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Introduction


MARTIN POLLEY



I often set my new students a challenge when we start my course on sports history. We try to answer the question ‘What is a sport?’ We set up a range of characteristics that we think something should have for us to class it as a sport, like competitiveness, physicality, rules, and regulations, and then run many different activities through these models to see what sticks. The obvious activities like football, netball, swimming, and cricket always get universal approval, while extreme ironing, ballroom dancing, esports, and chess tend to provoke more debate. We all quickly see that so much depends on culture and history. What people from one time or place might class as a sport can just as easily appear to another age as not sporting at all. Today, we might baulk at ratting and bull-baiting, which our ancestors were very happy with as part of their sporting lives. Similarly, they would not know where to begin with the new Olympic sports of skateboarding and break-dancing. In class, we end up concluding that there is no easy answer to the question, as historical and cultural variations stand in the way of an answer that will suit everybody.


The collection of writings you have in your hand is a perfect illustration of this truth. By sampling a range of written sources from the past 400 years, we can quickly see that people knew a sport when they saw one, without anyone defining it for them. They knew about the kinds of excitement and exhilaration that a sport can bring to the player and the spectator, and how individuals can become a part of something so much bigger – teams, obviously, but communities too – through sport. But these writings also tell us about variety, and about how so many different activities have made sense as sports across the centuries.


But these aren’t just any old sources on sport. This collection, which spans 350 years, draws together novelists, playwrights, poets, diarists, and travel writers who all spent some of their time and creative energy in writing about sport. There are contributions here from some of our finest literary figures: you’ll find for example, William Shakespeare, George Orwell, Fanny Burney, Samuel Pepys, Winifred Holtby and Charles Dickens. This is a disparate group of writers, all of whom found something in the sports of their times that resonated with them.


Telling stories has always been part of sport. Sporting events, like stories, have a start, a middle, and an end. They have action and excitement, heroes and villains, drama and denouement, comedy and tragedy. Sometimes, they even have a moral. In the creative writing and reportage captured here, our authors see sport as a place where people express themselves with skill, creativity, and ingenuity, with unpredictable outcomes and results. Sport offers up many different devices for story-tellers. It can set the scene for their characters, and it can serve to advance the action. Authors can load sport with metaphors and symbols for their story’s major themes, and they can use sport as a place in which characters can learn truths about themselves and others.


One of sport’s biggest attractions is the excitement it can bring, and our authors knew it. For some, the excitement lies in the playing. Think of Hughes’s Tom Brown, deep in the action in his first football match as a new boy at Rugby School, or the tension that mounts with each arrow fired in Scott’s famous archery contest in Ivanhoe. At its best, sport can even allow the player to transcend their everyday life, a state captured best by the tragic Sorley in his ode to cross-country running, or by Forster’s joyful wild swimmers. We also have many insights here on the excitement that watching can bring, whether it is the carnival atmosphere of Derby Day that captures Moore’s Esther Walter, or the visceral engagement that the crowd feel with every blow landed by Hazlitt’s boxers in the ‘The Fight’.


Above the individual level, sport also plays a role in creating communities. Anyone who has ever supported a team at any level knows this: the players stand as our proxies as ‘we’ play against ‘them’. Many of our authors have explored this relationship, and considered the dynamics at play when a team stands for ‘a new community’, as Priestley put it, ‘all brothers together for an hour and a half’. This feature of sport also comes through in the descriptions of community sports festivals that Head and Burney describe, and, as Graves shows us with the sticky end that his puritanical preacher comes to, woe betide any outsider who tries to tell a group of people to stop their sports.


But it’s not all fun and togetherness. There is a lot of brutality against animals here, with the extracts that deal with hunting, shooting, ratting, and cockfighting suggesting that sport has long been a realm in which people like to show off the ability to dominate nature. Authors such as Cobbett, Thackeray, and Pepys broadly approved of this state of affairs, even if they criticized some of the people involved: indeed, we can see the themes of excitement and community-building run through them. The cockpit, the shoot, and the hunt were places to see and be seen, and places of social bonding.


And, of course, there is nostalgia and, in some texts, a great sadness at the passing of time and the loss of youth. Thompson’s poem ‘At Lord’s’ captures this mood with great pathos, as he refuses to watch a cricket match for fear that he will only see the ghosts of the players he watched in his youth. Holtby’s disabled soldier angrily reflects on how losing a limb in the war has deprived him of sport, and Housman muses on how his ‘athlete dying young’ has saved himself the ignominy of growing old and losing his ability. I’ve included these extracts as these authors remind us, with heart-breaking realism, that sport is not just a place of fun and excitement: it’s also a realm of failed dreams, lost youth, and missed opportunities.


I hope that you enjoy these meditations on sport by some of our great writers. Read them for the pleasure that they can bring in their own right, and use them as a starting point for thinking more deeply about sport and the meanings that we attach to it. It’s never only a game.
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
1564–1616



Playwright and poet William Shakespeare was born and raised in Stratford-upon-Avon and worked in London. His histories, comedies, and tragedies, as well as his sonnets and other poems, are amongst the most famous texts in the English language. He used sporting images and metaphors in many of his works. In his comedy As You Like It, written around 1599, Shakespeare used a wrestling match between Duke Frederick’s court wrestler, Charles, and the lead character Orlando as a way to develop storylines around love, honour, and family. The scene here also suggests the tough rural wrestling culture of the time, with the hardened Charles having already beaten, and possibly killed, three opponents before he even meets Orlando.


from As You Like It



LE BEAU Fair Princess, you have lost much good sport.


CELIA Sport? Of what colour?


LE BEAU What colour, madam? How shall I answer you?


ROSALIND As wit and fortune will.


TOUCHSTONE Or as the Destinies decrees.


CELIA Well said, that was laid on with a trowel.


TOUCHSTONE Nay, if I keep not my rank —


ROSALIND Thou losest thy old smell.


LE BEAU You amaze me, ladies. I would have told you of good wrestling, which you have lost the sight of.


ROSALIND Yet tell us the manner of the wrestling.


LE BEAU I will tell you the beginning; and, if it please your ladyships, you may see the end, for the best is yet to do, and here, where you are, they are coming to perform it.


CELIA Well, the beginning that is dead and buried.


LE BEAU There comes an old man and his three sons —


CELIA I could match this beginning with an old tale.


LE BEAU Three proper young men, of excellent growth and presence —


ROSALIND With bills on their necks: ‘Be it known unto all men by these presents.’


LE BEAU The eldest of the three wrestled with Charles, the Duke’s wrestler, which Charles in a moment threw him, and broke three of his ribs, that there is little hope of life in him. So he served the second, and so the third. Yonder they lie, the poor old man their father making such pitiful dole over them that all the beholders take his part with weeping.


ROSALIND Alas!


TOUCHSTONE But what is the sport, Monsieur, that the ladies have lost?


LE BEAU Why, this that I speak of.


TOUCHSTONE Thus men may grow wiser every day. It is the first time that ever I heard breaking of ribs was sport for ladies.


CELIA Or I, I promise thee.


ROSALIND But is there any else longs to see this broken music in his sides? Is there yet another dotes upon rib-breaking? Shall we see this wrestling, cousin?


LE BEAU You must if you stay here, for here is the place appointed for the wrestling, and they are ready to perform it.


CELIA Yonder, sure, they are coming. Let us now stay and see it.


Flourish. Enter Duke Frederick, Lords, Orlando, Charles, and attendants


DUKE Come on. Since the youth will not be entreated, his own peril on his forwardness.


ROSALIND Is yonder the man?


LE BEAU Even he, madam.


CELIA Alas, he is too young; yet he looks successfully.


DUKE How now, daughter and cousin? Are you crept hither to see the wrestling?


ROSALIND Ay, my liege, so please you give us leave.


DUKE You will take little delight in it, I can tell you, there is such odds in the man. In pity of the challenger’s youth I would fain dissuade him, but he will not be entreated. Speak to him, ladies, see if you can move him.


CELIA Call him hither, good Monsieur Le Beau.


DUKE Do so: I’ll not be by.


He stands aside


LE BEAU Monsieur the challenger, the Princess calls for you.


ORLANDO I attend them with all respect and duty.


ROSALIND Young man, have you challenged Charles the wrestler?


ORLANDO No, fair Princess. He is the general challenger; I come but in as others do, to try with him the strength of my youth.


CELIA Young gentleman, your spirits are too bold for your years. You have seen cruel proof of this man’s strength; if you saw yourself with your eyes, or knew yourself with your judgement, the fear of your adventure would counsel you to a more equal enterprise. We pray you for your own sake to embrace your own safety, and give over this attempt.


ROSALIND Do, young sir, your reputation shall not therefore be misprized: we will make it our suit to the Duke that the wrestling might not go forward.


ORLANDO I beseech you, punish me not with your hard thoughts, wherein I confess me much guilty to deny so fair and excellent ladies anything. But let your fair eyes and gentle wishes go with me to my trial: wherein if I be foiled, there is but one shamed that was never gracious; if killed, but one dead that is willing to be so. I shall do my friends no wrong, for I have none to lament me; the world no injury, for in it I have nothing: only in the world I fill up a place which may be better supplied when I have made it empty.


ROSALIND The little strength that I have, I would it were with you.


CELIA And mine, to eke out hers.


ROSALIND Fare you well. Pray heaven, I be deceived in you!


CELIA Your heart’s desires be with you!


CHARLES Come, where is this young gallant that is so desirous to lie with his mother earth?


ORLANDO Ready, sir, but his will hath in it a more modest working.


DUKE You shall try but one fall.


CHARLES No, I warrant your grace, you shall not entreat him to a second, that have so mightily persuaded him from a first.


ORLANDO You mean to mock me after; you should not have mocked me before. But come your ways!


ROSALIND Now Hercules be thy speed, young man!


CELIA I would I were invisible, to catch the strong fellow by the leg.


Orlando and Charles wrestle


ROSALIND O excellent young man!


CELIA If I had a thunderbolt in mine eye, I can tell who should down.


A shout as Charles is thrown


DUKE (coming forward) No more, no more.


ORLANDO Yes, I beseech your grace, I am not yet well breathed.


DUKE How dost thou, Charles?


LE BEAU He cannot speak, my lord.


DUKE Bear him away.


Attendants carry Charles off
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SAMUEL PEPYS
1633–1703



Samuel Pepys was a Member of Parliament and administrator of the Royal Navy and is most famous for the million-word diary which he kept throughout the 1660s. As well as covering the decade’s political life and famous events in London, such as the Plague and the Great Fire, Pepys recorded small details of everyday life, both private and public. In December 1663, he attended his first cockfight. His account of the evening at the cockpit in Shoe Lane, off Fleet Street, captures the atmosphere and action of this popular sport which remained legal until 1835. Pepys tells of the crowd’s social mix, from ‘Parliament-man . . . to the poorest ’prentices’, the cruelty of the sport, and the huge sums that people bet on it: the £20 loss he notes would have been about nine months’ pay for a skilled workman.


from Diary of Samuel Pepys



Thence I on foot to Charing Crosse to the ordinary, and there dined, meeting Mr. Gauden and Creed. Here variety of talk but to no great purpose. After dinner won a wager of a payre of gloves of a crowne of Mr. Gauden upon some words in his contract for victualling. There parted in the street with them, and I to my Lord’s, but he not being within, took coach, and, being directed by sight of bills upon the walls, I did go to Shoe Lane to see a cocke-fighting at a new pit there, a sport I was never at in my life; but, Lord! to see the strange variety of people, from Parliament-man (by name Wildes, that was Deputy Governor of the Tower when Robinson was Lord Mayor) to the poorest ’prentices, bakers, brewers, butchers, draymen, and what not; and all these fellows one with another in swearing, cursing, and betting. I soon had enough of it, and yet I would not but have seen it once, it being strange to observe the nature of these poor creatures, how they will fight till they drop down dead upon the table, and strike after they are ready to give up the ghost, not offering to run away when they are weary or wounded past doing further, whereas where a dunghill brood comes he will, after a sharp stroke that pricks him, run off the stage, and then they wring off his neck without more ado, whereas the other they preserve, though their eyes be both out, for breed only of a true cock of the game. Sometimes a cock that has had ten to one against him will by chance give an unlucky blow, will strike the other starke dead in a moment, that he never stirs more; but the common rule is, that though a cock neither runs nor dies, yet if any man will bet £10 to a crowne, and nobody take the bet, the game is given over, and not sooner. One thing more it is strange to see how people of this poor rank, that look as if they had not bread to put in their mouths, shall bet three or four pounds at one bet, and lose it, and yet bet as much the next battle (so they call every match of two cocks), so that one of them will lose £10 or £20 at a meeting.
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DANIEL DEFOE
1660–1731



Daniel Defoe was a novelist, soldier, journalist and spy. As well as his famous novels, including Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders, he wrote many pamphlets on political and social questions, and a series of travelogues, published between 1724 and 1727 as A Tour Thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain. His observations on the social, business, and cultural life of the towns he visited serve as a wonderful introduction to the period. His visit to Newmarket takes us into the heart of horse racing. His detached account shows that it was not just a sport where all classes come together, but also a magnet for high rollers, cheats, and conmen. Defoe did take some pleasure in the races themselves, though, and his comparison to the Circus Maximus in ancient Rome conveys the thrill of a day at the races in Hanoverian England.


from Tour Through the Eastern Counties of England



Being come to Newmarket in the month of October, I had the opportunity to see the horse races and a great concourse of the nobility and gentry, as well from London as from all parts of England, but they were all so intent, so eager, so busy upon the sharping part of the sport—their wagers and bets—that to me they seemed just as so many horse-coursers in Smithfield, descending (the greatest of them) from their high dignity and quality to picking one another’s pockets, and biting one another as much as possible, and that with such eagerness as that it might be said they acted without respect to faith, honour, or good manners.


There was Mr. Frampton the oldest, and, as some say, the cunningest jockey in England; one day he lost one thousand guineas, the next he won two thousand; and so alternately he made as light of throwing away five hundred or one thousand pounds at a time as other men do of their pocket-money, and as perfectly calm, cheerful, and unconcerned when he had lost one thousand pounds as when he had won it. On the other side there was Sir R. Fagg, of Sussex, of whom fame says he has the most in him and the least to show for it (relating to jockeyship) of any man there, yet he often carried the prize. His horses, they said, were all cheats, how honest soever their master was, for he scarce ever produced a horse but he looked like what he was not, and was what nobody could expect him to be. If he was as light as the wind, and could fly like a meteor, he was sure to look as clumsy, and as dirty, and as much like a cart-horse as all the cunning of his master and the grooms could make him, and just in this manner he beat some of the greatest gamesters in the field.


I was so sick of the jockeying part that I left the crowd about the posts and pleased myself with observing the horses: how the creatures yielded to all the arts and managements of their masters; how they took their airings in sport, and played with the daily heats which they ran over the course before the grand day. But how, as knowing the difference equally with their riders, would they exert their utmost strength at the time of the race itself! And that to such an extremity that one or two of them died in the stable when they came to be rubbed after the first heat.


Here I fancied myself in the Circus Maximus at Rome seeing the ancient games and the racings of the chariots and horsemen, and in this warmth of my imagination I pleased and diverted myself more and in a more noble manner than I could possibly do in the crowds of gentlemen at the weighing and starting-posts and at their coming in, or at their meetings at the coffee-houses and gaming-tables after the races were over, where there was little or nothing to be seen but what was the subject of just reproach to them and reproof from every wise man that looked upon them.


N.B.—Pray take it with you, as you go, you see no ladies at Newmarket, except a few of the neighbouring gentlemen’s families, who come in their coaches on any particular day to see a race, and so go home again directly.


As I was pleasing myself with what was to be seen here, I went in the intervals of the sport to see the fine seats of the gentlemen in the neighbouring county, for this part of Suffolk, being an open champaign country and a healthy air, is formed for pleasure and all kinds of country diversion, Nature, as it were, inviting the gentlemen to visit her where she was fully prepared to receive them, in conformity to which kind summons they came, for the country is, as it were, covered with fine palaces of the nobility and pleasant seats of the gentlemen.
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FRANCES BURNEY
1752–1840



Frances Burney was an author whose satirical Evelina of 1778 was one of the earliest novels to be published by a woman in Britain. As well as her fiction and plays, she is celebrated as a diarist and letter-writer, with a style characterized by sharp observation of the mores of the upper-class world in which she moved. While staying in Devon in 1773, she wrote about the sports at Teignmouth. Alongside her witty descriptions of the flirtations and social networking indulged in by her party, Burney gives a detailed account of a seaside sporting festival, complete with cricket, races, a rowing match for women, and the ‘most barbarous diversion’ of a wrestling match. Her comparison between the Teignmouth races and the Olympiads, though tongue in cheek, suggests a growing interest in the ancient Olympics.


from Diary of Fanny Burney



I have not had a moment for writing this age—I never had less, as Mrs. R. and myself are almost inseparable. The Races, however, must by no means pass unrecorded.


Miss Lockwood and Miss Bowdler invited themselves to accompany us to the Race ground: Mr. Crispen also called in and joined us. Mr. Rishton was not at all pleased, and the half hour which we spent before we set out, he sat almost totally silent. Mr. Crispen addressed himself to me with his usual particularity, which really put me quite out of countenance, as I dreaded Miss Bowdler’s opinion, and feared she would rank me with Miss Colbourne. I seated myself quietly at a distance, but Mr. Crispen, determined to torment me, drew his chair quite close to mine, and in so particular a manner that I could not keep my place but got up and seated myself next to Mrs. R. on the window.


I then wished that I had not, for every body (except Mr. R.) laughed: I felt my face on fire. “Do you run away from me,” cried Mr. Crispen, “to take shelter under the Lamb?” But it was in vain, for he immediately moved after me, and continued, in the same style, to complain of me. I endeavoured to change the subject, and made some enquiries concerning the Races; but nothing would do. “Ah!” cried he, “would that your heart was to be run for! What an effort would I make!” “Yes,” cried Miss Bowdler (not very delicately), “you would break your wind on the occasion, I doubt not.” “What will they do,” said I, “with the poor pig after the Races?” (one was to be run for).


“O that my heart,” cried Mr. Crispen, “could be as easily cured!”


“Never fear,” said Miss Bowdler, “it has stood a good many shocks!”


“Were it now to be opened,” answered he, “you would find Burney engraved on it in large characters.”


“O yes,” cried she, “and you would find a great many pretty misses there besides!”


“Ay,” said Mrs. R., “there would be Miss Colbourne.”


“But Burney,” cried he emphatically, “is my sum total. I own, I avow it publicly, I make no secret of it!”


“Yes, yes,” returned Miss Bowdler, “the Present is always best!”


I just then recollected a little dispute which we had had with Mr. Rishton, on the pronunciation of some Italian words, and giving a grammar to Mr. Crispen, beg’d him to decide it.


“Look another way, my dear little Burney,” cried he, “look another way—I must take out my reading glass!—You have a natural antipathy to me, but don’t strengthen it by looking at me now!”


I was very glad when this conversation was concluded, by our being all obliged to march. We found a great deal of company, and a great deal of diversion. The sport began by an Ass Race. There were sixteen of the long eared tribe; some of them really ran extremely well; others were indeed truly ridiculous; but all of them diverting. Next followed a Pig Race. This was certainly cruel, for the poor animal had his tail cut to within the length of an inch, and then that inch was soaped. It was then let loose and made run. It was to be the property of the man who could catch it by the tail; which after many ridiculous attempts was found to be impossible, it was so very slippery. Therefore the candidates concluded this day’s sport by running for it themselves. The great Sweep Stakes of the asses were half-a-guinea; the second prize a crown, and the third half-a-crown. However, the whole of it was truly laughable.


The next Race day was not till Friday, which day was also destined to a grand Cricket Match. Mr. Rishton is a very good player; and there is an excellent ground on the Den. Two gentlemen who were to be of the match breakfasted here in the morning. They are sons of Dr. Milles, Dean of Exeter . . . The cricket players dined on the green, where they had a boothe erected, and a dinner from the Globe, the best Inn here, to which Mrs. Rishton added a hash, which Mr. T. Mills assured her was most excellent, for Mr. Hurrel himself eat three times of it! and that, he remarked, indisputably proved its goodness.


The Cricket Match was hardly over before the Tingmouth games began. All that was [to] be done this second day was Wrestling, a most barbarous diversion, and which I could not look on, and would not have gone to if I had not feared being thought affected. A ring was formed for the combattants by a rope railing, from which we stood to see the sport!! The wrestler was to conquer twice, one opponent immediately after another, to entitle himself to the prize. A strong labouring man came off victorious in the first battles; but while his shins were yet bleeding, he was obliged to attack another. The hat (their gauntlet) was thrown by a servant of Mr. Colbourn’s. He was reckoned by the judges an admirable wrestler, and he very fairly beat his adversary. A sailor directly flung his hat: he was sworn friend of the defeated labourer. He entered the lists in a passion, and attacked the servant, as all the gentlemen said, very unfairly, and, while a short truce was declared for the man to have his shoe unbuckled, he very dishonourably hit him a violent blow. Upon this they both prepared for a boxing match, and were upon the point of engaging (though the whole Ring cried out “shame” upon the sailor), when Mr. Rishton inflamed with generous rage at this foul play, rushed precipitately into the Ring, and getting between the combattants, collared the sailor, declaring he should be turned out of the lists.
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