III in Beni Hasan cemetery, in Egypt. Dating from four thousand years ago, they are the oldest in history. One painting shows two men throwing balls to one another while piggybacking on two other men. Another shows four women juggling balls, and a third a game of catch with two teams of three women.155 Elsewhere in the cemetery, is the tomb of a local governor c1900BC. A wall painting portrays two men with sticks playing with a ball.156 It is the first drawing of a stickball game in history.


The earliest depiction of a ball game in Europe is from 540 to 520BC, fifteen hundred years later. By a remarkable coincidence it shows three figures—possibly two women and a child—sat on the shoulders of three men, eagerly waiting for a seventh figure to throw the ball.157 A few decades later, another game is shown on a marble relief at the base of a Greek funerary kouros statue.158 Four players watch from the sides as a pair in the centre use two-foot sticks, curved at the ends, to battle over a ball. Three of the other four players are also holding sticks. This is likely to be the obscure game of keretizein (“to play a game with a horn”), possibly named after the shape of the stick.159 One must wait a century for anything remotely resembling a kicking game in Europe: a Greek marble relief of a youth balancing a ball on his thigh as a boy looks on.160


It may not appear so, but Europe dawdled in the depiction of any sport—if hunting can be called that. The Lascaux cave in France has over six hundred wall paintings, including a number of hunting scenes. The oldest, dating back seventeen thousand years, shows a bird-headed man charged by a bison.161 On the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, there is a cave painting of human-like figures hunting a wild pig. The world’s first story is an inconceivable fifty-one thousand years old.162
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CHAPTER ONE
679–1099


It is 679, and English clerics need pulling into line. The earliest known injunction against games decrees, “that bishops or any of the ecclesiastical order who has professed a religious life shall not use weapons, nor have lyres, nor any symphonic music, nor permit any games, or games before the faith.”1 Somewhere between 699 and 705, an unknown Lindisfarne monk writes a life of St Cuthbert, who lived from c637 to 687. An early passage reads: “When he was a boy of eight years … many youths were gathered together one day on a piece of level ground, and he too was found among them. They began thereupon to indulge in a variety of games and tricks; some of them stood naked, with their heads turned down unnaturally towards the ground, their legs stretched out and their feet lifted up and pointing skywards; and some did one thing and some another.”2 Other than handstands, there is no indication of the games played. It is a flat surface, but balls go unmentioned.


In 721, the Venerable Bede completes both prose and verse versions of the Life of Cuthbert. He writes, “For Bishop Trumwine of blessed memory used to relate what had been told him by Cuthbert himself, how on a certain day, a large crowd of boys in a field were engaged in the usual contests and he himself was present: in accordance with the usual thoughtlessness of children at play, most of them were twisting their limbs into various unnatural contortions.”3 What usual contests? Ball sports? Of note, Bede and Cuthbert were born and raised in the Saxon kingdom of Northumbria, an early adopter of ball games; indeed, Cuthbert is patron saint of Northumberland. It is only one hundred and sixty-seven years after the fall of the Roman Empire when Cuthbert reaches the age of eight. And Bede wrote his book, in 721, on Lindisfarne, where Cuthbert had been bishop. Seventy-two years later, the first Viking raid on the British Isles targets Lindisfarne.


A mid-twelfth century manuscript of Bede’s book decides it is a ball game.4 One illustration depicts Cuthbert at play. Seven figures are divided into two groups, one in green, the other peach. The peaches appear to be women. One figure has swung her hockey-like stick, and a green player opposite has caught the hand-sized ball. A peach stands between, head tilted, appearing to call out, possibly the score. Another peach dives acrobatically for another hand-sized ball, while the last peach appears to have a thigh strain and is attended to by a green. The final green breaks the fourth wall, beckoning to someone outside the panel.5


In an anonymous life of Cuthbert, c1300–1325, “he pleide at þe bal” with his friends, until he is talked out of such idle games by a young boy.6 Cuthbert declares: “we ne schullen none more.”7 In Middle English chullen (or schullen) means to kick. In this version, the boys are playing football. If written before 1302, it is the second earliest reference to football in history.


The game in the Bede manuscript appears well established. The hockey-like stick is a crucial feature. Where did it come from? Stick and ball games are evident across multiple civilisations. The four-thousand-year-old tomb of the local governor in Beni Hasan cemetery contains the wall painting of two men with sticks and a ball.8 In China’s Yanghai cemetery, a leather ball was deposited in three tombs, and curved wooden sticks in ten others, c1000BC.9 There is also a marble relief on a c510BC Greek tombstone of two players with curved sticks, battling over a ball, while four more look on, three of them with sticks.10 Another Chinese cemetery has a tomb with six pictorial bricks c25–220AD.11 Each brick depicts a man on horseback holding a curved stick and chasing a ball. Finally, in the Maya city of Teotihuacán, murals dated c450–650AD depict several ball games, including a mural of seven men with sticks and balls playing within a defined space.12


In 747, at the Council of Clovesho, the Archbishop of Canterbury decrees that “three days before the Lord’s ascension into heaven, they [people] should come with fasting … not mingled with vanities, as is the custom of many, or of the negligent, or of the unskilled, that is to say, with games and horse-racing, and great feasts.”13 Nine hundred years later, a future Archbishop of Canterbury has a bowling green at his palace in Lambeth.14


Ball games are not specifically referred to in mainland Britain until the tenth century. While the Historia Brittonum is believed to have been written c829, the earliest intact manuscript containing the relevant passage dates to c944.15 The Arthurian story tells of a fourth-century search for the true king of Britain. “In consequence of this reply, the king sent messengers throughout Britain, in search of a child born without a father. After having inquired in all the provinces, they came to the field of Aelecti, in the district of Glevesing, where a party of boys were playing at ball.”16,17 The fatherless boy turns out to be a wizard. Glevesing, a minor kingdom between the Usk and Rhymney rivers in Monmouthshire, now falls within the county of Glamorgan in south Wales. The earliest reference to a British ball game is played by a wizard. Written as history, it is undoubtedly a story, but a story placed squarely in Wales.


An incomplete manuscript, c900, known as the Chartres recension, was discovered in 1890. Its text ends agonisingly close to the passage on ball games.18,19 Whether this, or the lost c829 manuscript, included the passage on ball games may never be known.20,21 Nonetheless, when the boy is questioned, he reveals that his father is a member of the Roman consular class.22 The story is set before the fall of the Roman Empire, and harpastum was known to be an upper-class pursuit. Did the Roman game reach Wales? More likely, the author is describing a contemporary ball game.


All later interpretations of the story—including French and Dutch versions—mention a ball game. A Viking game is plausible. The first raid on Wales is in 852.23 Hegemony over north Wales is achieved by the 870s, though unlike Dublin and York, the Vikings secure no foothold. Influence fizzles out c820, reignited by a second phase of raids on the north beginning c950.24 There are suggestions but no proof of Viking settlements, certainly in south Wales, which is subject to occasional raids but little else. Such harrying is unlikely to endear cultural influence. Even if the earliest proven date (c944) rather than the date of the lost manuscript (c829) is used, the boys in Aelecti are likely to be playing a game devoid of Viking influence. Such a game may be Brittonic, predating invasions, or have been introduced by the Romans or by subsequent settlers—Angles, Saxons, Jutes: all three are implicated. Most likely it is a hybrid, recast by waves of invaders. Influence is heterogenous. Occupiers settle in different parts of the British Isles, impressing their culture differentially. The Roman Conquest sputters north of York, and outside of the cities their political influence is minor. Culture spreads farther. If they bring harpastum, it is bound to impact existing ball games, notwithstanding the minimising effect of regional remoteness. Who knows how harpastum evolves down the centuries or how it benefits indigenous games. During the second half of the sixth century, one hundred years after the fall of the Roman Empire, the Gallo-Roman writer St Gregory of Tours mentions a team game involving running with a ball.25 Tours is south of Paris, well away from the influence of any early version of soule, the ball game played in the north. The game is likely to be harpastum.


Romans may bring more than harpastum to Britain. Notwithstanding existing trade routes, when they thrust open the creaking gates of Albion, exotic culture pours in. From far and wide. The influence brought to bear on local games is unknowable. Angles, Saxons, and Jutes settle in discrete areas, enriching local culture. Any or all may bring a ball game, freshening and embellishing customary sports. It may explain the presence of geographically unique games, knappan in Wales, hurling in Ireland, Cornish hurling in the West Country, camping in East Anglia. The boys in Aelecti may be playing an early form of knappan. There is still the far-reaching influence of the Normans to consider. And who knows if Greeks visit pre-Roman Britain, bringing episkyros as they trade for copper, gold, and tin. Perhaps there are earlier visitors still, during the Bronze Age,26 especially in the boom years of mining in southwest Ireland, north Wales, and Cornwall. Ireland, Wales, Cornwall. Hurling, knappan, hurling.


Other factors need weighing. When the Beaker people arrive c2400BC, neolithic Britons are gradually displaced. Within a few hundred years, only ten per cent of their gene pool remains.27 By the time the Angles and Saxons begin to settle c440AD, Britain is a patchwork of Brittonic tribes. Kingdoms collapse before Anglo-Saxon might. Until recently, the Celts were considered a homogenous population of Britons pressed to the edges of the isles by the Anglo-Saxons. DNA studies suggest otherwise. Tribes of Britons do not give up their homelands and flee to the fringes to establish new kingdoms. Those kingdoms already exist. And they are the ones that survive. The Dumnonii, for example, had lived in what became Cornwall since pre-Roman times, long enough to have developed their own idiosyncratic culture, including sports.28 If tribes had fled, the DNA of those in Scotland, Wales, and Cornwall would be similar. They are distinct. In fact, modern day people in north and south Wales are more genetically distinct than the Scottish are to the English.29 Likewise, people in Devon and Cornwall are no more similar than northern English and Scottish are. There is no distinct Celtic race. The term reflects a cultural identity, not a race of people. Ancient Brittonic kingdoms comprise genetically discrete tribes. Moreover, Britons in areas settled by invaders are not eradicated like the Beaker people, they are assimilated. Since remote kingdoms exist before the Anglo-Saxons arrive,30 it is arguable that the distinctive ball games of Cornwall and Wales develop locally without external influence, or deviate from a common ancestor, with later variably penetrative Roman influence.


The Angles and Saxons spread westwards to Wales and northwards to present-day Northumberland, Cumberland, and the Scottish Borders. Together with Westmoreland, these northern lands are early adopters of kicking and carrying games.31 All four regions are part of the Angle kingdom of Northumbria, which extends south to Manchester and Huddersfield. Another Angle kingdom is East Anglia, the future home of camping. The third is Mercia, bordered by Northumbria, Wales, East Anglia, and the Saxon kingdom of Wessex. The Angles establish kingdoms from the east. Acceptability and cultural influence wane as they move westwards. If they do bring their own game, it may explain the early adoption of ball games in the narrow upper half of Northumbria, incorporating Edinburgh, the Scottish Borders, Northumberland, Cumberland, and Westmoreland. As Northumbria expands south like a triangle, less cultural impact is felt in western areas (in what is now Lancashire and Cheshire); later, though by no means the latest, adopters of ball games.


It is the Britons in the kingdom of East Anglia who are most likely to be influenced by the incoming culture. The western border of East Anglia is farther east than the eastern border of other kingdoms. An attractive foothold, it will be home to nostalgic first loves and first settlements, the historic heart of the annexation. The Angles might bring a prototypical game to share, altering any indigenous game to such a degree that the game of camping is the closest approximation there is to an original Anglo-Saxon sport. No regional games are known to exist before the Saxon kingdoms of Wessex, Essex, Kent, and Sussex are formed. Nevertheless, Saxons may arrive with an admiration of ball games, but none they lay claim to, and they embrace a local sport that existed before uninterrupted historical records began. There is no proof that any of the Germanic tribes had a ball game, including Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Ostrogoths, Visigoths, Franks, or Vandals.


Only one southern town will become known as an early adopter of ball games, and the Angles, Saxons, or both may be the reason. Kingston upon Thames sits on the border between Angle Mercia and Saxon Wessex. An assembly of Saxons is held at Kingston in 838, probably at the royal estate. Surviving manuscripts describe Kingston as “Kyningestun famosa illa [sic: villa] locum”: that famous village.32 “All the bishops and nobles of the land are present.”33 The Archbishop of Canterbury officiates. New alliances are forged. The archbishop recognises King Ecgberht’s eldest son, Aethelwulf, as heir. Significantly, he acknowledges Wessex hegemony over other Saxon kingdoms, pivoting away from the Angles. After pledging loyalty to Ecgberht, Wessex is named the supreme kingdom. Within earshot of Mercia. The same year, Cornish warriors join forces with Vikings but are slammed by Ecgberht before leaving their own kingdom. Other than a raid here, a plunder there, it is one of the few instances of Viking contact with the region, leaving little scope to influence local hurling.


In 886, the seven kingdoms are united by King Alfred (the Great) of Wessex, who becomes king of the Anglo-Saxons. In 900, his son Edward is crowned at Kingston upon Thames, as is Edward’s son Athelstan in 925. Within two years, Athelstan overcomes the last Viking outpost—the Kingdom of York—to become the first King of England. Eadred is crowned King of England at Kingston upon Thames in 946, so too Æthelred in 979. Æthelred comes to the throne as a child and becomes the longest-serving of the first twenty-nine kings, eclipsed by Henry VI. His ascent is bloody. Half-brother King Edward is murdered by those convinced Æthelred is the legitimate heir. The sixteen-year-old is killed in Corfe Castle, site of the second oldest annual Shrove Tuesday football game known.


Nobility from every corner of the realm converge on Kingston upon Thames for coronations, including Angle kingdoms that will later prize ball games. Is it at one of these that the town is meaningfully exposed to the game? Annual Shrovetide games have been recorded at Kingston upon Thames since the 1790s. By 1810, games are mentioned in neighbouring Hampton Wick and Twickenham, and the town is rivalling Derby as the epicentre of Shrovetide football. Kingstonians have a legend: “There is a popular tradition, handed down for the last four hundred years among the inhabitants of Kingston, that this game is commemorative of a defeat sustained by the Danes at the hands of the townsmen of Kingston during the celebration of their Shrovetide sports: and that the Captain of the Danish forces having been slain, and his head kicked about by the people in derision, the custom of kicking a Foot Ball on the anniversary of that day has been observed ever since.”34


The legend’s roots are tangled with truth. Aethelstan is crowned in Kingston, and he does oust the remaining Vikings in York. There is more. London is founded by the Romans and thrives until the Jutes, Angles, and Saxons make landfall in the fifth century. It blossoms again when mercantile Danes establish businesses in the ninth century. The town is girdled by dozens of hamlets and villages, later to be absorbed: Wemba Lea, Hemstede, Grenwic, Fullan hamme, Pechamme, Lambehithe, Totinge. To the southwest, adjacent to Todyngton, is the village of Kyningestun. Increasingly influential, London attracts the Viking’s Great Heathen Army, which attacks it in 842 and 851, and sees out the winter there in 871/72. Sixteen years on, Alfred defeats them at the Battle of Edington. There is no evidence Vikings attack Kingston, though it is easy to see how attacks on London and the town’s royal connections could be folded into legend.


There is an even more fanciful origin for the Shrovetide game: “In the year 754 or 755 Kenulf, king of one of the petty Saxon tribes, allured by the beauty of a Maid to Merton, was treacherously slain there by Kynard. In revenge for his death the Kingston people armed and hastened to the spot, where they signally defeated the forces of the assassin and carried off his head in triumph.”35 In reality, Kenulf is King of the Mercians from 796 to 821, and dies in Wales. Far-fetched, too, that the town can overcome a Saxon tribe. When Alfred overcomes the Great Heathen Army of Vikings in 868, a treaty is drawn up. Half of England falls under Danish rule until 954. Danelaw territory extends from East Anglia to Whitby, sweeping west to Derby and south to London. The Danes continue to be an—albeit diminishing—power until driven out by William the Conqueror in 1069.36 If the Danes bring their own ball game, local sport will be greatly modified across Danelaw, none more so than East Anglia, where the majority settle. But there is no evidence that Danish Vikings have a ball game to bring.


The effect of successive invasions varies in Scotland and Ireland. The Romans leave the Gaels of Ireland unmolested, and the Picts and Gaels of Scotland withstand them (while Cornwall is largely untouched).37 Minimal, if any, direct influence on the development of local ball games might be reasonably inferred. Anglo-Saxons reach as far north as Edinburgh. If they bring a game, it will undoubtedly modify those to the south, including border games. The Saxons do no more than give Ireland a desultory once-over, insulating its indigenous sports. The Vikings are more pragmatic. After their raid on Lindisfarne,38 they go on to settle in the northern and western fringes of Scotland and the isles of the Hebrides, Orkney, and Shetland. These Norsemen may have a ball game, but there is no evidence of dissemination. Only in Orkney is there an historic association with a game, but is it Norse in origin?


From 795, Norse Vikings plunder their way through large swathes of Ireland. The pillaging forces do not linger, neither are the locals well-disposed, suggesting minimal influence. It is more pronounced when they return in 914, colonising Ireland for the first time in its history.39 The immediate sphere of political and cultural influence is limited to the newly formed coastal settlements of Dublin, Wexford, Waterford, and Cork, and the estuary town of Limerick. While the Norsemen remain for a century, the vast majority of the country is left to its own devices. Nevertheless, a Norse ball game would seed across the island, modifying local sports. In the absence of Roman and Anglo-Saxon influence, descriptions of Irish sports predating Viking settlement in 914—or, more powerfully still, before the first Viking raids of 795—will give as close an account as is possible to original Gaelic, and possibly Brittonic, games.


The Corpus iuris Hibernici is a collection of Irish legal tracts.40 One, the Book of Aicill, is purportedly third century. It is far more likely to be seventh century, and the earliest known manuscript is twelfth century. This book on criminal law includes a ruling on playing unspecified ball games on the green of a fort: “the person is exempt who nobly strikes off the ball upon the green … or playing a game upon it … because every green is free.”41 There are additional laws about retrieving a ball from private property based on necessity, consent, and damage.42 What that ball game is becomes clear in a later judgement on hurling injuries: “I deem the person exempt from liability who strikes the ball with his hurlet from the hurling hole to the place of the grifid, or from the place of the grifid to the place of the division, or from the hole in which it is, until it reaches the place in which it usually is.” In other words, a hurler is not liable if he is playing by the rules and inadvertently injures another.43


Another tract, Mellbretha (Sports Judgements), deals with the legalities of twenty sports. The earliest extant manuscript is fourteenth century, but based on textual analysis, Mellbretha was written between 600 and 700. That it is partly in Old Irish—only used from 600 to 850—appears to confirm the date, a powerful argument against Viking impact on sports in the manuscript. Hurling is one game, others include wrestling, swimming, leaping, and horse riding.44 A third seventh century law book, the Senchus Már, mentions correct attire.45 The fourteenth century manuscript reads, “Satin and scarlet are for the son of the king of Erin, and silver on his scabbards, and brass rings upon his hurling sticks.”46 While the earliest copies of all three books date from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, linguistic and non-linguistic features confidently date all three texts to the seventh century, going so far as to pinpoint Senchus Már to 660–680;47 credible support that hurling existed in seventh century Ireland, a century before the first Viking incursions. With Roman influence in Ireland minimal at best, hurling may have been played before the invasion of Britain in 43AD.48


Today, hurling is the national sport of Ireland. It is embedded in mythology. A game was said to have been played at the First Battle of Mag Tuired, in 1072BC: “Thereupon Ruad with twenty-seven of the sons of courageous Mil sped westwards to the end of Mag Nia to offer a hurling contest to the Tuatha De. An equal number came out to meet them. The match began. They dealt many a blow on legs and arms, till their bones were broken and bruised, and fell outstretched on the turf, and the match ended.”49 The Fir Bolg win the hurling, but the Tuatha Dé Danann win the battle. The c1160 Book of Leinster is a compilation of Irish verse and poems harvested from older manuscripts.50 Much is believed to have been handed down from the oral tradition, an ancient method of passing down stories, once common in Ireland and Iceland. It contains the most complete version of Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley), the epic tale of the Irish demi-god Cú Chulainn, including his childhood exploits:


“The boy [Cú Chulainn] fared forth and took his playthings with him. His little lath-shield he took, and his hurley of bronze and his ball of silver … He would give the ball a stroke with the hurl-bat, so that he sent it a long distance from him. Then with a second throw he would cast his hurley so that it went a distance no shorter than the first throw … Then he would catch up his hurl-bat and pick up the ball … The little lad went on to the play-field into the midst of the [one hundred and fifty] boys, and he whipped the ball between his two legs away from them, nor did he suffer it to travel higher up than the top of his knee, nor did he let it lower down than his ankle, and he drove it and held it between his two legs and not one of the boys was able to get a prod nor a stroke nor a blow nor a shot at it, so that he carried it over the brink of the goal away from them.”


The one hundred and fifty princes are incensed. “The urchin insults us,” one cries, “Throw yourselves all on yon fellow, and his death shall come at my hands … They cast their thrice fifty hurl-bats at the poll of the boy’s head. He raises his single toy-staff and wards off the thrice fifty hurlies, so that they neither hurt him nor harm him, and he takes a load of them on his back. Then they throw their thrice fifty balls at the lad. He raises his upper arm and his forearm and the palms of his hands against them and parries the thrice fifty balls, and he catches them, each single ball in his bosom.”51


The brink of the goal. History’s first mention of a goal to score in. The second will not be for another four hundred years. And there is that hurley, or hurling stick. Another stick and ball game. Camán, the modern name for a hurley, derives from the Old Irish cammán, a shepherd’s crook.52 It is unknown when The Cattle Raid of Cooley was first transcribed, if or when it appeared in the oral tradition, and if the hurling story was always included.53 The earliest version of The Cattle Raid of Cooley is contained within Lebor na hUidre (Book of the Dun Cow).54 Dated to before 1106, linguistic criteria date the story to well before.55 To maintain fidelity, and in the absence of further evidence, the Lebor na hUidre manuscript is used for dating the ball game. The manuscript also contains a similar, shorter version of Cú Chulainn and the princes. Hurling balls and sticks are mentioned, but there is no goal.56


The Lebor na hUidre manuscript contains another gem: the earliest mention of driving a ball into a hole with a stick: “When they played Shoot-the Goal it was Cú Chulainn who filled the hole with his shots, and they were helpless against him. When it was their turn to shoot at the hole, all together, he turned them aside single-handed and not one ball got in … When they played the Stripping-Game he stripped them all stark naked. They couldn’t even pluck the brooch from his cloak.”57 The seventh century Book of Aicill also references bats and holes, but the ball is struck from “the hurling hole to the place of the grifid.” The version in the c1160 Book of Leinster lends greater consistency. There is clearly a variant where the object is to get the ball into a hole:


“Thrice fifty boys at one end of the green and a single boy at the other, and the single boy won the victory at the goal and at hurling from the thrice fifty boys. When it was at hole-play … and it was their turn to drive and his to keep guard, he would catch the thrice fifty balls just outside of the hole, and not one went by him into the hole. When it was their turn to keep guard and his to drive, he would send the thrice fifty balls into the hole without fail, and the boys were unable to ward them off.”58


~


The English monk Ælfric Bata mentions a stick and ball game in his Colloquies, a textbook of communication skills, written in Canterbury, c1000.59,60 Set in a monastic school, one scene shows the boys tiring of their studies.




Boy 1: Master, may we play for a while!


Teacher: Yes, you may, because it is a festival. I now give you permission to play until the evening signal.


Boy 2: Now it’s good for us to be alive! Let’s all go together to play outdoors with our staffs and our ball or hoop.


Boy 3: You, boy, lend me a staff, and I will give you back two staffs at once, if you wish.


Boy 4: I have enough. And if you want to play hoop with me, I’ll give you a whip so we can both play, taking turns. If you want to play with a ball, I’ll lend you both my ball and my staff to play with.61





The earliest mention of ball sport in English history is a stick and ball game. It is clearly well established and popular; some boys have more than one staff. Colloquies was shocking in its day, scandalously portraying monastic sadism and paedophilia. When a boy confesses to stealing, the monk orders two boys to beat him with rods: “One boy should stand on the right side of his arse and the other on the left. Hit him on the arse and back by turns. Flog him well first, and I’ll do it after.”62 There is no mercy. “Hit harder you fool! He’s making fun of your blows. He doesn’t feel them at all.” When the boy cries that he is about to die, the monk snaps back, “You’re not dead yet.” Later, another boy moans, “I don’t have breeches, except for the ones bloodied when I was recently beaten with rods.”63 When a monk asks a boy to “come here right away, kiss me, and put your hands around my neck and give me a kiss”, the boy deftly declines.64 It is not an isolated incident. The monks of Bata’s monastery regularly order boys to accompany them alone to the toilet. Requests are complicit.




“You, my little brother, come with me to the privy.”


“Sir, I don’t dare to go with you without my master’s permission.”


“You’re lying, for sure!”


“I’m not lying, believe me.”


“I’ll ask him now. Brother, sir, is this boy allowed to go with me to my necessity?”


“He may indeed, dearest friend.”65





One boy trapped in a privy with a monk blesses his faculties: “Thank God I’m not blind or too drunk.”66 Ecclesiastical authorities make a carefully worded attempt to expunge rampant pederasty in monasteries in the Regularis Concordia, c972: “Neither brothers nor abbots should embrace youths or little boys or thoughtlessly kiss them.”67 Tacit becomes explicit: “A monk should not presume to lead away any of the boys or youth for a private indulgence, not even on the pretence of a spiritual matter … nor should the teacher himself have the liberty to go away with any single boy without a third nearby as a witness.”68 The rod and whip are ever close in Bata’s satire. Written over a millennium ago, the prose remains relevant and fresh: “Beware, and be careful, and grab your books quickly, and read and sing before he comes here, lest he find us idle or kidding around when [he] comes. I’m warning you. There! He’s standing behind the gate now, and he’s listening to whether we’re reading or singing anything. And look, he’s here right now!”69


It is unclear when carrying games like folk football or predominantly kicking games first appear. One would expect carrying, kicking, or combined games to predate the use of a stick, and perhaps it was so prior to available records. While carrying and kicking were clearly combined—one dominating the other according to region—it is possible all three intersected. The later evolution of ball games appears to be from stick to carrying to kicking. Combined carrying and kicking games evolve into the seven codes of football, which allow varying degrees of handling and carrying. Handling-only games evolve into sports such as basketball, volleyball, handball, and water polo. Modern stick and ball varieties eclipse both. Major sports include baseball, hockey, cricket, tennis, snooker, ice hockey, and golf.


While the Normans poorly penetrate Scotland, they exert considerable influence there from c1113, especially in the Borders. As such, they are likely to shape Scottish games of the era. In Ireland, Viking suzerainty ends after the Battle of Clontarf in 1014. A hundred and fifty years of balmy independence follows. Then the Normans arrive. They spread quickly, exerting huge cultural influence. Do they bring a ball game?
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CHAPTER TWO
1100–1299


The illustration in the mid-twelfth century manuscript has no haloed green Cuthbert. The Vikings have long ploughed off, the Normans cross-pollinated: the illustrator is unlikely to know anything about the ball sports of five hundred years before. The manuscript’s game should be regarded as contemporary. The ball game in the tenth century Historia Brittonum differs from an early thirteenth century version of the story by French poet Robert de Boron.1 The Welsh wizard boy is now the sorcerer Merlin.2 When the king’s men find him with a “great company of boys” he is choulloient with a croche. Choulloient is Old French for “they played at soule”, croche is a shepherd’s crook.3 In 944, the wizard boy is playing an unspecified ball game; by c1200, Merlin is playing a stick and ball game. Like Cuthbert. In 1125, William of Malmesbury tells the story of Venus as a statue.4 It is based on an older—possibly Romano-British—story, but no reference exists in his work. A recently married young senator calls his friends together to feast:


“When by moderate drinking they had excited hilarity, they went out into the field to promote digestion either by leaping, or hurling, or some other exercise. The master of the banquet, who was leader of the game, called for a ball to play with, and … placed the wedding ring on the outstretched finger of a brazen statue … but when almost all the others had attacked him alone, tired with the violence of the exercise, he left off playing first, and going to resume his ring, he saw the finger of the statue clenched fast in the palm.”


The story tells us much. Assuming he is not referring to throwing things for fun, they are playing a ball game called hurling, played with multiple players. Sticks are unmentioned, and may not be used, as in Cornish hurling. The senator is the leader of the game, is singled out, and is first to quit the game. But translations can be misleading. In Latin it reads: “They go out into the field to lighten their full stomachs either by jumping, throwing, or by some other force. He himself … the standard bearer of the game, asked for the ball … he was the first to remove himself.”5 That is all that is said of the game. Yet another problem arises. The Latin text is edited from an earlier manuscript. But which one? Several survive. Was some of the ball game edited out? Perhaps the translation used the earliest manuscript. Perhaps not. William of Malmesbury is believed to have been born in Sherbourne, Dorset, where hurling is played. Did he deliberately change throwing to hurling? One can only dig so deep before hitting stone.


William Fitzstephen’s c1180 biography of St Thomas Becket contains an encomium to twelfth century London, and is the richest surviving description of the city at that time.6 A chapter covers sports, as written by John Stow in 1598, the earliest known translation from the original Latin: “In the holy days all sommer the youth are exercised in leaping, dancing, shooting, wrastling, casting the stone, and practising their shieldes: the maydens trippe it with their timbrelles [tambourine], and daunce as long as they can be.”7 It includes an early account of a modern ball game. For over two hundred years, sources have translated ball game as football game, to the point it has become received wisdom.8 It is universally cited as the first reference to football in England, and is so baked in as to demand scrutiny. While the original Fitzstephen text is lost, five copies from the Middle Ages have survived. Four contain the section on games and pastimes. The fifth, c1380, omits the section but is worth mentioning. The copyist had a poor knowledge of Latin and, “simply copied what he thought he read in his original without regard to linguistic accuracy … Of even greater significance, however, are the compiler’s efforts to amend his text to reflect something of the fourteenth-century London with which he was familiar.”9 The scribe makes errors and modernises the manuscript. Nevertheless, he copies from the only manuscript of London origins, c1321–1325, the one most likely to be faithful to the original.


The Latin text of the London manuscript reads: “Praeterea, quotannis, die quae dicitur ‘Carnilevaria’ ut a puerorum ludis incipiamus … Post Prandium exit in campos omnis juventus urbis ad ludum pilae celebrem. Singulorum studiorum scholares suam habent pilam.”10 “Moreover, every year on the day called Carnival to begin with the games of the children … After lunch the entire youth of the city goes to the fields for the famous game of ball. The scholars of each study have their own ball.”


Ludum pilae celebrem means celebrated ball game, suam habent pilam they have their own ball. Pilam is ball. No mention of football. It continues: “singulorum officiorum urbis exercitores suam singuli polam in manibus.” “The followers of the various city guilds each have a pole in their hands.” In the first passage, polam has arguably been mistranslated as pilam. Polam is pole. Even without the translation, the followers each carry a pole for the game, and each class—rather than each person—has their own ball. They are not playing football; they are playing a stick and ball game, probably against the scholars. It makes sense: there are repeated contemporary references to stick and ball games, but none to football. Besides, this is c1180. Football is not mentioned until 1302, the first Shrovetide football game in 1373, and an annual Shrovetide game in 1539. Even then, if the earliest manuscript is used to date Fitzstephen’s game, it takes place in c1321. Perhaps the mistranslation is a deliberate attempt to change a stickball game to the now popular game of football.


Stow’s 1598 printed translation is baffling. The Latin text he uses is essentially the same; he too uses pilam rather than polam.11 His translation is abridged but includes, rather than omits, stick (as bastion): “Every yeare also at Shrovetueseday … the schoole boyes do bring cockes of the game to their Mayster … after dinner, all the youthes goe into the fieldes, to play at the ball. The schollers of every schoole have their ball (or bastion) in their hands.”12,13 Apprentices are out, but stick (bastion) remains: the students carry one or the other. Stow also omits “celebrated” (celebrem). What is consistent is that Stow and the Latin text mention Shrove Tuesday (Carnilevaria). In other words, Fitzstephen is saying that Shrove Tuesday stick and ball games are an annual event. John Strype’s 1720 expanded and updated version of Stow’s Survay of London retains bastion but includes polam in the Latin text, presumably because he had gone to the original source and believed that Stow had erred in using pilam.14


A fault line appears in a 1767 book on the life of Henry II. An overview of Fitzstephen casually mentions that “Among their diversions in time of peace he mentions cock-fighting and foot-ball.”15 Cracks spread in a 1772 translation of Fitzstephen’s book. Bastions are omitted, and a critical line translates ludum pilae celebrem as “the famous game of foot-ball.”16 Just like that. An 1813 book reinforces the notion. Quoting Strype’s “Ball or Bastion in their hands”, it adds that, “it should seem that Foot-ball is meant here.”17 The myth is masoned in William Thoms’s 1842 edition of Stow. He includes Stow’s Latin translation, and cross-references it with one of the four original manuscripts Lansdowne 398/2, written in the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century. Thoms fudges, including pilam and omitting bastion. A footnote acknowledges Strype’s polam, adding that the Lansdowne manuscript substitutes pilam/polam in manibus, for the ambiguous suam fere singuli: “nearly everyone has their own”. History crumbles as Thomas translates lusum pilae celebrem to “the well-known game of foot-ball.”18 The error divides and multiplies. Hereon in, Fitzstephen is describing football.


Stow aside, all the texts describe the game as well-known, famous, or celebrated. The sport, the fixture, or both? That Fitzstephen subsequently adds that grandees attend the game suggests a celebrated fixture. Celebrated enough for Fitzstephen not to mention the ball game played. Coincidentally, the next reference to a ball game is in the second Bible Window of Canterbury Cathedral, where Thomas Becket was murdered in 1170. The stained-glass window, c1180–1220, has a panel called the Six Ages of Man. A boy is depicted holding a hooked stick and a cricket-sized ball. The figures are nobility, this boy is no shepherd. The age of youth defined by a stick and ball game suggests it is not only widespread, well-known, and popular, but that it is the predominant ball sport in England. The celebrated sport.


The stick game is delighted. Supreme. Sovereign. She tosses a ball from hand to hand, graces the world with her irresistible smile. Nine of the first ten references in Britain and Ireland to specify a sport refer to her. There might be a tenth. An English manuscript that may be as old as 1025 depicts a child with a woman and a man, presumably his parents.19 The child has thrown two small balls in the air, and each adult has a ball. Another leaf is ambiguous. Abraham’s sons Ishmael and Isaac stand outside a palace, tossing balls or possibly oranges in the air.20 Isaac may be juggling, while Ishmael is holding a long stick, its end lost from view. Is it a stick and ball game? Either way, the first folio constitutes the oldest portrayal of ball play in modern European history.


In medieval Britain, folk football is a popular pursuit, often played on feast days. Quite when it began is unclear. It is a perplexing truth that the names early ball games went by are unknown. The forefather of the various codes of football was not called mob or folk football. It is widely held to have descended from harpastum. True, carrying the ball is the principal mode of conveyance, but while harpastum involves limited numbers playing within a circumscribed space, folk football involves two sides from neighbouring villages or opposite ends of a town, battling for dominance over long distances. Unlike harpastum, folk football has few rules. Local variations and kicking of the ball undoubtedly occur. The aim is to drive the ball by whatever means possible to a goal, usually a prominent landmark in the town or local countryside—a well, a gate, a church porch, a bridge—miles from their opponents’ goal. Brute strength is the dominant driver, though speed has its advantages, perhaps teamwork too. There is little if any strategy. The game allows rivals to legitimately kick, punch, poke, bite, elbow, shove, and knee each other. It is more like the Spartan game, where youths vie for territorial supremacy.


It may be a version of the sport that causes a boy’s death in the twelfth century, though there is no mention of kicking, carrying, sticks, or even a ball. The Chronicon Montis Sereni records that in 1137: “It happened in the game, which is called the children’s game, in which he himself was participating, that a certain boy was trampled to death.”21 You need a mob game or similar to be trampled to death. If it is an early reference to a ball game, Britain cannot lay claim. The tragedy occurs in Germany. There are other early German references. Around 1050, pupils play unspecified ball games in a monastery school, while “Maidens fair, tossing the ball”, signals the onset of spring for German songwriter Walther von der Vogelweide, c1200.22,23 The German book Dialogue on Miracles, c1219–1223, relates the story of a boy who is given a magic stone by the Devil. The stone turns him into a genius, but he falls ill and dies. His soul is carried away by demons who hurl it down a valley, “as if they were playing ball.”24 In 1147, a French monastery is gifted seven ballone.25 They are likely to be used for playing catch, a common pursuit in the cloisters of France. A theologian substantiates this c1160. During the Feast of Fools, Bishops and Archbishops customarily play sports in the monasteries and “demean themselves so far as to play ball.”26


~


It is the late fifth century, and the Romans are sniffling with nostalgia. Some Britons sense an opportunity, the pragmatic agonise over the power vacuum, others predict anarchy. Candidates swagger across Europe. Franks, Angles, Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Saxons, Jutes, Vandals. The population of southwest Britain is fortunate, well removed from advancing hordes, but it may not always be so. What to do? Where to go? Join the Picts in Scotland? Er, no. Ireland and its good-natured raiders? Er, no. Northwest France? Armorica sounds alluring. I’m packed, get the ball. By 570, there is a bishopric and Armorica is rebadged Britannia. Land of the Britons.27 Cornish migrants settle in southwest Britannia, bringing their tongue with them.28 Before they diverge in the eighth century, Breton and Cornish are the same language, philologically distinct from other Celtic languages.29 The region is still called Cornouaille. Do the Cornish migrate with a ball game that branches into soule? Does soule then spread eastward to what will become Normandy and Picardy, where it is later played?


Lambert of Ardres is born c1140.30 He enters the priesthood and becomes chaplain of the Picardy town of Ardres, thirty-four miles south of Dover.31 From 1198 to 1206, he writes The History of the Counts of Guines and the Lords of Ardres. In one passage, Count Eustace of Guines (c1036–c1064) is told the story of Rainier of Boulogne, an utter tyrant whose rule leads to violent unrest.32 According to the sole English translation of the original Latin: “… one man was beaten at Boulogne … Another one was torn bodily from a church at Calais and cut limb from limb and castrated, and his genitals were kicked around by girls and women, as though they were playing a game of ball.”33 The original Latin text provided in an 1855 book does not mention kicking, rather the genitals are cut off and played with in the manner of a game of ball.34,35 The book also provides an Old French version: “à fachon de pelotte pour jouer a la palme.”36 In the fashion of palm ball play. Are his genitals kicked or palmed? The English translator emphasises that subtle linguistic changes over time can profoundly affect translation. It is doubtful the braying crowd of Calais want to throw fresh genitals at each other when they can kick them; then again, the delicate organs would not last a good kicking. Whichever “sport”, the date must be ascribed to when the book was written, c1198–1206.


A later extract speaks of the local pasturelands before Ardres was built. At that time the area was called Arda. In Lambert’s words: “ubi rustici homines et incompositi ad bibendum vel ad cheolandum, vel etiam herkandum, propter agri pascui largam et latam planiciem convenire solebant.”37 This has been translated to, “where simple and rustic men used to gather to drink, loiter, or even carouse because of the broad and wide flatness of the pastureland.”38 The essence of the Old French text is that the rustics meet to get drunk.39 The meaning of herkandum is unclear. The word is never used again. In 1970, Anne Lombard-Jourdan corrects it to mercandum: trade.40 A 1762 edition of Charles Du Cange’s seminal glossary of Middle and Low Latin translates herkandum so: Herpandum, vel Harpandum, voce confecta ex Harpastum:41 “Herpandum, or Harpandum, in the finished voice from Harpastum.” Harpastum. The Roman carrying game. It adds: “quod loco citato vel maxime convenit”: “which is most suitable for the place cited.” The broad and wide flatness of the pastureland: an ideal space for ball games.


There is more. The 1855 Latin–Old French edition of Lambert includes clarification notes. Having translated cheolandum as loiter in the text, it is referred to as meaning cheolare: “to play at choule, ball that is pushed with the foot, or ball that is blown up with the stick. In Brittany, soule … The game of soule is very popular with Low-Bretons.”42 Anne Lombard-Jourdan defines choleandum as “jouer à la soule”.43 Playing at soule. Using Lambert’s choleandum as a reference point, the original Du Cange glossary of 1678 describes cheolare as, “to propel the bladder-ball with the foot, a game familiar to our villagers in Picardy.”44 So, by 1678 the game is played with the foot, at least in Picardy. A 1766 book by Du Cange complicates matters. Other terms are included, implying the game is still played with sticks: “Choulla or choule is a game where a wooden ball is propelled with a stick.”45 Choule is a Gallic word, suggesting Gaulish origins. Crossare is a curved stick used to propel a ball,46 clicha a wooden ball,47 and chuca a wooden or ivory ball.48 Not the type you would kick. Du Cange adds that the old northern French dialect word choulloient—they played at choule—derives from cheolandum. In old Parisian French the word changes to soulaient—they played at soule. Perhaps they were drinking, loitering, and playing harpastum after all. Or chouler à la crosse. Or both.


To summarise, if Lambert is writing about pre-Ardres peasants playing choule and harpastum, the text translates to: “where rustics gathered to drink and play choule, or even harpastum, because of the broad and wide flatness of the pastureland.” Robert de Boron mentions choulloient in his poem Merlin, not long after Lambert’s book. It is unclear if the soule in Lambert’s book is a stick or a kicking version, no mention is made of either. And the date? The passage relates to a time when the region is yet to be called Ardres. An abbey was founded in Ardres in 1027, and a family was allied to the Barons of Ardres in 1028, so it was before then.49 It is unknown when harpastum was played until, but it is more likely to be the tenth or eleventh centuries than the late twelfth, when Lambert wrote his book. Did harpastum overlap with soule, or is it Lambert’s whimsy? Without further evidence, the late twelfth century must be used as the timepoint the games are played, rendering harpastum fanciful.


Lambert is not the first to mention soule: a Latin manuscript from 1152 reads, “When the inhabitants of Fontanæ burgi … in the middle fields … had gathered for a certain game, commonly called o Houle.”50 The 1776 edition of Du Cange corrects Houle to choulla.51 It is an intriguing passage. No mention is made of how it is played, only that it is well-known and requires a field to play in. And the town of fountains? Tucked away in northeast Normandy, twenty-six miles from the English Channel, lies the village of Fontaine-le-Bourg. If you close your eyes, you can see them playing from the belfry of the eleventh century church.


A third twelfth century reference is found in 1170: “Une pelote urent, s-n furent zoleur”, “soule played with a ball”.52,53 Intriguingly, it is contained within a poem by an Anglo-Norman poet. After Bata and Malmesbury, it is only the third literary reference to a ball game in English history.54 Why does he specify that it is played with a ball? Is it a variant, played without a stick? Football. It would be the first reference in history, one hundred and thirty-two years before the second. No one knows if there was an early name for the stick game played in mainland Britain. All the evidence points to soule being a stick and ball game, possibly superseding a folk football game in popularity. It remains a stick game for several hundred years before it becomes a folk football game, in France anyway. The area around Ardres was already part of a vast territory called Normandy, ruled by Normans since 911. Normans are a mixture of Norsemen—who first arrived in 845—and local Franks and Gauls. Norse Vikings may have introduced ball games, but there is no evidence they had one. Was there a pre-Roman game in the area, which absorbed elements of harpastum, then further evolved over time? It has been suggested the Normans introduced England to the stick game of soule in 1066, but Ælfric Bata mentions a stick game c1000. Where do stick games in the British Isles originate? The Romans had no stick game. Was it introduced by the Angles, Saxons, or Jutes in the fifth century? Of the Vikings, only the Icelandic branch had a stick game. Was it them?


~


The thirteenth century awakens with Layamon’s poem Brut. The section on King Arthur includes a great feast. When it is over, Arthur and all his knights, chieftains, earls, bishops, and barons leave town and head to the countryside, where they “spread over the fields” for a three-day sports festival. Events include riding, wrestling, leaping, archery, foot races, and sword fighting. Spectacular prizes are on offer for the winners of each event: gold, silver, land, castles. The nobility of the realm have gathered and “All the queens … and all the ladies, leaned over the walls, to behold the knights, and the folk play.”55 There is one more event. “Sūme heo drivē balles, wide ʒeond þa feldes.”56,57 “Some they drove balls wide, across the fields.”58 This may refer to any number of balls sport, including stick and ball games. There is an argument for an early form of golf. Footballs can also be driven. This from one of Alexander Barclay’s eclogues: “The sturdie plowmen, lusty, stronge and bolde, Overcommeth the wynter with dryvynge the fote ball, Forgettynge labour and many a grevous fall.”59 Irrespective of the game, Layamon’s Brut is an historic sporting moment, for it contains the earliest mention of ball in the English language.


The only known manuscript of the Icelandic Egil’s Saga dates to c1230 but refers to the years 850–1000. Egil has anger issues. Losing a ball game, he kills his opponent with an axe. Egil is six years old.60 In the next scene, his father “goes berserk” during a ball game. He kills Egil’s friend, then grabs ten-year-old Egil, who is saved by his old foster mother. She manages to dodge his father and jump from the cliff into the sea, but he throws a boulder that hits her between the shoulder blades, “and neither she nor the rock ever came to the surface again.”61 The game is believed to be knattleikur (ball game), a stick and ball game peculiar to Iceland. Facets of the game can be gleaned from several sagas. Sides are picked and players line up to face each other for man-to-man marking, bats (knatttré) are used to both strike and catch the ball (knottr), which is small and hard and can be both thrown and caught, they are playing within the confines of a field, where the ball can go out of play, and they are playing in winter.62 Except for the throwing component, these are all are features of modern Irish hurling.


Knattleikur is popular. A recurrent theme in sagas is the presence of big crowds. At least seven sagas include a bat and ball game, though few use the term knattleikur. Several sagas mention a single bat, which an opposing player can take.63 Did the Vikings invent knattleikur after they settled in Iceland in 874, then spread it abroad? Did the Irish adopt their game, or adapt their own? Several lines of evidence suggest that knattleikur has Irish origins. The first mention of hurling being played refers to the seventh century, in contrast with knattleikur in the ninth. Irish texts provide powerful evidence, with references in three seventh century books: Senchus Már, Mellbretha, and Book of Aicill. Egil’s Saga is the earliest extant manuscript to mention knattleikur and covers the oldest saga. No textual analytics suggest a date earlier than the thirteenth century manuscript. Taking into account the oldest available manuscripts, Egil’s Saga was written c1230, and Lebor na hUidre c1106.


No contemporary reports of a stick game survive from thirteenth century Iceland. If the game has died out by then, the dates in Egil’s Saga may be accurate, passed down in an oral tradition stemming from the date of the story, though this still fixes the game to the ninth century at the earliest. If knattleikur was created by Icelandic Vikings, one would expect it to spread to mainland Scandinavia. There is no evidence mainland Vikings had a stick and ball game before or after Iceland is settled.64 Mainland Vikings plunder Ireland before Iceland is settled. More compelling still is the evidence that large numbers of Viking settlers live in the Scottish Isles and Ireland before settling in Iceland, exposing them to hurling in its native environment. The final point is remarkable. DNA and other evidence demonstrate that around forty-three per cent of original settlers in Iceland were from Ireland and Scotland:65,66,67


It is known that Scottish and Irish people are transported to Iceland. A proportion of them are women married to Vikings and their offspring. Gaelic peoples have usually been cast as thralls, but many appear to move voluntarily, free settlers and relatives and friends of inter-married women.68 A staggering sixty-six percent of founding female settlers are Gaels. Thirty per cent of males are Gaels, a significant minority. All told, around half the population are Gaels. The diaspora is reflected in today’s European Icelandic population. Seventy-five per cent of the patrilineal ancestry is from Scandinavia, while sixty-two per cent of their matrilineal ancestry is from the British Isles, principally Scotland and Ireland.69 It is inconceivable the Irish do not bring hurling with them. While thraldom thrives, and Gaelic men are more likely to be buried in unmarked graves, many have traditional Viking burials. There is sufficient cultural cachet to propagate hurling.


Taken together, there is strong evidence that any stick game played in Iceland is an early version of hurling. The closing argument is simple: which of the two genetically distinct Icelandic stock is more likely to have invented the stick and ball game knattleikur, those from a country with a stick and ball game, or those from a country without one? Similarly, which stock introduced the oral culture of storytelling to Iceland, those from a country with an oral tradition, or those from a country without one? Another custom that arose in the thirteenth century is Norse mythology, forged by Snorri Sturlson, the same poet who wrote Egil’s Saga. Ireland’s oral narrative tradition predates those seventh century texts, developing centuries before Iceland was inhabited.70 Ireland’s rich mythological orality was indisputably shipped to Iceland. Was an Hiberno–Norse mythology created, underpinning the emergence of Icelandic sagas and Norse mythology, handed down the generations to Sturlson via a culture of storytelling?71,72 The argument stands. Which stock is more likely to have created the conditions for an emergent mythology, the Irish or the Vikings?


A smattering of English soldiers arrive in 1169, Strongbow by invite in 1170, and Henry II in 1171. Henry grants the citizens of Bristol the right to live in, and manage on his behalf, the city of Dublin.73 Trade links between the two cities have existed since the eleventh century, but this is something darker, reward for their assistance in subjugating the city the year before, during the Norman Invasion of Ireland.74 Vengeance is bequeathed. On Easter Monday 1209, a crowd of Anglo-Norman Dubliners venture two miles outside the city walls to spectate and play: “The Bristolines of this Cittie, and other English inhabitants of the same, had by ancient custome a sport which they called hurleing of balls, and which they exercised upon Festivall Dayes. These Bristolines challenged another partie of the Cittie to hurle with them.”75 The “Birrnes” and “Tooles” clans, pushed back to the Dublin hills and Wicklow Mountains, descend to slaughter them.76 Around three hundred men, women, and children are murdered, on what is dubbed Black Monday.77


What game are they playing? That it is described as an ancient sport played by Englishmen implies it is not Irish hurling.78 Nevertheless, the account is written by an Englishman, so perhaps the resident English have picked up the Irish game. Bristol is only ten miles from Wales, separated by the Bristol Channel. Could it be knappan? Unlikely, as it is not an English game, and horses would be surely mentioned. Cornish hurling? The border is only ninety miles from Bristol. Unlikely. Non-Bristolian English play too, though they may have learned the rules. Ælfric Bata has already mentioned a stick game in 1000, and the sport Fitzstephen witnesses, c1180, is a stick game. The Dublin game may be played with sticks, but it is possible that hurleing of balls (contracted to hurling), is a contemporary name for folk football, perhaps the name. After all, Cornish hurling does not use sticks. It also makes sense if it is an English game.


After Fitzstephen, the Dublin game is the second oldest festival day match on record. Calling it an ancient custom is confusing. Bristolines have only been there thirty-eight years. By the thirteenth century, hurlen has several interrelated meanings: “to rush violently or quickly”, “to come into collision with”, “to knock or throw forcibly”, and “to drag or pull forcibly”. Quick, violent, knock, pull, colliding, throw, and drag. What better way to describe folk football. Hurlen is a Middle English word (derived from the Low German hurrlen: to throw, or to dash), dating it to c1150 at the earliest.


There is another possibility. The stick used in ball games is believed to have originated as a shepherd’s crook. Another French term for a shepherd’s staff is houlette. A houlette is not only to secure sheep. A French–Old French dictionary defines another use: “avec laquelle le berger lance de la terre sur ses moutons pour les faire advancer”: “with which the shepherd throws earth on his sheep to make them move forward.”79 Hurling earth. In fact, houlette derives from the Old French houler. To throw. Houler, hurling. Perhaps the Bristolines are playing a stick and ball game, “throwing” the ball with their sticks. Does the word hurling in the Bristoline game derive from Old French rather than Low German, a Norman name change for the existing English stick and ball game? The Irish are already playing their own sport of hurling when the Anglo-Normans invade. It is worth noting that the Gaelic name for hurling is iománaíocht. Hurling is the English name for the Irish game. It is almost derogatory. Iománaíocht is derived from iomáin, “driving”. They are driving the ball not hurling it. The Bristolines, then, are unlikely to be using sticks, the odds are that they are carrying the ball and hurling it, just as they do in Cornish hurling. Perhaps folk football was called hurling and only the Cornish retained the name.
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