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Such was prize-fighting’s appeal during the 18th and 19th centuries that, at its zenith, the sport was patronised by royalty and aristocracy and, notwithstanding its illegality, its contests often attracted thousands of spectators from all walks of life. Up to Scratch covers bareknuckle fighting from early English stage bouts to boxing’s transitional period between knuckles and gloves.


Although concentrating mainly on a region, then just north of the metropolis, which was a favourite venue of the London prize-ring, it is essentially an anecdotal account of what was unquestionably one of England’s most dramatic sporting pastimes. Included are tales of some of the great champions – Tom Johnson, Daniel Mendoza, Jem Belcher, Tom Sayers and Jem Mace – as well as many forgotten, but no less colourful, fistic heroes.


Up to Scratch powerfully evokes an age when pugilism was a barbaric, corrupt and yet primarily noble activity which makes today’s boxing look positively tame by comparison.


During five years of extensive research through contemporary newspapers, the author located much previously unpublished material appertaining to the prize-ring and the many fascinating characters of the sport.
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An experienced kick boxer and martial artist, Tony Gee’s avid interest in boxing stems from a very early age and his fascination with prize-fighting has led to years of extensive research.


He is a contributor on this subject to the New Dictionary of National Biography and is now considered one of the country’s leading historians of the prize-ring. His next published work will be on the history of the prize-ring in Scotland which he is currently researching.


Tony Gee was born in Finchley, North London, and now lives nearby in Potters Bar.
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FOREWORD


I have always been interested in the era of bareknuckle fighting. It was a brutal sport in those far-off days but, without a doubt, it also contained a certain nobility. I am reminded of this whenever I look at the old boxing pictures hanging on my wall and likewise when I read Up to Scratch. The author has obviously been extremely thorough in his research and has done an excellent job of finding out about the many mills and dramas that took place in a very popular, but now forgotten, pugilistic venue. I was fascinated to read that such a large slice of boxing history actually happened in an area which I know well, and which is not far from my former home.


What amazes me most about the fighters in this period was their remarkable endurance. Imagine having to fight 127 rounds, lasting 147 minutes, like Ned Savage and Jem Wallace did at Whetstone. A far cry from the maximum 12-round contests of today – no wonder both men were carried off insensible at the end. It also surprises me how many spectators consistently attended prize-fights bearing in mind the dangers they faced and the long distances they often had to walk. Would any of today’s boxing fans put themselves out to such an extent?


This book is a very welcome addition to the ranks of prize-fighting literature. It will be equally well received by both serious students of the early days of boxing and those who just enjoy reading about the sport.


 


SIR HENRY COOPER


OBE, KSG
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A noble pastime, void of vain pretence –


The fine old English art of self-defence


Renton Nicholson
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The Battle of Barnet (1471), one of the bloodiest conflicts of the Wars of the Roses, has been well documented, but little has been written about the many pugilistic battles to which Barnet and its surroundings have played host. In the following pages I aim to rectify such an oversight by giving the reader a glimpse into the part which this well-known area, then just north of the metropolis of London, played in the fascinating history of the 18th- and 19th-century English prize-ring. Most of the recorded skirmishes took place on Barnet Common, in fields surrounding the village of Whetstone or on the infamous Finchley Common, a favourite haunt of many a highwayman and footpad during the early bareknuckle era of boxing. (Dick Turpin was reputed to have hidden behind ‘Turpin’s Oak’ at the London end of the common to lay in wait for victims, whilst Jack Sheppard, a thief famed for his amazing gaol breaks, was recaptured there following an audacious escape from Newgate Prison.)


Throughout its history, London was both the centre and proving ground for the sport. Although prize-ring activity in various provincial regions was particularly prevalent at times, in order for a fighter to establish a national reputation it was usually necessary for him to contend in metropolitan circles. The attraction of the Barnet area as a pugilistic venue for the London prize-ring lay primarily in its proximity to the capital and its county boundary position. Regarding the former, it was considered well within walking distance for the hardy fistic enthusiasts and, being on a main arterial road out of London, there were plenty of opportunities for them to quench their thirst along the route. The boundary position was significant inasmuch as it enabled a contest to be moved from Middlesex to Hertfordshire or vice versa should a magistrate in either of the counties decide to enforce the law. Consequently many of the most renowned bruisers of the day visited the locality, not just as participants but also in other related circumstances, together with more obscure but no less interesting characters. Of course, the district’s important pugilistic role did not always find favour with the local populace, who were forced to endure the unruly mob behaviour which often accompanied a prize-fight. The landlords of its various public houses, however, certainly benefited, for fight followers were not normally noted for their sobriety.


Although mainly the story of the Barnet area’s prize-ring links, the sport’s many aspects are reflected fully – the saints and sinners (invariably more of the latter), the triumphs and tragedies, and especially the continual struggle against the forces of law and order, were all a constant feature nationwide. The approach taken has been a chronological anecdotal one and the account covers bareknuckle fighting from early English stage bouts, through an aristocratically backed heyday, to its gradual demise.


Occasional reference to fist-fighting in England can be found earlier than the 18th century but it is with James Figg that the story of modern pugilism really begins. Figg is generally considered to be the sport’s first champion although, at the time, he was far more famous for his expertise with the sword and quarterstaff. Indeed it was usual for his many contests to be billed as trials of skill (featuring such weapons), rather than trials of manhood (involving fists). The Marquis de Bretagne, over a decade afterwards, recalled seeing a “certain Prize fighter called Figg, who handles a broad Sword with the greatest Dexterity of any Man alive”. Not commonly known is that Figg was originally one of the scholars of the noted Timothy Buck of Clare Market, as can be seen by an advertisement in the Daily Courant (London’s first daily newspaper) of 8 June 1714. A further notice in the same journal, in the autumn of that year, alerts us to the fact that, by then, Figg had certainly attained the position of “Master of the Noble Science of Defence”. He later opened an amphitheatre where gentlemen about town could acquire knowledge of the manly arts and witness the top fighters of the day demonstrate their talents. There is no doubt that his establishment was a showcase for some of the best early exponents of regular boxing and, as such, a strong case can be made for considering him England’s first pugilistic promoter. William Hogarth, the famous painter and engraver, depicted Figg in several of his works and also painted ‘The March to Finchley’, in the background of which is shown one of the earliest representations of a bareknuckle mill.


Whilst Figg could be said to have brought the sport into prominence initially, it is Jack Broughton who is generally credited with being its true founder. Originally a waterman and the 1730 winner of Doggett’s Coat and Badge, one of the world’s oldest sculling races, he laid down the prize-ring’s first set of organized rules in 1743 for the better regulation of his own amphitheatre. These formed a framework for fair play and remained virtually unaltered for nearly 100 years until they were superseded following the tragic death of William Phelps after his contest with Owen Swift in March 1838. Broughton was also responsible for introducing gloves, then called ‘mufflers’, for sparring purposes, in order to protect his pupils “from the Inconveniency of black Eyes, broken Jaws and bloody Noses”.
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1. Broughton’s Rules (1743), which laid down the first code of practice for the prize-ring.


Unlike boxing today, under both Broughton’s Rules and the later ‘New Rules’ of 1838, a round terminated when one of the protagonists was either punched, thrown or wrestled to the ground. Originally, a yard square was marked out in the middle of the ring, and the fighter’s second had half a minute to bring his man to the line on their side of the square or he was declared the loser. The action of getting to this line was called ‘coming up to the “mark” or “scratch” ’. The regulation was amended slightly in the ‘New Rules’ so that at the end of half a minute, or a time previously agreed upon, a pugilist had eight seconds to reach, unaided, a mark in the centre of the ring or he was considered beaten.


Unfortunately, material on prize-fighting is somewhat sketchy for the sport’s first few decades. To begin with, during the Figg and Broughton eras, newspapers printed advertisements for regular stage fights, but reports on these were few and far between. Later, as pugilism became subject to legal interference, the press in the main began to side with the authorities against what they perceived to be a barbaric pastime. The vast majority of bouts therefore went unrecorded. It was not until the revival in the fortunes of boxing towards the latter part of the 1780s, partly due to the influence of the future King George IV, that the fashionable papers of the day started to show increasing interest. Even The Times, which was vehemently against all fistic endeavours, felt obliged to include occasional items. In 1792 the Sporting Magazine arrived on the scene, and this monthly periodical did report milling in some detail. Nevertheless it took the appearance in 1822 of Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle for truly extensive coverage of the prize-ring to feature regularly in a newspaper. (Before leaving the subject of newspaper reporting, it should be noted that the areas of East End, North End and Church End were then usually referred to merely as Finchley, and the same policy has likewise been adhered to throughout this book. However, most of the mentions of Finchley relate to East End, which is now known as East Finchley. All journals consulted for information are listed in a comprehensive bibliography at the end, together with books and other sources referred to.)


The earliest books to cover ring activities in any depth were Pancratia, or a History of Pugilism, attributed to William Oxberry, and Pierce Egan’s Boxiana; or, Sketches of [Ancient and] Modern Pugilism. Pancratia was published in 1812, and the title page of the first volume of Boxiana also bore the same date. Oxberry was a versatile character who, in a relatively short life, engaged in the multiple occupations of writer, printer, actor and publican. Egan, a respected sporting journalist and one of the most popular writers of his age, was the foremost chronicler of the prize-ring and Boxiana is usually recognized as the definitive work on the subject. Nevertheless, it is not entirely exempt from errors and bias, since Egan had a marked propensity for exaggeration, particularly with regard to fighters of Irish origin.


Other journalists and authors of works on the bareknuckle era worthy of a mention include Jon Bee (real name John Badcock); Henry Downes Miles of Pugilistica: The History of British Boxing fame; father and son Vincent and Francis Dowling, editors of Bell’s Life and compilers of the series of record books Fistiana; or The Oracle of the Ring; and Fred Henning, who wrote, albeit rather imaginatively, for the Licensed Victuallers’ Gazette under the nom-de-plume of ‘Tourist’. In addition, some acknowledgment should be made to George Kent, the bohemian and eccentric reporter for the Weekly Dispatch and the British Luminary or Weekly Intelligencer. His own newspaper, Kent’s Weekly Dispatch and Sporting Mercury, was held in high esteem during its brief existence but, according to Egan, he failed to complete three or four boxing publications that he commenced. To all the above scribes and many lesser lights I owe my grateful thanks: without them the following could not have been written.


Tony Gee


London, September 1998




PART I - THE EARLY DAYS
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Since boxing is a manly game,


And Britons’ recreation,


By boxing we will raise our fame,


’Bove any other nation.


Anon
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A Gypsy Prince
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Finchley Common, at the height of the highwayman’s domination, was host to a gypsy encampment which apparently brought forth one of the more intriguing characters of 18th-century pugilism. Pugnus, in his History of the Prize Ring, recounted how a gypsy prince by the name of Boswell decided on abdication whilst at Finchley in the spring of 1738 (although this date, as will be seen, is obviously incorrect). Both Pancratia and Pugnus thought Boswell to be the son of the king of the English Romanies, but others believed he was merely the nephew of the ruler of the Yorkshire clan. Whatever his exact claims as heir apparent, the gypsy community must have been extremely disconcerted when he renounced his exalted position in order to make his way as an independent adventurer in the metropolis.


Bareknuckle fighting has always traditionally been a favourite Romany pastime, and Benjamin Boswell had shown early fistic promise. It was not surprising, therefore, following a short period when he appears to have concentrated on the nefarious calling of highwayman, that he should resolve to try his hand as a professional pugilist. Boswell soon became a regular performer at the popular sporting venue the “Great Booth at Tottenham-Court” although, according to Pugnus, he used his fighting activities “as a blind for his more disreputable pursuits”. He was obviously very busy since he also supplemented his earnings by working as a brickmaker (appropriately whilst living in Brick Street, Hyde Park Corner) and later embraced an occupation well suited to his strength, that of a chairman.


Details of Boswell’s milling qualifications can be found in Captain John Godfrey’s A Treatise upon the Useful Science of Defence. Written when the pugilist was still active, Godfrey described that, amongst other attributes, he possessed “a particular Blow with his left Hand at the Jaw, which comes almost as hard as a little Horse kicks”. However, it was the Captain’s opinion that he lacked the one requisite essential to be a complete boxer, namely “true English Bottom”. There is no evidence to support this assertion in the journals of the day, but the author’s view has to be respected as the esteemed Godfrey had been an accomplished amateur sportsman and a diligent pupil of James Figg.


Since Boswell was known to have fought often on the stage at the Great Booth, it is somewhat odd to find that only a single set-to is usually attributed to him by ring historians. This was a losing fight on 16 June 1741 against George Taylor, who was second only to Jack Broughton as the best boxer of the post-Figg age. The oversight cannot be accounted for by the explanation that Boswell’s other bouts were not chronicled at the time as, for instance, an earlier fight with Taylor was publicized and reported in the Daily Advertiser in October 1739. On 6 October the newspaper emphasized the large amounts of money that were depending on the ensuing battle whilst a notice one week later advised that the match itself was for £100 and offered tickets for the stage at three shillings each. The contest took place at Tottenham-Court on 16 October and Taylor suffered what was undoubtedly an unexpected defeat “after a stout Engagement, which lasted sixteen Minutes”.


In line with the general trend for a boxer of the era to have regular fights with the same adversary, it is highly probable that Boswell and Taylor faced each other on at least five other occasions. They were certainly billed to meet on 6 December 1737, while an advertisement for a clash between the two, scheduled for 11 January 1740, intimated that their previous “long and doubtful” affair had occurred at the end of 1739. In addition, notices appeared in the Daily Advertiser in March of both 1741 and 1743 detailing further proposed confrontations between these perennial protagonists.


At this point it is worth noting the possibility that Taylor himself visited Barnet. Originally a barber and peruke maker, he became proprietor of the Great Booth but later relinquished it following the success of Broughton’s Amphitheatre. After a spell exhibiting at his rival’s establishment, he was mentioned, in January 1750, as having lately been dismissed as a “Keeper of Enfield-Chace” (which bordered on the Barnet area) under “such Circumstances as when made known he doubts not will recommend him to the Compassion of the Publick [sic]”. By July of the same year he was well established as landlord of the Fountain at Deptford, a situation which he stated he was enabled to enter into because of public generosity.


Another celebrated performer against whom Boswell definitely contended was James Field the Sailor. Their fight, which was described as “one of the sharpest that has been for a considerable time”, occurred on 15 November 1743. Victory for the underdog, Field, earned him a chance to oppose Taylor some three weeks later. Although defeated on that occasion, Field afterwards showed his ability by extending Broughton’s future conqueror, Jack Slack, in a desperate battle lasting 1 hour and 32 minutes. Even more than Boswell, Field has inexplicably been ignored by historians. Like the gypsy pugilist, he also had criminal propensities and his fistic career was brought to an abrupt end when he was executed at Tyburn on 11 February 1751. Interestingly, his skeleton is featured in ‘The Four Stages of Cruelty’, Hogarth’s final series of pictorial morality sermons illustrating the wages of sin.


Further notices in the Daily Advertiser promoting other planned Boswell appearances included an early one in November 1737 with John Read, commonly known as ‘Hammersmith Jack’, and two in the winter of 1738 against an unbeaten coachman, by the name of William Slann, and Joseph Parsons, a lighterman. In June of the following year he was advertised to meet the prolific Irish champion Patrick Henley, another early boxer who deserves to be better remembered if only for the large number of bouts in which he participated. The Dublin hero was undefeated at the time of their meeting but Boswell boasted that, since he was “famous for breaking Men’s Jaws”, Henley would imminently be requiring the services of a surgeon. In late 1740 the ‘Terrible Tom-Boy’, Richard Foster, and the ‘Terrible Welchman’, James Francis, were lined up as Boswell opponents and, for an intended match on 31 March 1741, Peter Brookes, a fellow chairman, was selected to be his antagonist. Other proposed bouts for Boswell during that year featured James Taylor, a veteran waterman, and John Cooper, a Somerset man who had previously repelled all contenders in his native county. The former would, undoubtedly, have been an awkward foe since he had beaten ‘Hammersmith Jack’ and the conqueror of the ‘Venetian Gondolier’, the Lincolnshire drover John Whitacre (later wrongly referred to as Bob Whitaker), as well as drawing with the renowned Thomas Allen (“vulgarly call’d Pipes”). During August 1742 an unbeaten Suffolk pugilist, Robert Smith, was announced as challenging the “famous Mr. Boswell”, whilst an apparently long-awaited encounter with a coachman called William Flanderkin was publicized for 27 July 1743.


However, of all the advertised contests involving Boswell, for which no results are available in extant newspapers, perhaps the most interesting was the one at Broughton’s Amphitheatre in November 1745 against Thomas Hawksley, a massive Derbyshire life-guardsman, who reputedly weighed in the region of 17 stone. Since Pugnus asserted that the gypsy scarcely tipped the scales at 11 stone, the physical disparity between the men must have been extremely marked. It is difficult to imagine today a fighter of Boswell’s size prepared to concede such weight (even if a boxing authority existed which was foolhardy enough to allow it) but two hundred and fifty years ago the difference was not considered a major issue. This is even better illustrated by the fact that Hawksley fought the celebrated Ned Hunt, a boxer well known to have been little more than half his weight. Hunt’s surprising victory over his gigantic adversary emphasized his unquestionable talents whilst simultaneously exposing Hawksley’s somewhat limited ability. It would, therefore, be safe to say that Boswell’s match-up with the life-guardsman was not as dangerous an undertaking as it may at first have appeared. Indeed a riskier proposition might well have been Jack James who, although lighter, was anxious “to try Art and Agility against Weight and Superior Force” in August 1746. James, whose father is supposedly depicted by Hogarth in ‘The March to Finchley’, was highly regarded as a pugilist and had previously been billed as the “bravest of his Age in the manly Art of Boxing”. More difficult still would have been the aforementioned Jack Slack, who was scheduled to meet Boswell in December 1748, just 16 months before the former’s famous victory over Broughton. (In fact Slack definitely seems to have beaten Boswell at some point as the Daily Advertiser commented on this in January 1750 when announcing one of Jack’s bouts with George Taylor.)


After his milling career was over, Boswell soon disappeared into obscurity. He may have returned to the life of a gypsy, but it is highly probable that he resorted to the profession of highwayman on a more regular basis. It was certainly rumoured that, in the latter capacity, he preyed on travellers between Hounslow Heath and the Oxford Road. If this was the case, he was apparently lucky enough not to have suffered the same unfortunate fate as his former opponent, James Field.
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The Fighting Miller from Hadley
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AT MR. BROUGHTON’S Amphitheatre in Oxford-Road, on Wednesday next, the 26th instant, will be a severe Trial of Manhood between the following Champions.


I JOSEPH LINE, from Hadley in Hertfordshire, where I am the Terror of all around, having fought and beat the best Men the County could produce; not content, hearing of the extraordinary Feats of Mr. John James, was determined to give him Battle; for which Purpose I am come to London, well back’d, for considerable Sums, by those who are Judges of both our Abilities. I, therefore, do hereby invite Mr. James to meet and fight me, at the Time and Place, above, for Ten Guineas, when Gentlemen may depend on seeing a good Battle, on my Part, equall’d by few, and excell’d by none.


Joseph Line


I JOHN JAMES am at Mr. Line’s Service, and will not fail meeting him agreeable to his Invitation, and comply with all its Circumstances, as Time, Place, and Sum, when I shall oblige him to repent his rash Undertaking, and submit to my superior Skill and Judgment.


John James


Note, There will be several Bye-Battles, as usual. The Doors will be open’d at Three, and the Champions mount at Five.





The above notice, from the Daily Advertiser of 22 August 1747, appears to announce the London début of a fighting miller from Hadley, Joseph Line(s). (Although he stated that he hailed from Hertfordshire, it must be presumed that the Hadley mentioned is the one in close proximity to Barnet, which was then in Middlesex but sometimes erroneously considered to be in the county of Hertfordshire.) Apparently, by this time, Line had earned a considerable reputation in the local vicinity and felt confident enough in his abilities to invite one of the premier pugilists to set to with him. Jack James was certainly a daunting test for any ambitious aspirant for pugilistic fame and, unsurprisingly, on the day the Hadley man’s audacious sortie ended in disappointment. Line blamed his defeat, “after a very severe Battle”, on the ineptitude of his second. However, the same reason, along with accidental falls and various unlucky injuries, was frequently given by many boxers to explain away their losses.


Convinced that he had benefited from the experience, and bolstered by George Taylor’s promise to second him, Line challenged James to a return contest for £20, to take place on 14 October of the same year. Whether he was more successful on this occasion is not known, but, whatever the result, he does not seem to have returned to Broughton’s Amphitheatre until July 1748 when he was billed as meeting Ned Hunt for ten guineas. Hunt, who six months earlier had advised his prospective protagonist, William Cutts, “to bring his Coffin with him”, showed more respect towards Line yet nevertheless boasted that his latest adversary would submit to his greater expertise. Although the outcome of the affair again remains obscure, it is difficult to envisage the seasoned and adroit Hunt succumbing to a man who had previously participated in so few stage battles.


A period of over three and a half years appears to have elapsed before Line once more performed in the metropolis. There is no way of being certain, however, since evidence exists of Broughton organizing matches which were not publicized in the newspapers but instead, presumably, by handbills and word of mouth. Alternatively, Line may have moved from Hadley and been the “Joseph Line of Hitchin, miller” who was indicted and detained in 1750 for a triple assault. Certainly, his later advertisements made no mention of Hadley, merely stating that he came from Hertfordshire.


In keeping with Line’s policy of contending with pugilists of proven quality, his two advertised encounters for March 1752 both featured men who had beaten Ned Hunt. The first was against Thomas Cook, originally from Cheltenham, who at this period was living in Goswell Street, where Mr Pickwick later lodged with Mrs Bardell in Charles Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers. Besides the prestige gained by having “defeated the celebrated Mr. Hunt with Ease”, Cook could also claim a win over Joe James, brother of the now deceased Jack James. Joshua Hawkins, an inhabitant of Cow Cross, a notoriously insalubrious location not far from Smithfield Market, provided stern competition for the second bout. In a stage-fighting career dating back at least eight years, Hawkins had overcome the challenge of Hunt no less than four times. Just two months previously he had fought a very “tight Battle” with the famed boxer-cricketer Tom Faulkener.


Despite the calibre of the opposition, the interest in Line’s advertised activities of spring 1752 lies not so much in the contests themselves but in the actual venue. This was categorically stated as being Broughton’s Amphitheatre at a date nearly two years after most historians insist the establishment had been shut down. It is generally believed that a piqued Duke of Cumberland, Broughton’s backer, used his considerable influence to bring about the closure shortly after his man’s defeat by Slack in April 1750. However, such an assumption is obviously patently wrong. Indeed it was still open in May 1753 when, according to an announcement in the Daily Advertiser, the “Battle which was to have been fought this Day [2nd] at Mr. Broughton’s Amphitheatre, between John Slack and Thomas Faulkener, is, by the Desire of several Gentlemen, put off”.


Line himself was not billed to appear at Broughton’s Amphitheatre again. Whether this was because fewer bouts were advertised in the newspapers at that time, or because he curtailed his prize-fighting career, it is not possible to ascertain.
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Cudgels Expert Felled by Local Pugilist
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The first known bareknuckle contest actually held in Barnet was that between an Irishman by the name of Nicholas Grady and a local pugilist called Perkinson. The powerfully built Grady had an excellent reputation with the cudgels but, despite his pre-fight claims, his expertise apparently did not extend to fisticuffs. Perkinson, who was considerably lighter, was nicknamed the ‘little Barnet poulterer’ and plied his trade as a higgler in London’s Fleet Market. (Situated between Fleet Street and Holborn, the market was surprisingly modern in concept and consisted of two rows of single-storey shops connected by a covered walkway with skylights.)


The two men met on Barnet Common in September 1761 when, in a bruising battle, the underdog showed up the deficiencies of his much heavier opponent. Grady’s backer, Dennis O’Kelly, is supposed to have lost the then considerable sum of £600 on the fight while the victorious Perkinson happily walked away with upwards of 200 guineas. This he used to purchase a public house in the Old Street area of the metropolis.
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Shepherd Metes Out Punishment to Butcher
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No further mention can be found for local mills until some ten years later when Jack Shepherd (not to be confused with the thief captured on Finchley Common) and Charles Coant were matched at Barnet in February or April 1771. The latter was a butcher in London’s close-knit Clare Market, which specialized in meat and fish and had been established over one hundred years earlier. The former was referred to in Boxiana as “a Shepherd of some experience” and the author also commented that he “knew how to manage a flock”. However, this is possibly an example of Egan’s occasional facetiousness since Pancratia and the ‘Chronological History of Boxing’ (contained in the November 1797 issue of the Sporting Magazine) stated that Shepherd was a baker. Unfortunately, none of the above sources described the contest in any detail but all references to the affair agreed that it was extremely hard-fought. It appears that Shepherd emerged the victor after 35 minutes, although Egan is less precise about the exact time than other historians.


Shepherd’s only other documented fight, a win over the capable Jack Lamb, suggests that he was a boxer of no mean ability. One might have expected him, therefore, to have had an easier time against Coant since the butcher is said to have bragged that he had participated in 21 bouts and lost them all. This viewpoint, however, is probably rather harsh. There may have been no truth in Coant’s boast, and since he was reputed to have encountered good-calibre opposition, his possible lamentable record was very likely not an accurate reflection of his true worth. He certainly provided a severe test for Tom Juchau in the paviour’s first important battle (13 June 1764), and Juchau, with his defeat of George Milsom the next year, could be considered to have had a valid claim to the title of champion.


It is interesting that the Public Advertiser of 16 June 1764 thought that Coant died the night following his meeting with Juchau but then some early newspapers were prone to dispatch fighters rather prematurely. Another good example of this tendency can be found the decade before when the Daily Advertiser noted George Taylor’s demise as occurring on 21 February 1750. The same journal, during the summer of that year, then printed advertisements for cricket matches involving Tom Faulkener at “Mr. George Taylor’s, the Fountain at Deptford”.
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TO BE OBSERVED IN ALL BATTLES ON THE STAGE

L Tuat a fquare of a Yard be chalked in the
middle of the Stage; and on cvery freth fit-to
sfice » fall, or being parted from the rails, cach
Sccond is to bring his Man to the fide of the
fuare, and place him oppefite to the other, and
Gll they are faiely fet-to st the Lines, it fhall not
be lawful for one to flrike at the other.

order to prevent any Difputes, the time
an lics after » fall, if the Second does not bring;
his Man to the fide of the fquare, within the [pace
©of half 2 minute, he fhall be deemcd 3 beaten Man,
HI. That in every main Battle, no perfon whatever
fhall be upan the Stage, except the Principals and
theirSeconds; the fame rule to be obfirved in byc-
battles, except that in the latter, Mr. Broughton
i allowed 10 be upon the Stage to keep decorum,
and 10 #flil Gendemen in getting to cheir places,
provided always he docs not interfere in the Batele;
and whoever pretends to infringe thefc Rules to
be turned immediately out of the houfe. Every
body is 10 quit the Stage 23 foon 38 the Champions
are firipped, before dhe feteto.

1V. That no Champion be decmed beaten, unlefs
e fiils coming up to the ling in the limited time,
or that his own Sceond declares him beaten. No
Sccond is to be allowed to atk his man’s Adversary
any queltions, or advifc him to give out.

V. That in bye-battlcs, the winning man to have
two-thirds of the Moncy given, which fhall be
publicly divided upon the Stage, notwithftanding
any private agrecments (o the contrary.

VL. That to prevent Difputes, in every main Baule
the Principals fhall,on coming on the Stage, choofe
from among the gentlemen prefent two Unipires,
who fhall abfolutely decide all Difputes that may
arife about the Bactle; and if the two Umpires
cannio agree, the faid Umpires to choofe a thind,
who is to detcrmine .

VIL That no perfon is to hic his Adverfary when
he is down, or feize him by the ham, the brecches,
or any part below the waift: & man on his knees
to be reckoned down,
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UP TO
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Bareknuckle Fighting
and Heroes of the Prize-ring

“The fight game in the raw — great contests and some
really hard men.What a life!” Roy Shaw

TONY GEE
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