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A fair feld, ful of folk, fond I there bytwene,


Of alle manere of men, the mene and the pore


 


William Langland, Piers Plowman, c. 1377


 


 


‘Come, none of your irony, Brown,’ answers the master. ‘I’m beginning to understand the game scientifically. What a noble game it is, too!’


‘Isn’t it? But it’s more than a game. It’s an institution,’ said Tom.


‘Yes,’ said Arthur, ‘the birthright of British boys, old and young, as habeas corpus and trial by jury are of British men.’


 


Thomas Hughes, Tom Brown’s School-Days, 1857










Introduction


Here we go again. One of sport’s most reliable effects is a sense of déjà vu, even though our rational minds tell us that no two sporting moments are ever the same. How often do we feel as if we have been here before? At Wembley, for example: in extra time, 110 minutes on the clock, scores level, after German opponents have equalised late on. There have been a few hopeful moments already, but this time the chance comes from a corner. There is a scuffle in the penalty box, a miskick and then, irresistibly, a stabbed shot from only a couple of yards – in! Because this is football, the defenders’ arms are already up, appealing for something, anything, to disallow the goal. That’s why the scorer, wheeling away, beckoning teammates to follow, looks unsure for a second. Has the goal been awarded? Can we celebrate? Yes. The referee points to the centre spot, and the celebrations can begin.


This, of course, was Chloe Kelly’s crowning moment for England in the UEFA Women’s European Championship Final, July 2022. It hadn’t happened before, but the familiar sensation came from the weight of history inextricably attached to it. For many at Wembley and watching at home, the first reference point was the last time an England football team had managed to win a major tournament, at the same venue. In 1966, the crucial extra-time goal in a final against German opposition had come a little earlier, in the 101st minute, and was even more controversial, being awarded only after a linesman had judged the ball to have crossed the line after hitting the crossbar from Geoff Hurst’s shot. Kelly’s uncertainty was a faint echo of Hurst, Hunt and Charlton’s anxious wait for the result of the referee’s discussion with his fellow official.
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England vs Germany, UEFA Women’s Euro Final, 31 July 2022.


 


For others, the sporting history being laid to rest was more recent, and resonated far beyond sport. The previous year, a talented and popular England men’s team had failed to score in extra time in the final of their European Championships in 2021, once again at Wembley, and had lost the penalty shoot-out. That failure was visited by the lurking demons of English football – violence, when ticketless, out-of-control fans stormed into Wembley; and racism, when the Black players who had missed their penalties were abused on social media. The 2022 women’s final, watched by a more family-oriented crowd, contested in a spirit of competitive fair play usually missing from the men’s game – and, crucially, a victory – was cast as a redemptive alternative to a long history of failure and resentment. English football didn’t have to be ugly, and here was the proof.


Seasoned watchers of the women’s game pointed out that Kelly’s act of celebration – taking her shirt off and twirling it around her head – was steeped in historical meaning too. It recalled the moment when the American player Brandi Chastain did the same thing after scoring the winning penalty in the Women’s World Cup Final in 1999.


If Kelly, too, was ‘casting off the burden of everything that kept us down’ (in the words of the football coach Marlene Bjornsrud), then this was a cathartic moment with very long roots.1 The English Football Association (FA) effectively banned women’s football in 1921, just over a hundred years before this Wembley moment. For five decades, women were not allowed to play at FA grounds or make use of FA officials. Before the ban, the first female stars of the game had played in front of crowds not matched until this tournament, including one of 53,000 at Goodison Park in December 1920, and had raised thousands of pounds for charity. The most famous women’s club, Dick, Kerr Ladies of Preston, Lancashire, continued to play away from FA grounds, in front of ever smaller crowds, until 1965, but folded six years before the ban was rescinded. Even after 1971, the ascent of the women’s game was tortuous, far outstripped by the attention paid to the sport in the US (where gender equality in federal funding for sports was enshrined in law in 1972), Sweden or Germany.


Kelly’s celebration could be seen as a self-affirming response to a century of repression. (Her team captain, Leah Williamson, subsequently discussed the legacy of Dick, Kerr and the ban in several interviews.) Or maybe not: Kelly herself told reporters that the example she had in mind was the (male) Queens Park Rangers striker Bobby Zamora, who had scored the winning goal at Wembley at the end of a play-off final in 2014, to promote his team to the Premier League. Kelly had been in the crowd as a child supporter of QPR. Sport means different things to different people.


In Britain, this is how sporting moments, and sport in general, work. They are attached, consciously or unconsciously, to a chain of historical connections – perhaps more truly a web – which spreads further as you look closer. True, as the American strand of this moment reminds us, sport’s connections to history are hardly unique to Britain. But Britain is a more fruitful place than any other to uncover these connections. This is partly because so many sports were first codified and formalised in Britain, and partly because of the country’s early experience of industrial revolution. The latter introduced a social modernity to which sport could be happily adapted (and vice versa: our weekends are partly shaped by sporting habits, formed at the dawn of modern sport).


If Kelly’s was a shot heard round the world, some sporting echoes are much fainter, and need a little straining to make out. Fifteen miles or so from Wembley, on a residential street in Walthamstow, east London, is a trace of an earlier sporting triumph, as famous in its day as that of July 2022. A little way down Shernhall Street, there is a terrace of ten houses. Across two of them, over the join between the pebbledash on the left and the London stock brickwork on the right, is a weather-worn stone plaque, its inscription barely discernible: ‘1872, Master McGrath Terrace’. Master McGrath was a greyhound, a champion of hare coursing who won that sport’s blue riband trophy, the Waterloo Cup, three times between 1868 and 1871. Born and trained in Co Armagh, Northern Ireland, he is memorialised in his home town of Lurgan in stone monument and bronze sculpture. And the winnings which his owner, Lord Lurgan, made in prizes and bets paid for the terrace of houses in east London, a year after Master McGrath’s last great victory in a Lancashire field.


There are more famous sporting stories in the UK’s history than Master McGrath’s. There are more impressive monuments than the little row of two-storey houses in an inner suburb of the capital.2 Sport and its legacies are often unavoidable in contemporary Britain, from the football on the pub TV to the sports grounds in every city and their ever smaller siblings in numberless smaller settlements. But the still traceable impression of this little greyhound’s achievements is representative of the sometimes forgotten way that so many different sports have embedded themselves in the culture of the British Isles more thoroughly than in any other civilisation. All nations play and watch sports, sometimes fanatically, but the sheer variety of games and the complex history of sport in Britain are unparalleled. The story of Master McGrath and the sport he excelled in is only a small example, but it offers a glimpse of the web of historical connections and suggestions.


We could begin with his links to nationhood. Master McGrath is undoubtedly better remembered in Ireland than in Britain. He is the subject of a ballad, written around his heyday but still fresh enough to be recorded in the twentieth century by the folk group The Dubliners, who have introduced it to audiences as ‘a song about probably the only victory we have ever had on English soil’. The dog is given defiant voice, challenging his rivals to ‘lead on bold Britannia, give none of your jaw, / Stuff that up your nostrils / Says Master McGrath’. In The Dubliners’ version, Master McGrath greets his triumph with a lift of the paw and a cry of ‘Long live the Republic!’


Thus, a dog owned by an Anglo-Irish peer (who sat as a Liberal in the House of Lords, served as Lord-in-Waiting to Queen Victoria, and even brought his champion to Windsor Castle at the sovereign’s request) has been co-opted as a symbol of Irish republicanism. That would have surprised not only the Queen, who mentioned her meeting with the ‘celebrated Irish Greyhound’ in her journal,3 but also the author of a leader in the Western Mail in 1870, reflecting on the benefits of sport to international relations seventy-five years before George Orwell, making the contrasting argument, would call it ‘war minus the shooting’.4 The leader-writer thought that ‘we may venture safely to assert that there was not a single Fenian at Altcar on the day that the Irish dog, Master McGrath, secured the Waterloo Cup for the second time’.5 For this commentator, Master McGrath was an example of the Empire in harmony. Perhaps there were no ‘Fenians’ present to witness his triumph, but what posterity makes of sporting success can be very different from the meanings ascribed to it at the time.


More recently, Master McGrath’s name and legend were invoked again. Owners and trainers voiced concerns that Brexit might affect the ‘free movement of dogs’, those canine disciples of the Master who have continued to cross the Irish Sea for greyhound racing in Britain. The Irish Times quoted the 3rd Baron Hesketh, a modern-day aristocratic heir to the tradition of Lord Lurgan, and naturally retold the tale of the little dog from Co Armagh.6


The competition that Master McGrath won, the Waterloo Cup for hare coursing, is also rich in historical associations. It was begun by a Liverpool hotelier, William Lynn, probably to drum up business. It took its name from Lynn’s hotel and was run on land belonging to the Earl of Sefton, whose son, Lord Molyneux, owned the first dog to win the event in 1836. Coursing, the sport of running two dogs against each other after a hare, is very ancient. Its Victorian chronicler, Harding Cox, referred to the Greek writer Arrian’s discussion of the sport, and argued that coursing ‘holds its own for antiquity with any other that is now followed’.7 Lynn spotted a commercial opportunity in this atavistic pastime – an instinct he followed with even greater success when he instituted what became the Grand National steeplechase at Aintree – and he was correct. In the nineteenth century, the Waterloo Cup was claimed to be the most popular sporting event in the country, with attendance of up to 75,000 spectators.


In its mix of rural and urban, aristocratic, middle- and working-class, the Cup crowd was typically British. The Cup’s popularity survived the introduction of stadium greyhound racing from the US – the dogs chasing an electric hare around a track – although by the 1930s attendance had declined to around 30,000. These crowds could not have been sustained by a purely ‘country’ element. Even in the Cup’s last years, before hare coursing was banned in 2004, the crowd of around 5,000 could still be described as a mixture of baronets and ‘the citizenry of Liverpool . . . who won’t know the nicest points of it’.8 The wholly urban group of around two hundred animal rights protesters was kept outside the event itself, although in the 1960s the League Against Cruel Sports had announced that they would be sending undercover spies to attend.


The fate of the Waterloo Cup and the sport of which it was the pinnacle teach another kind of history lesson. Besides presenting a microcosm of the interplay of class, commerce, town and country, hare coursing reflects a history of changing ethics, the place of animals in national affections and debates, and the changing power of the majority to restrict or reform the behaviour of a minority. The debate over the ethics of hare coursing never made as much noise as that over fox hunting, with which it was more or less always linked. But it cast into relief what ‘sport’ has meant to Britons of all sorts, and how much it matters. For campaigners against hunting, ‘sport’ is always in inverted commas when associated with these activities, as if they tarnish an otherwise noble word. Four miles from Altcar, Aintree too eventually became the target of animal rights protesters. They would perhaps not be surprised to learn that when the course there was originally constructed, it contained cockpits for cockfighting, which was outlawed in 1835, six years after the course was opened. Despite the ban, in 1875 the police broke up a cockfight in the grandstand, and questions were asked in the House of Commons.


It is difficult to think of another element in British history that touches on so many of the most significant aspects of past and present: national identity, class, gender, the relationship between country and town, the rise of commerce, the evolution of ethical debate, the development and effects of democratic politics. And that is before we take sport on its own terms, to see how Britons entertained themselves, how the popularity of different sports – and the way they were played or consumed or recorded – provides a unique insight into our past. The history of Britain in sport is a history of popular heroes – animal as well as human – and pantomime villains. It is also one of shared and contested passions and loyalties and, of course, of winning and losing. For better and worse, Britons have taken sport seriously for a very long time. The Dutch historian Johan Huizinga called England (by which he meant Britain) ‘the cradle and focus of modern sporting life’.9 Even those who, like Orwell, doubted its value and worried about its effects could not ignore it; they too are part of the story of British sport.


As Orwell argued, sport could be a substitute for war – if a problematic one – but in Britain it has also been seen as a bulwark against revolution, as in G. M. Trevelyan’s frequently invoked dictum about the French noblesse: had they ‘been capable of playing cricket with their peasants, their chateaux would never have been burnt’.10 British sport has been an agent of empire and a spreader of soft power. Cricket is famously ‘an Indian game accidentally discovered by the British’,11 and Italy’s greatest football club, Juventus, play in the colours of Notts County (a club that, having been founded in 1862, is only a year younger than Italy itself – if rather less successful).


Trevelyan’s remark about cricket, complacently quoted but not necessarily standing up to scrutiny, should be taken in the context of the long history of debate about sport in Britain. The British have been sporting pioneers in the extraordinary number and extent of discussions they have had about it, from coverage in the daily and periodical press, to sober reference works containing the minutiae of bouts, matches and meetings, to the quasi-academic – and then bona fide – treatments of sport, ranging from Roger Ascham’s Toxophilus, a fifteenth-century Cambridge don’s musings on archery, through Pierce Egan’s Boxiana, an early nineteenth-century essay collection on ‘ancient and modern pugilism’ which the author hoped would discourage the ‘effeminacy of character’ that had laid the Roman Empire low, right up to groundbreaking treatments by scholars such as Sir Derek Birley and J. A. Mangan.12 There is a British Society of Sports History, founded in 1982, which produces a quarterly, peer-reviewed scholarly journal, Sport in History. This is one of many ways in which sport has been made respectable over the centuries, with each generation apparently feeling obliged to rescue it from the mob and present it anew as worthy of serious consideration.


Sport’s contribution to the English imagination more widely is impossible to ignore. Great writers have trained their eye on sport, from Hazlitt to Hornby, but sports of all kinds crop up throughout the literary canon, sometimes in unexpected places; in Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen’s heroine prefers games to reading: ‘and it was not very wonderful that Catherine, who had by nature nothing heroic about her, should prefer cricket, base ball, riding on horseback, and running about the country at the age of fourteen, to books’.13


Despite this sustained literary and scholarly attention, there is still a gap in the popular consciousness. We may acknowledge how integral sport is to Britain’s present, where blanket coverage and global reach make the most popular sports almost unavoidable, but not to its past. While sports history is a burgeoning academic discipline, it remains fenced off. That is true of studies beyond Britain – a recent history of world culture mentions sport once14 – but for a country that has put so much of itself into the invention, codification, dissemination, playing and watching of sport, its absence from mainstream historiography should be felt even more acutely. Most histories of Britain still dismiss sporting activity in the space of a few pages, a chapter at best. A historical view of British sport is of necessity a social, cultural and political history of Britain. And because sports rise and fall in popularity and reach, because new ways of playing them and new participants and spectators are constantly found, a purely chronological narrative approach is not the best way to tell Britain’s sporting story. Sports on the decline, such as greyhound racing – clinging on at about twenty tracks, from a post-war high point of around one hundred – have as much of a story to tell as sports on the rise, such as women’s football in the afterglow of Euro 2022. The dynamics of different sports, their changeability and the common threads that run between ages, reveal different aspects of Britain’s history. Often, they show how the momentum of a sport itself supersedes the intentions of the people who first promoted it. The history of Britain and sport is frequently one of unintended consequences. It can best be captured by focusing on individual sports and sporting moments.


So this will not be a history of the rise and fall (and rise) of sport in Britain, but a thematic account. What struck me as I set out to discover more about Britain’s sporting past was that different sports seem to reflect particular aspects of our historical experience more strongly. By stepping outside strict chronology, I began to see how, for example, modern international sporting competition has pre-modern roots, dating back to the tournaments of the Middle Ages; how horse-racing’s obsessions – initially with bloodlines and later also with money – turned an aristocratic pastime into a national sport; how cricket reflected a distorted image of the British class system back to its followers; and how boxing promoted a certain level of opportunity for Britain’s ethnic minorities, while simultaneously enforcing a regime of prejudice and discrimination. In a similar vein, rugby union became a focus of ‘Celtic’ identity with very different trajectories in Wales, Scotland and Ireland; golf rehearsed a perennial battle over Britain’s land and landscape; tennis was promoted as a game for women, then played out a story of alternating endorsement, neglect and chauvinism; and cycling was a vehicle of political utility before becoming a political statement in itself. Finally, the football fan created a unique, exuberant, often troubled culture at the centre of British life – one which has proved, on occasion, more powerful than the game’s governors – and the British Empire and Commonwealth Games were adopted as an unexpected sporting response to the end of the imperial story.


What emerges is the way that sport has infiltrated every part of British life, from top to bottom. One consequence of this approach is to blur the usual focus on industrial modernity and the public school as the twin founts of all sporting invention. Those are two very important parts of the story, but of the sports and sporting themes discussed in this book, many are exceptions to their dominance. International competition and sports such as boxing, horse-racing, golf and tennis all have origins and biographies that run away from those twin tracks. The stories of cricket, rugby and football could hardly be told without them, but also contain very different seeds and shoots.


In short, sport is more than a useful way of examining Britain’s past and, by implication, contemplating our present and future. It is indispensable to a proper understanding of it.










1


The Tournament


Battles Royal, the Monarchy and the Origins of English Sport


When they got near to Paris, Fouke and his men saw a tournament underway . . . Then Sir Druz de Montbener, a very proud Frenchman, sent word to Sir Fouke asking that he come joust with him. Fouke immediately accepted the invitation . . . [He] had such grace that he was held to be the finest of knights and without peer. From that day forward the English knight was held in the highest esteem by many in France, and was praised everywhere for his courage, chivalry and prowess.


 ‘Fouk fitz Waryn’, c. 1330 (translated by Thomas E. Kelly)1


 


In June 2016, another tournament was held in France. Twenty-four football teams, more than ever before in the UEFA European Championship, met to play eighty-five matches at ten different venues over a month. The England team, whose best showing in the competition had been a semi-final appearance twenty years before, began their participation with a draw against Russia in Marseille, a match they led until the 92nd minute. Inside the stadium, Russian fans charged their English rivals, many of whom scaled fences and the stadium’s internal walls to get away. In Marseille itself, English fans, so long the source of trouble at football tournaments across Europe, had already been involved in violent clashes once again. This time, though, it seemed as if the blame was at least shared with Russian ultras, who were accused of attacking and provoking English supporters.


This intrusion of post-Cold War geopolitics, conducted by street-level proxies, was not the last time that England’s political fortunes were unceremoniously yoked to their footballing fate. After the bright spot of a victory over Wales, England were knocked out of the tournament by Iceland, a result that came four days after the voting public had knocked Britain out of the European Union. The implications of that coincidence were seized on by various commentators (who ignored the fact that the Welsh team, representing a nation that had also voted to leave, went on to overachieve in the tournament, reaching the semi-final).


UEFA’s tournament is not very old. It began in 1960, and England first participated eight years later. (Wales and England entered in 1964, but did not qualify for the tournament proper.) Traditional English sporting chauvinism was their contribution to the various contemporary political embroilments which the tournament had navigated from its inception. In the Daily Telegraph, the report of England’s loss to Yugoslavia in the semi-final lamented the ‘consequent indignity of having to take part as a supporting act to the extravaganza now being arranged between Italy and Jugoslavia’ (in other words, the final).2 Several countries objected to the presence of the Soviet Union (England’s opponents in that undignified third-place match) in early tournaments, and Greece once refused to play Albania on the reasonable grounds that the two countries were actually at war. In 1992, Denmark won a tournament for which they would not have qualified if Yugoslavia had not been collapsing into civil war.


In other ways, however, this relatively young tournament has fallen into sporting grooves made not just decades, but centuries earlier. The historical roots of international sporting rivalries – or of domestic ones exported to a foreign venue – have often been explored. But the sporting origins of such rivalries date back much further than the existence of modern sport. The oldest international sporting conflicts are usually said to include British teams: in the America’s Cup, or cricket matches between Englishmen and Canadians that predate the oldest of continuing international sporting contests, the Ashes. But we can trace international sport, and British involvement in it, back much further than those nineteenth-century examples.


Going back another eight hundred years or so, a ‘tournament’ was something rather different from Euro 2016 – and more violent, though not intentionally lethal, than anything dreamed of by Russian ultras or English hooligans. With the medieval tournament, we are faced not just with the familiar prospect of sport standing in for war but, often, with sport being ‘indistinguishable’ from it, as one historian has put it.3 Participants were frequently killed during the Middle Ages, and despite the use, as the tournament evolved, of weapons a plaisance (i.e. blunted ones) serious injuries were common too.


If this level of danger seems surprising, that may be because the popular image of the tournament – the individual joust involving two mounted knights armed with modified lances – focuses on a later development of what had been a marginal contest to the main event. The tournament, in its first flourishing, meant the melee, which could involve thousands of knights and men-at-arms attacking each other in what would have looked very like a pitched battle. And if tourneyers took the rituals and practices of war and reinterpreted them as sport, there was also a flow of custom in the other direction. The whole profession and quasi-legal intricacy of heraldry, for example, so integral to the Middle Ages and still a ghostly presence in our time – not least in the badges on football players’ shirts – was a product of the tournament. Sport, in the form of the tournament, was fundamental to the social make-up of medieval Europe, a crucial feature of that nebulous picture that historians have framed as ‘feudalism’ and a key component in its complex honour code, chivalry.


In the medieval tournament lie the origins of many distinguishing features of modern sport: wide popular interest in an elite contest, high monetary stakes, local and international competition often reflecting political realities, and semi-contained violence. It also encompasses two of the more intangible lasting qualities of sport today: the attachment of irrational significance to an activity that is supposed to be a distraction from life’s more serious concerns, and notions of fair play that are permanently in tension with the urge to win.


Greatest Tournament, Greatest Knight


In the twenty-first-century football tournament, the climax was the final between Portugal and the hosts, held in France’s national stadium in Saint-Denis, in front of 75,000 fans (and 600 million watching on television). An equivalent twelfth-century sporting extravaganza had taken place only about 15 miles away, on a site now partly occupied by Disneyland Paris: the great tournament of Lagny-sur-Marne, in 1179. It was probably held to celebrate the coronation earlier that year of the French king, Philip Augustus.


The tournament was recorded in an official document, a roll that has now been lost, so we owe what knowledge we have of this unprecedented spectacle to one of the first celebrity biographies ever written (one more way in which the world of the tournament prefigured our own sports-obsessed age). The subject became a respected statesman when, after retirement, like an Asian cricketer or Hollywood actor, he parlayed his fame into political capital. William the Marshal was an impoverished knight with an unparalleled talent for the contests of chivalry. It brought him into the household of one king, the son of Henry II (crowned and known as ‘Henry the Young King’), and established for him a reputation for dependability that would eventually find him as regent to another, the boy-king Henry III. That final elevation came when the retired sportsman, who could nonetheless still be relied upon to wield his sword in battle, was almost seventy years old. This almost unmatched career of public service began on the tournament field.


At Lagny, ‘the greatest [tournament] ever seen’, William was in his prime. Or, as his anonymous biographer puts it, ‘no single knight was ever seen to deal finer blows than the Marshal did that day’.4 That author estimated that more than three thousand knights took part in the tournament, and gives some details of the heads of retinues and their size. This was a mass participation event of the sort that we usually associate with much more recent developments. If an event such as the Boston Marathon, with around 30,000 runners, seems much larger, we should bear in mind that the actual numbers involved in a tournament, including squires, servants and other camp followers, would have been far higher than the number of knights given. And a marathon is, by its nature, spread over a large area. Perhaps a more apt comparison for a concentrated mass participation event would be London’s Hackney Marshes, with its dozens of football pitches. If all these pitches host a match at the same time, the number of players and officials on a 300-acre site is just over two thousand.


But Lagny was no Sunday League match. As well as William the Marshal, dozens of Europe’s most eminent knights appeared on the five different teams, representing France, Flanders, Normandy, Anjou and England. Among them was the French rival for the title of ‘greatest knight in the world’, William des Barnes. The biographer’s praise for these courtly celebrities seems almost indiscriminate, as each in turn receives a pat on the back for their valour, strength, ‘unfailing prowess’ and so on.5 The description that follows is one of the most vivid we have of a genuine tournament, as against the romantic versions in courtly love poems.


The combined forces were divided into two opposing teams, French and Flemish ranged against English, Normans and Angevins. The man with the largest retinue at Lagny, an astonishing 560 ‘banner-bearing knights’, according to the Marshal’s biographer, was his master, Henry the Young King. This medieval playboy is perhaps the first English royal who can be accurately described as sports-mad. Like many who followed him, indulging passions ranging from hunting and shooting to yachting and horse-racing, the Young King’s clearest demonstration of his obsession was in the amount of cash he spent on it. The scale of this open-handedness was not lost on contemporaries. The Marshal’s biographer tells us that ‘every banner-bearing knight in the Young King’s company was paid 20 shillings [sous] per day . . . from the moment they left their lands’.6 Even at the lower estimate of Henry’s retinue, that equals £200 a day, ‘the average income of a moderately wealthy baron, or the amount the county of Worcester owed the king every year’.7 As with most of his successors, a large proportion of this outlay was raised on credit.


There was money to be made at tourneying: the whole purpose of the melee was to capture the leading lights on the opposing side and ransom them. But this was hardly a reliable source of income and could, of course, if one ended up being taken oneself, become another source of expenditure. In Henry the Young King’s case, having formidable knights such as the Marshal on your side was one way to improve your chances. His biographer might have exaggerated William’s exploits at Lagny-sur-Marne, but it seems nonetheless that at the crunch, the Young King’s superstar could be relied upon. We are told that, when Henry was surrounded,


the Marshal didn’t hesitate: he charged to meet them, with such force that he smashed his lance to pieces; [he was nearly knocked from his saddle, his head] right down by his horse’s hocks. But he hauled himself upright instantly; then battle raged about him, they attacking and he defending, hewing and cleaving everything in sight, splitting shields and staving helms: that was William the Marshal’s way! They’d completely lost track of the king who declared – as did all who witnessed it [. . .] – that no single knight was ever seen to deal finer blows than the Marshal did that day.8


 


The Marshal’s triumph at Lagny and elsewhere reflected well on his master. Perhaps surprisingly, it also went down well with the Young King’s father, Henry II, who not only backed his son’s three-year tournament binge financially but demonstrated his approval by restoring to him lands that he had confiscated for earlier transgressions. This might not have been expected, because Henry II had banned tournaments in England. In this, he was following his grandfather, Henry I, and the rulings of various Popes, who had described tournaments as ‘detestable meetings’ and tried to stamp them out by refusing Christian burial for anyone killed in the course of one. Although tournaments had been permitted during the reign of Henry I’s successor, Stephen, that was interpreted as another sign of Stephen’s weakness, and Henry II’s restitution of the ban as a welcome sign of the return of firm government.9


It was another of Henry’s sons, Richard I, who codified tournament fighting for English use. Richard’s personal keenness on displays of chivalry didn’t blind him to the potential for serious mischief in permitting gangs of heavily armed show-offs to assemble unsupervised and act out a war. It may be that Richard’s decision not to license more than one tournament site north of the Trent, or any in the West Country and the Marches, reflected a nervousness about royal control of the more far-flung reaches of the kingdom. If so, he may have been right. It is alleged that opposition to both his brother King John and his nephew King Henry III was concealed under sporting disguise, ‘sub occasione torniamentum’.10 William the Marshal, however, whose unusually long life and uniquely long military career encompassed service to three generations of Angevin monarchs, never joined the rebels who used the activity that had made him famous to do something that contravened his chivalric code: going against their lord.


The English tournament’s popularity continued to fluctuate depending on the personal preference of the monarch – and, to a degree, his grip on power. The tournament itself also began to change, focusing more on single-combat jousts, mounted or on foot, that could be more tightly controlled, and offering a more structured presentation for spectators. Neither Henry III nor Edward II was keen on the tournament, and so its prestige dipped during their reigns. At a time when conspicuous martial valour and capacity to rule were generally believed to go together, perhaps it was no coincidence that the reigns of both of these non-tourneying kings were troubled. In the case of Edward II, the eager and skilled participation in jousts of his favourite, Piers Gaveston, didn’t do him much good either. Piers was too successful a jouster for other barons’ liking, and their resentment of his success only added to their grievances against his master.


All this is not to say, of course, that devotion to chivalric sport was a guarantee of a successful reign. Richard III began his short time on the throne with a close observance of all formalities, which is almost certain to have included a series of jousts to celebrate his coronation. The king’s champion played his traditional ceremonial role of publicly challenging the guests at the coronation banquet to armed combat, a sure sign that the usual chivalric rituals were being followed. One of the more long-lasting achievements of Richard’s brief reign was the incorporation of the College of Heralds, partly devoted to the proper regulation of tournaments, by Royal Charter.


Richard III’s fall is often taken to mark the end of the English Middle Ages. The fate of the quintessentially medieval sport of the tournament after 1485, however, shows that the Middle Ages took a long time to die. In what is taken as a link to Richard’s predecessor, Edward IV, his Tudor successor Henry VII used the tournament – now confined (after three decades of real battles) to the single-combat joust – as a way of displaying his right to rule, consciously modelling the spectacles on the richest and most ostentatiously chivalrous European court, the Duchy of Burgundy. Far from withering away as its practices began to diverge more and more from those of genuine warfare, the joust became a true royal sport. It was central to promoting the Tudor and Stuart monarchies, accounting for far more royal expenditure than the rather more lavishly studied contemporary spectacles of the pageant and the masque.


Sport on Cloth of Gold


The highest point in royal tourneying came not in the Middle Ages, but in the reign of the most ostentatious – and sport-obsessed – Tudor monarch, Henry VIII. The meeting in June 1520 between Henry and the King of France, Francis I, which became known as the Field of Cloth of Gold, was many things: diplomatic summit, conspicuous show of strength, and even what it purported to be, a display of friendship and peaceful intentions. But as its most recent historian puts it, ‘the Field of Cloth of Gold was, first and foremost, a tournament’.11 Of the thousands who attended the great meeting on English soil near Calais, roughly 160 actually engaged in jousting. And the two monarchs were among the active participants.


Everything about the Field was designed to impress on onlookers the meeting of ‘the two kings,/equal in lustre’ as Shakespeare later put it.12 Accounts of the meeting of Henry and Francis at the tiltyard are correspondingly exaggerated: ‘So great is the bulk with which they press upon each other! Dashed against a shield, the lance is broken in pieces, and bucklers glitter with sparks struck out of them’, according to an observer on the French side.13 Both kings also participated in hand-to-hand combat on foot, though studiously on the same side, so no sporting advantage could be claimed. All this, together with the extraordinary fashion show put on by the leading participants, must have seemed a triumph of delicate diplomatic organisation to Cardinal Wolsey and his French counterpart, Cardinal Antoine Duprat – and sport was at its heart. But this was sport for show, the competitive element which certainly existed in tourneying carefully trammelled, like the rebated weapons that tourneyers used so as not to inflict injury. As professional wrestling is today, the engagements were choreographed – fixed, if not fake.


If anyone doubted the diplomatic wisdom of these arrangements, the English king put them to the test by spontaneously challenging Francis to a wrestling match. This seems to have been all Henry’s idea. The well-informed Wolsey, if consulted, might have dissuaded him, because Francis, formerly Duke of Brittany, had been brought up in that region’s tradition of wrestling. He had no trouble in dealing with the boisterous English king, throwing him with a signature move, and declined Henry’s offer of a rematch. It had always seemed unlikely that the kings could bury their countries’ differences, and just before leaving for the meeting Henry had entertained Francis’s greatest European rival, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. When he left the Field of Cloth of Gold, Henry did not return home, but travelled to Gravelines, where he sealed an exclusive alliance with Charles. The extensive account of the famous meeting between Francis and Henry provided by the English chronicler Edward Hall makes no mention of the famous wrestling match, and most historians seem to have dismissed it as another colourful but insignificant episode in a failed piece of staged diplomatics. However, the great French historian Jules Michelet thought differently about this royal faux pas, describing it as a ‘petit fatal événement, qui eut d’incalculables conséquences’.14 The most elaborately choreographed contest in the two nations’ histories, expertly organised by the two cardinals, Wolsey and Duprat, had been thrown over by Henry’s sporting sottise. If only he had stuck to the tournament.


The High Point and Slow Decline of the Tournament


The royal connection sustained the tournament over the next century, through a brief revival under Edward VI and an attempt to make it a vehicle of Anglo–Spanish diplomacy in the reign of Mary I. Under Elizabeth I, the tournament saw a full embrace of all its possibilities for propaganda, royal and aristocratic image-making, sexual politics and stiffening the martial patriotism of the ruling class. With its Spanish and French influences, the tournament was also a way of mitigating the isolation of England from Catholic Europe after the Reformation. In retrospect, the Elizabethan age may have been the high point for tournaments and jousts, as the Queen encouraged the excesses and fantasies of some of her most devoted or most ambitious subjects. If some, like the spurned Lord Essex or the cavalier Sir Philip Sidney (who dispensed with leg armour as a chivalric gesture before a real battle, and duly died of a bullet to the thigh), failed to distinguish between the tiltyard and the real world, they were not the last sportsmen to sacrifice too much in pursuit of sporting excellence – or to muddy the difference between sport and war.


Tournaments continued under James I, though rarely with the King’s own participation. Even after the premature death of James’s son Henry, who had been groomed as a tiltyard prince and apparently wholeheartedly embraced the role, his successor and heir, the future Charles I, also took part in tournaments. But, though a huntsman like his father, as king Charles resisted the tournament and its ruinous expense, and they ended during his reign, after a series of jousts to celebrate his marriage to Henrietta Maria of France in 1625. By the time Charles walked up the staircase beside Henry VIII’s royal tiltyard at Whitehall in January 1649, on the way to his execution outside the neighbouring Banqueting House, the tournament and its fantasies of war had long been abandoned for the real thing. After the Restoration, Charles II’s sporting passion was horse-racing. He even competed (and won, of course) at Newmarket, and attended meetings with his brother the Duke of York, later James II. Racing may be the sport of kings, but it was not their first.


The tournament in the Middle Ages represented the pinnacle of sporting achievement and a path for the socially ambitious. It also often contained an international element, whether as a team activity or through individual representatives, in an echo of real conflict. It outlasted its severing from the genuine practice of war, only to be condemned by the attraction of its sponsors to other sports. Always the pastime of an elite, though popular on a wider scale, the tournament needed the sustenance of royal and aristocratic patronage. Once that was lost, it was doomed.
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In the nineteenth century, the tournament was briefly resuscitated after the medieval romances of Sir Walter Scott had set off a new craze for the Middle Ages, and particularly its most fantastical features. But this was history repeating itself as farce. The signature event of the Victorian revival was the ruinous Ayrshire Eglinton tournament of 1839. Bankrolled by the 13th Earl of Eglinton to assuage his and fellow reactionaries’ disappointment at the absence of a traditional banquet and Champion’s challenge after the coronation of Queen Victoria, the Eglinton tournament was, in the words of its historian, ‘the greatest folly of the century’.15 The day scheduled for the event was spoiled by a downpour, which churned up the tournament field into a quagmire, made jousting impossible and soaked the thousands of costumed guests. Although Eglinton did manage to hold his jousts when the clouds cleared a few days later, the legend of his tournament had been written: ‘to revive chivalry in the age of Steam was only to invite absurd catastrophe’.16 Eglinton’s reputation (and his wallet – the tournament is thought to have cost him about £40,000) revived, but he devoted his sporting energies to horse-racing thereafter.


The interest and importance of the tournament in the history of sport and Britain do not lie in an ersatz washout put on by a disappointed Tory aristocrat. The medieval and later immersion in tourneying laid the foundations for national and international sporting rivalries and preoccupations in a way that has been almost wholly forgotten. Today’s tournaments may not feature boisterous English kings going off-script and challenging their rival counterparts to a tête-à-tête, though the medieval example of a moneyed prince indulging his sporting passion by bankrolling the event’s biggest stars does carry contemporary echoes. The knights who performed at Lagny and subsequently were, moreover, genuine precursors of the uniformed athletes who would meet on a field 15 miles away, more than eight hundred years later, to represent their countries in a more modern type of pitched sporting battle.
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Horse-Racing


Blood and Treasure


He stood facing the crowd, as, with one question on their eager faces, they jostled across the gangway. And in one word he gave them the answer, the word they were waiting for – the name of a horse. It ran through the crowd like the flash of a torch, lighting up all the faces with a nervous excitement; and it seemed to the onlooker that there was not a man there whom that name did not vitally concern.


Florence Bell, At the Works: A Study of a Manufacturing Town, 1907


 


To get an idea of horse-racing’s place in British sporting life, consider what we call it. Not ‘horse-racing’, but ‘racing’. In recent years, the prefix may have crept in to distinguish it from competitors, but ‘racing’ never means motorsport, cycling or rowing, but only horse-racing. That linguistic privilege is an indication of racing’s special status in British sporting affections.


At different times during the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was by some measures the country’s most popular sport. No rival could claim the vast attendances at Epsom, York, Doncaster, Manchester or Newcastle, where in all cases crowds regularly rose above 100,000 from at least the early 1800s. Jockeys were the original sporting superstars. (When Fred Archer died by his own hand in 1886, The Times devoted two long articles to his memory: ‘Hardly anything that could befall an individual would cause a more widespread and painful sensation throughout England than the news which came from Newmarket yesterday afternoon.’1 Crowds lined the road at Archer’s funeral in Newmarket, and flowers were sent from all over the world.) And taking into account the interest of those who, like the passengers of the ‘cumbrous ferry’ carrying workers home across the Tees described by Lady Bell, bet on the outcome of races, then racing begins to look like the national sport right up to the Second World War.
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Before racing was popular, however, it was already exceptional. Its unusual status stems from its roots in royal and aristocratic society and, as it increased in popularity and joined the world of modern sports, from its symbiotic (some would say parasitic) relationship with gambling. Bloodlines – equine and human – and money are the vital constituents of racing, and have functioned as its support and its curse at different times throughout its history. That history also throws a unique light on the place of aristocratic concerns in national life for a large portion of the sport’s existence. When the British aristocracy’s wealth and power declined, it forced a rethinking of their relationship with racing and a search for new sources of elite funding and interest. But the landed and often titled elite of British society retained their grip on racing – or continued to support it for wider enjoyment – for longer than their influence lasted in any other mainstream element of British life.


Sport of Kings: The Stuarts and the Rise of the Thoroughbred


Racing’s development along this unusual path can be linked to its origins, and in particular to its unique obsession with bloodlines, which naturally appealed to a class that also liked to trace its ancestry back through several generations. Flat racing took hold as a sporting pastime long before what became National Hunt racing, and centred on the idea of the thoroughbred, so it is with flat racing that we are initially concerned. Like so many other British sports, racing’s origins are steeped in almost equal quantities of myth and fact. According to preference, racing begins with a king, or with a trio of four-legged exotic imports. Either way, these origins have everything to do with blood: money was taken for granted.


The king usually credited with pioneering racing in Britain is Charles II. Meanwhile, the three imported stallions to which all subsequent thoroughbreds can be traced – the Byerley Turk, the Darley Arabian and the Godolphin Arabian – all date to a later period, after Charles’s death in 1685. The Byerley Turk, a horse belonging to Captain Robert Byerley, was retired to stud in County Durham and North Yorkshire in the 1690s. The Darley Arabian, to which 95 per cent of racing thoroughbreds can be traced, stood during the 1720s. The third horse, the Godolphin Arabian, was at stud in the 1730s and 1740s.


The mares these horses covered were initially of native stock, and are much less well recorded until later. The concentration on the male line made sense in an age that still adhered to a version of preformationism, the idea that the seed of the male contains the entire progeny, which is merely nurtured in the womb of the female. Thus, in spite of talents demonstrated during their own racing careers, females were initially only of interest as brood mares, not as potential passers on of racing ability. It seems plausible, though difficult to prove, that a group that set so much store by primogeniture and the ‘tail male’ would incline towards viewing the stallion as more important than the mare. After all, the restoration of the Stuart line, to which racing’s early devotees displayed conspicuous allegiance, confirmed the providential rightness of primogeniture. For some, the pull of that credo outlasted the re-expulsion of the Stuarts themselves. Jacobites were as much motivated by blood as religion or politics. But perhaps it is more relevant that, of course, the stallion’s progeny vastly outnumbers the mare’s, thus increasing its chances of creating winners.


The significance of the careers at stud of the foundation sires, as the three stallions are known, was only recognised many years later, as their offspring became successful in the burgeoning aristocratic sport of racing. This gives racing, more than any other sport, a peculiarly retrospective and semi-mythical quality, different from the significance attributed after the fact to, say, William Webb Ellis picking up the ball at Rugby or the Hungarians playing in light boots as they danced tactical rings around the England football team at Wembley in 1953. Those are past moments in an ongoing story, whereas the foundation sires are a living part of every racehorse in flat racing today. Unsurprisingly, legends accrued to the stallions in the absence of hard facts. The Byerley Turk, for example, was by some accounts captured during the Ottoman siege of Vienna, though modern research suggests he may in fact have been bred in Britain. He is more reliably recorded as having been Captain Byerley’s charger at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690.


Charles II’s interest in racing helped to create the world into which these horses were introduced. The restoration of the Stuart bloodline was also a revival of royal interest in well-bred, quick-running horses. Kings had hunted on horseback since before the Conquest, but royal racing interest came later.2 James I, Charles’s grandfather, paid £550 in 1617 ‘for provision of horses for the Race’, to be secured in Italy.3 James kept a royal stud at Tutbury in Staffordshire, but does not seem to have wholly approved of the consequences of racing. In 1621, an Act of the Scottish Parliament attempted to curtail excessive gambling in various forms, including on horse races, thus instituting a war on betting that would be carried on sporadically over three and a half centuries, its Waterloo not arriving until the legitimation of off-course betting in 1960.


Charles I continued the royal association with thoroughbreds, but the collapse of his reign into civil war left no room for the horse as pastime. Oliver Cromwell, a man whose rise was fuelled by his mastery of cavalry, mistrusted race meetings as a potential breeding ground for aristocratic rebellion, and ‘such ill-disposed Persons as watch for opportunities to raise New Troubles’.4 He banned them for six months in 1655. After the execution of Charles I in 1649, the royal stud had gone the same way as the crown jewels and the royal collection – broken up, sold off and reduced to a neglected rump. At the Restoration, it was reported to Charles II that the stud could not be revived, and it began anew with the injection of private stock. It was under Charles that Newmarket emerged as a centre of both racing and breeding. Charles took part as an owner, provider of prizes and, occasionally, a jockey.


The King was not alone among blue-blooded competitors, and racing could be a dangerous business. The first recorded reference to the sport at Newmarket after the Restoration, by a servant of Charles’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth, is a gory account of an aristocratic fall, with ‘the Duke [of Richmond] bleeding at the mouth, and dead for a time’, though the victim recovered enough to watch his horses run the same evening. The correspondent blithely wonders if ‘Cole or Miller, or any other of the distinguished horses will win, or who else was like to break his neck’ the following day. He signs off: ‘but this I will assure you, for mine owne part, I will hazard neither my owne neck, nor money’.5 As racing grew in popularity, risking one’s neck was increasingly left to the professionals, but risking one’s money was another matter.


For all the thrills they could provide, breeding horses had practical as well as sporting implications, right up to the twentieth century. For many years, the idea was promoted that a steady flow of thoroughbreds was a necessity for national security, providing high-quality remounts for cavalry divisions. At first, the distinction between the military and racing thoroughbred could be acknowledged. The purest early expression of the importance of horse breeding for military purposes was given by another veteran of the civil war, who led the Parliamentarian army against Charles I but was so thoroughly reconciled to his son that Charles II actually rode one of his horses – Nun Appleton, a mare named after its breeder’s house – to his coronation: Thomas, Lord Fairfax. Fairfax’s ‘Treatise Touching the Breeding of Horses’ made clear that he was not interested in ‘those overvalued pigmy baubles’ bred for ‘Horse Runners whose Pleasures have overthrown the Breeds of our Horses in England’. ‘Had we Wars’, Fairfax warned, tougher stock would be needed: ‘how much would puissant Horses be desired . . . plain, strong, serviceable’.6


If anyone in breeding or racing read Fairfax’s treatise, which remained in manuscript, they don’t seem to have understood the author’s lesson, adopting instead the policy of having cake and eating it. Hadn’t the military career of the Byerley Turk shown that racehorses could be bred from military stock? Perhaps, but there were not many other examples. Nonetheless, as late as the 1920s, public money was spent on the acquisition of a national stud from racing stock to breed light horses for the Army. In fact, it produced more racehorses.


In racing’s earliest years, when horses competed over longer distances at older ages, and often carried men (such as Charles II) who would tower over professional jockeys, the overlap between racehorses and cavalry remounts may still have been conceivable. But as races became shorter, focused on younger horses, and those horses in turn were finer tuned (and more expensive), the idea that the winner of the St Leger might join a cavalry charge became absurd. A century on from the Restoration, racing was, despite protestations still raised by some, a sport for the amusement of increasing numbers. That, of course, did not mean that its followers took it any less seriously.


The earliest forms of racing differed in other ways from the sport that took root in national life from the late eighteenth century and began as a commercial venture from the 1830s. Horses were expected to run multiple heats to win at a meeting (two victories were required to win an event) and most races were ‘matches’, where two horses ran against each other, rather than among several rivals. They were run over longer distances (up to 4 miles) and by older horses (five-year-olds predominantly, rather than three-year-olds, which later became the most common age). Some traditions outlasted others. At Newmarket and elsewhere, it was usual for many decades for mounted spectators to follow the horses at a short distance across the agreed course – in part, one imagines, to be able to agree on the outcome (although the story from the 1830s that Lord George Bentinck, one of those following, was declared the winner of a race at Newmarket himself by the judge, suggests that it wasn’t foolproof7). There were no paying spectators, and the earliest grandstands were not built until the early nineteenth century. Most horses were sourced locally, though some did walk to meetings. Before the advent of the railway, a fancied horse from a southern establishment could be walked as far as Doncaster, but it took a fortnight.8


Racing as the sport of kings may have its origins in Charles II’s involvement, which centred on Newmarket, but the sport as it developed there was only replicated in some ways across the country. Meetings at Newmarket were relatively frequent, rather than an annual get-together as elsewhere in the country. And while racing at Chester, Epsom or York had large attendances from the earliest meetings, at Newmarket spectators were more or less actively discouraged. This attitude continued into the railway age, when consecutive races were staged on different courses on Newmarket Heath, ensuring that pedestrians who had arrived by train could not follow them. Only the traditional (i.e. wealthier) mounted or carriage-owning attendee could hope to follow the full day’s sport. Gradually, the Jockey Club, the aristocratic closed shop that ran Newmarket, caved into the commercial pressure of falling entries, and began to lay on more facilities, including enclosures and improved grandstands for spectators. But, like Epsom, Ascot, Doncaster and Goodwood, Newmarket was not fully enclosed until the twentieth century.


 Making Racing Pay: At the Edge of Respectability


Commercial considerations began to impinge on racing long before the paying spectator was introduced. The most important early development was the sweepstake, not to be confused with the later betting arrangement of the same name, though the principle was the same. Instead of two horses being raced against each other for a sum agreed between the parties, very much on the same lines as in the prizefighting ring, owners paid a fee to enter a horse in a race, with the chance of winning the total staked. Sweepstakes, or stakes as they became known, grew in popularity through the eighteenth century, and became by far the most common type of race in the first half of the nineteenth century. The transition from royal and aristocratic plaything to modern sport began with the wide adoption of the stakes race.


Despite its unimpeachably grand origins, and its apparently natural evolution towards a place in the modern sporting world, racing has often operated at the margins of respectable society. This had little to do with fluctuations in royal support, though not all monarchs have been as favourably disposed to racing as the Merry one. Queen Victoria made the faux pas of asking an owner who had won the Derby (for three-year-old colts and fillies) in two consecutive years whether it was with the same horse. If royal approval could not be taken for granted, however, racing could always count on the aristocracy, which for most of its history meant the involvement of the richest and most politically influential section of society.


Yet even being sponsored and followed by the Establishment didn’t make racing entirely reputable. Witness the self-laceration of Charles Greville, upstanding government functionary, son of a baron and grandson of a duke, after Derby week in 1833:


 


Now, thank God, these races are over . . . Jockeys, trainers and blacklegs [bookmakers] are my companions, and it is like dram-drinking; having once entered upon it I cannot leave it off, though I am disgusted with the occupation all the time.9


 


For all that, Greville was devoted to racing, and not merely as a spectator or speculator. He managed the racing affairs of his friend Frederick, Duke of York, brother of the George IV, and those of his cousin, the racing-mad Lord George Bentinck (whom Benjamin Disraeli tried to portray as a statesman manqué despite his manifest unsuitability for the role).


Disraeli’s attentions, in his ‘political biography’ of Lord George, may have preserved Bentinck’s name more effectively than anything he achieved himself. But in his transition from ‘Leviathan of the Turf’ to leader of the protectionist cause in Parliament, Bentinck’s career is another illustration of the ambiguous position of racing’s leading aristocratic owners. On the one hand, he was celebrated for his huge investment in racing, his 200 horses at Goodwood, famous betting coups (and losses) and his interventions to improve the administration of the sport. On the other, when he was persuaded in 1846 that he must take his political duties seriously, he immediately sold up his racing interests. He had previously combined his representation of the family borough of King’s Lynn with his devotion to sport (hunting as well as racing), with the accent on the latter. His decision to sell up seemed to show that, in the modern, Victorian age, politics and racing – both equally the birthright of Britain’s landed interest – could no longer be effectively combined. Although Bentinck’s devotion to racing was unusually profound, meaning that something had to give, the sport’s disreputable reputation made a career outside it increasingly untenable. Part of racing’s story in modern Britain is of a whole class of society finding a role.
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