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INTRODUCTION


Recently, I was invited to speak to the local Women’s Institute. I was delighted to accept because it has long been my contention that a British man or woman who craves entry into a world of the mysterious and bizarre is faced with a simple choice. You can fly to a distant rainforest, paddle up a piranha-stuffed river, hack through snake-infested jungle and then spend a few months with the sort of folk who manufacture a potent alcoholic drink by chewing up leaves and spitting them into a hollow tree; or you can stay at home and read the WI reports in the local paper. (‘Members and visitors enjoyed a lively beetle drive followed by pie and peas supper. The prize for the best everyday object shaped like a stoat was won by Mrs Dawkins.’)


I put this point to the WI meeting. It was greeted with wry chuckles. WI members have a keen sense of irony. Besides which, you never get much argument when you suggest to British people that they are, perhaps, just a little eccentric. It is the equivalent of telling a Frenchman he’s sophisticated.


The British countryside is full of arcane and bewildering things. If you don’t believe me, try entering one of the baking competitions at a local agricultural show. This is a place where rituals as meticulous as any Japanese tea ceremony are played out, the exact origins and meanings of which nobody can explain. Why, for example, do show committees of the Industrial Section (Home Baking) insist that scones are entered in fours, while éclairs and meringues need only come in triplicate and a brace of teacakes is considered quite good enough? Is there some socio-economic reason why biscuits in North Yorkshire must be entered by the half dozen, while just four suffice in County Durham? Yet, while nobody is clear why iced buns must be ‘in paper wrappers’, or the coconut haystacks must be ‘egg cup-sized’, one thing is certain: you ignore the instructions at your peril. Disqualification and ignominy await those who transgress The Code.


Nowadays, the WI runs a course in baking etiquette to avoid such sticky situations. ‘I remember the first show I entered,’ one of the members confessed as we sat over our tea and dainties at the meeting’s end. ‘I was ruled ineligible because I’d crimped my sausage rolls instead of concealing the seams.’ ‘Were they shortcrust?’ the woman sitting next to her asked. ‘Because you never crimp shortcrust. It’s like a savoury quiche. If you were to enter a savoury quiche in a fluted dish you would be disqualified.’


‘Why?’ I asked.


‘Because,’ the speaker said matter-of-factly, ‘only a sweet flan should be fluted.’


Well, obviously.


The same thing applies to sport. When I was seventeen, I spent two weeks with a Norwegian family. Arild had been at school with me for a year. His father, Einar, had sent him to England to learn the language but also because, he told his son, ‘if you spend all your life here in Norway you will never understand why the world is such a big mess’. At the time this seemed rather insulting, though looking back now I can see that if you wanted an insight into human folly, Britain in the 1970s was just the place to get it. After all what other nation had the three-day week, Brentford Nylons and Jimmy Hill?


Arild and his family lived in the mountains of Telemark. Their lifestyle was like something out of the 1960s children’s TV series Tales From Europe, except that it wasn’t in black and white. We got up in the morning, had fish pudding and fudge-coloured goat’s cheese for breakfast, skied to a nearby lake, fished through holes in the ice and then skied back with the catch, before hanging it from the rafters in the upper floor of a wooden barn so that it could dry in the freezing wind.


It was Easter, a time of great celebration in Norway, and at night we went out with Arild’s elder brother, Trond. There were no cafés, bars or hotels in the village, so we loaded up the boot of Trond’s battered old Saab with beer and aquavit and drove round and round the icy roads, picking up friends and meeting other people who were doing exactly the same thing, exchanging greetings and passing drinks from car to car. It was fifteen degrees below, so a car boot was as good as a fridge.


One night around midnight, we came across a tractor embedded in a 6-foot snow drift by a T-junction. ‘That looks like Knut Sundgot’s tractor,’ Trond said. He parked the Saab and we all got out and waded into the drift looking for Mr Sundgot. We found him close by the tractor, sunk a metre down into the powdery snow, fast asleep and reeking of alcohol.


We picked him up and carried him back to the car, loaded him in the back seat and set off again. After a few minutes Knut Sundgot woke up. He had been drinking all day at his place up on the hill, he explained after a few reviving chugs of beer, and he had decided to come down to see a few people. ‘But I was too plastered to drive my car,’ he reasoned with an inebriate’s logic, ‘so I took the tractor instead.’ Unfortunately, the road down from his farm was very long and straight, and he must have fallen asleep at the wheel. ‘When did you set off, Mr Sundgot?’ Arild asked. ‘About nine thirty,’ the man replied. He looked at his wristwatch. ‘By God,’ Knut Sundgot exclaimed. ‘One hour longer and I would have died of hypothermia!’ And he let out a mighty guffaw and all the other Norwegians in the car joined in, tickled by the thought of so silly and pointless a death.


A similar devil-may-care attitude to physical safety was exhibited at the village festival on Easter Monday. The highlight of this carnival came in mid-afternoon when the villagers took a great barrel that had once been used to store salt herrings and removed the steel bands. Competitors each took a pair of the 4-foot long wooden slats and tied the bottom to his or her boots with leather thongs. Thus equipped, they skied down a very, very steep hill at the bottom of which was a two-metre high ramp. For well over an hour, insensibly drunk Norwegians zoomed down the slope, hit the ramp and somersaulted skywards, landing on their heads in the snow. A huge crowd roared and chuckled. ‘Does anybody ever break their neck doing this?’ I asked Arild. ‘Oh yes,’ he said with a big happy grin, ‘but not every year, of course.’ He saw that I was puzzled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I guess in Britain you don’t have anything so crazy as this.’


At the time I thought Arild was right. But that was because I wasn’t looking at things straight. I was mistaking the normal for the ordinary. It has been said that the medieval Flemish peasant knew only that which he could see from his village church tower. Likewise, rural children in 1960s England knew only the world they could get to on their bicycles. I grew up in a village on the northern edge of the North Yorkshire Moors. If you had asked me when I was ten to name the world’s most commonly held religious faith, I would have answered without hesitation ‘Methodism’. My knowledge of what sports exercised the bodies and minds of people around the globe was likewise skewed by parochialism. From what I could tell from my travels on an old Raleigh bike with cow-horn handlebars and a right-hand grip regularly lubricated with 3-in-1 oil so I could rev it like the throttle of a speedway bike, the three most popular games on the planet were football, cricket and quoits.


The latter filled summer evenings in the Esk Valley as surely as midgie clouds filled the moorland skies. Riding through places like Castleton on warm July nights when the day seemed never ending, you’d hear the sharp collision of metal, the wet slap of clay and the comments of the old men in braces who gathered around the ends, breaking off discussions of sheep prices and hernias to offer sage advice in voices that creaked and wheezed like punctured concertinas. To be champion of the Danby Invitation Quoits League seemed, to the childhood me, to be an achievement on a par with winning the British Open golf, or the heavyweight championship of the world.


Decades later, when I mentioned this to a contemporary who grew up in the Sussex countryside, he nodded and replied, ‘I would have said the same, only with football, cricket and stoolball.’


‘I’ve never heard of stoolball,’ I said.


‘Well, I’ve never heard of quoits,’ he answered in a vehement tone. The reply created a slightly peevish atmosphere, but made my point, I guess. People my age brought up in Somerset might have felt the same way about the importance of western skittles, while natives of Kent have been equally adamant about the world-conquering nature of bat-and-trap and those in the Lake District about the hegemony of Cumberland and Westmorland wrestling.


The chink of steel ringer on iron hob, the rattle of lignum vitae cheese on elm pins, the snap of oak bat on rubber ball, the rap of metal toe-cap on shinbone, the squelch of velvet trunks on boggy turf… From the Middle Ages through to the nineteenth century, these were the sounds of sport in Britain. Yet as tennis, golf, snooker and the rest rose, other games that had once been just as popular were forgotten, left to languish in the backwaters and develop unheeded in the boondocks.


While Victorian public schoolmasters and Oxbridge-educated gentlemen were taming football, codifying cricket, bringing the values of muscular Christianity to the boxing ring and the athletics field, games that dated back to the pagan era clung on in isolated pockets of rural Britain, unmodified by the tastes of future Empire builders, shunned by the media and sport’s ruling elites.


In Tudor days, governments had tried to ban sports like quoits and skittles, fearful of their effect on the nation’s martial spirit; the Roundheads had attempted to stamp out their joyful, drunken barbarism with their links to eldritch lore and the world of Herne the Hunter; the Victorians moved to shut them down as untamed mob-ruled exhibitions of violence, gambling and encouragers of grievous immorality.


Yet these indigenous games clung tenaciously on, defying commercial trends, societal changes and the intervention of local council health and safety officers – the latter-day equivalent of the Puritans.


And, so, they remain: small, secret worlds, laws unto themselves, free from media hype and VAR controversies, wreathed in an arcane language of face-gaters, whack-ups, sops, potties, sticklers, gates-of-hell and katsticks. They’re as much a part of the British countryside as the natterjack toad and the chalkhill blue, and equally as threatened by the modern world.


This book is not about self-consciously zany inventions such as bog-snorkelling and extreme ironing that seem designed to confirm a dearly held belief that while you don’t have to be mad to live in Britain, it helps. Nor is it about the weird abandoned sports of yesteryear like ski ballet and aerial golf. It is about traditional sports, centuries-old and deeply rooted, that are still played competitively – often viciously so – in communities across the British Isles.


Rural life in Britain has changed dramatically over the past forty years. Heavy industry in the shape of mines and foundries has all but disappeared, agriculture now employs a quarter of the people it once did, rural schools, shops and post offices have closed, public transport links have been severed. Many of the institutions that once provided focal points for communities have gone.


On many Sunday afternoons in my childhood, my father and I would take my grandmother out for a drive. She rarely spoke, except when our wanderings took us through Kirkleatham in North Yorkshire. Here she would briefly break her silence, point out of the window at a large detached house on the outskirts of the village and say, ‘That place used to be a pub.’ She said it so often I’ve come to think of it as one of the great catchphrases of the 1970s.


Back then, you see, it was a novelty for a pub to close down. My dad’s best mate at British Steel, Big Roy Gowling, had made a small fortune from investments. ‘He only puts his money in two things – public houses and undertakers,’ my father would say admiringly of his friend’s financial cunning, ‘He says there are only two things you can be certain of: men will always drink beer and they will always die.’


Big Roy proved the latter point himself several decades ago, and as well he did, really, otherwise he might be facing fiscal ruin. At present, an average of four British public houses close down every day. That’s the highest rate since the 1904 Compensation Act forced 10 per cent of the nation’s licensed premises to shut in a single year. Most pubs never reopen, converted instead to residential or retail use.


For sport in rural communities, that can be a big problem. While it’s common for elite sportsmen to speak dismissively of teams playing ‘like a pub side’, the fact is that licensed premises have been a focal point in British sport for centuries. The nation’s first great cricket team, the Hambledon Club in Hampshire, was run out of the Bat & Ball inn at Broadhalfpenny Down by the landlord Richard Nyren, and across the country tens of thousands of sides – in games that range from rugby to darts – are centred around pubs. And pubs are disappearing from the landscape as surely as hedgehogs and hawkmoths.


The global pandemic that raged through the country like some vengeful spectre compounded the damage. Clubs and leagues folded. Events were postponed temporarily and then forever. Yet sport, in its often weird and forgotten forms, clung on. Those featured in these pages are far removed – and not just geographically – from the great sporting institutions of Britain, from Lord’s, Wembley, the Principality Stadium, Murrayfield, Silverstone and Wimbledon. Yet, in many ways, the role these sports play is even more important. In small communities, they provide social cohesion, a core around which people can weave the threads of everyday life – childhood, youth, work, friendships, family. Despite the lure of television and the internet, they remain at the heart of things. They are a reminder that the way to happiness is not success on a global scale, but the taking of pleasure in your surroundings and joy in the everyday.










1 Booting the Barrel





THE HAND BA’ GAME, RUTLAND


A few weeks after the third lockdown ended, I’d gone to watch Carlisle United play, along with a friend of mine who is a doctor. As we stood in a packed and heaving pub, filled with stag and hen parties from Workington and Whitehaven, belly laughs and cackling reverberating around the walls and the air thick with moisture and celebrity-endorsed scents, my friend said, ‘Look at this. You know, all those months of masks and isolation and shielding – in three months the world will have forgotten all about it.’


I disagreed. The whole thing had been so momentous, I imagined I’d go on talking about it for the rest of my life, like my parents’ generation did about the Second World War. To me, it appeared inevitable that in thirty years’ time when I said, ‘But of course you don’t remember what it was like back when they’d only allow one person per household to buy a four-pack of toilet roll,’ young people would wrinkle their noses and roll their eyes, like I had done when my dad said, ‘You wouldn’t be turning your nose up at a bruised banana if you’d ever had a ration-book.’


But by the time 2021 ended, I could see that my friend had been right. COVID-19 now seemed like some strange dream, the memories of it recoverable only in fragments. My abiding memory was a trip to Middlesbrough during the second lockdown. During the first, a Teesside bus driver had told me the town looked like ‘a zombie apocalypse, only without the zombies’. Ten months later, if anything the scene was even more baleful. The only shops with lights on were the pawnbrokers and the sole person I saw was pacing furiously up and down by the Middlesbrough College ‘trim trail and events area’ carrying out a bitter argument with an invisible foe. In the underpass at the station, the police posters warning against anti-social drinking seemed like mementos of gladder days.


In the supermarket where I went to buy a sandwich, one of the automated cash-outs was malfunctioning. ‘Do you wish to continue?’ a robotic female voice asked. ‘Do you wish to continue?… Do you wish to continue?…’ On another afternoon, you would have bet on hearing a growling voice reply, ‘All things considered, luv, no I fucking don’t.’ But that day, in the anxious emptiness, even Teesside had no cynicism left to offer. Later, I realised that wearing a mask at the checkout made me load my bag in the style of a bank-robber stuffing cash into a holdall in an episode of The Sweeney.


Most of the other memories had evaporated, though. Social bubbles, R numbers and elbow bumps had all vanished from my conscience as rapidly as video stores, audio cassettes and fax machines. The debris of those grim years remained in the council social distancing signs tied to lampposts, the shadows of gaffer tape arrows left on the carpets of pubs, and the brackets that had once held hand-sanitiser by the entry to shops. I imagine that at some point in the future we will have to explain these to our grandchildren as our grandparents once did to us such arcane mysteries as mounting blocks, weathervanes and sun dials. ‘What?’ they will respond incredulously. ‘So some people carried, like, a two-metre long stick so you couldn’t get too close to them? That’s mad.’


COVID had gone, or rather we had learned to live with it, so now here I was on the train down to the East Midlands, mask-less and free at last from the seminal stickiness of antiseptic spray.


The train was running forty minutes late due to ‘line equipment failure in the Retford area’. Perhaps it was my age but the more the customer services manager repeated this phrase, the more it sounded to me like a euphemism for erectile dysfunction. The lateness of the train was, of course, compensated for by the fact that there was a ‘dedicated at-seat trolley service’ on the train. I wondered what had happened to the undedicated at-seat trolley service and concluded it had likely got off at Doncaster and was now smoking weed in an underpass.


I was going to Leicestershire – meeting a friend in Melton Mowbray and then heading to Hallaton for one of the English countryside’s great sporting events. Despite the Retford business, I arrived in the town a little early and went for a saunter while I waited for my mate. Melton Mowbray had given the world three great foodstuffs. Two of them were cheese: Red Leicester and Stilton. I was looking at the other.


‘Best pies in the world, Melton Mowbray,’ the old man standing beside me said. He had an East Midlands accent so flat you could have slid it under a door. He had seen me staring in the window of Dickinson & Morris on Nottingham Street, which billed itself as Ye Olde Pork Pie Shoppe, and, evidently in want of conversation, had decided to join me. He was barking up the wrong tree, though. I made a non-committal response and moved away. When it comes to pies, I am sensitive. You see, my family was once savagely divided by what can only be described as an internecine savoury pastry war.


There were other culinary stand-offs, admittedly. My dad’s family were committed to Hoe’s relish and Pan Yan pickle, while my mum’s would entertain only Hammonds’ Yorkshire sauce and Branston. Many a trip to the seaside ended in an acrimonious dispute over the merits of favourite chip shops and, when it came to beer, the impossibility of finding a pub that served both Theakston’s Old Peculier and Vaux Samson meant we often went out together and then sat in pubs several streets apart. It was the pork pies that were the cause of the bitterest trouble, though. When it came to them it was the King vs Parliament, Mods vs Rockers, Mary Berry vs Paul Hollywood. There was no compromise.


My grandfather and his brothers, George and Joe, grew up in Middlesbrough. As lads they had pledged pie-allegiance to a well-known local maker when they were still wearing short trousers. They were steadfast. While Joe and George stayed in the town, my grandfather married a girl from the coast and settled there. Later, his daughter, my mother, moved to a North Yorkshire village that had a butcher’s in it that was so famous for its pork pies that on Saturday mornings there’d be a queue 50 yards long outside. They had to limit each customer to two pies each to prevent a riot. And that was when the trouble started, because our house was 50 yards from this meat-jelly-and-pastry paradise.


At some point my grandfather was lured into buying a pork pie from the village butcher and pretty soon they were the only pork pies he’d eat. He might have stayed silent on the matter but, like a man recently alerted to the existence of God by a burning bush, he just couldn’t keep the good news to himself. He became evangelical on the topic.


It all kicked off round my great-grandmother’s one Christmas Eve nearly half a century ago. She lived in a tiny terraced house, the living room so small the only way all of us could fit in was with kids sitting on knees and menfolk arranged shoulder-to-shoulder around the walls. We all had our place. You could tell where the men stood even when they weren’t there by the height of the stains that their brilliantine hair oil left on the woodchip.


At some point my great-gran expressed the view that a nice pork pie would do her for lunch on New Year’s Day.


‘You want to have a one from our Pam’s village,’ my grandad announced.


‘What are you talking about?’ Uncle Joe said. ‘Have you gone screwy? I’ll get her a one from in town.’


‘The only thing she’s getting from you is a load of baloney,’ my grandad replied.


By this stage my mother had started to wrestle me into my coat and signalled for my dad to go out and get the engine of our Morris Oxford turning over. She had spent a lifetime in the company of these men. She knew fighting talk when she heard it.


Things might have stayed at a rolling simmer, but at this point my grandma’s sister’s husband, who hailed from out in the moorlands where – or so my grandfather said – the people were so backward they called the train an iron horse, started in. Uncle Lenny had a voice so loud and gravelly it sounded like an explosion in a flint mine. Now he boomed out his opinion that the pork pies from the butcher near the foundry where he worked knocked all other pork pies on God’s green earth into the middle of next week.


What happened next I cannot honestly say, for my mum had hustled me out the door. From reports it seemed the coppers got things under control quite quickly once they arrived on the scene.


Having evaded a similar fracas with the old man on Nottingham Street, I headed to the pub my friend and I had arranged to meet at. Pies were definitely on my mind, because they were an essential part of the great event I had come to see. It was Easter Monday and I was heading for Hallaton and the annual Hare Pie Scramble and Bottle Kicking. The event had been cancelled for two years because of COVID, but now it was back.


According to The Percy Anecdotes – a collection of titbits from the Star newspaper compiled by a Scots patent agent, Sholto Percy, and first published in 1820 – the Hallaton Hare Pie Scramble and Bottle Kicking came about when ‘an eccentric inhabitant of Hallaton bequeathed a piece of land to the rector of the town’ and in trust provided funds to furnish ‘two hare pies, a quantity of ale and two dozen penny loaves to be scrambled for on Easter Monday’. The eccentric apparently did this because he was ‘ambitious that his memory should be preserved’. Since no one now seems to know the singular benefactor’s name, we may conclude that his aim was thwarted.


In his book In Search of Food David Mabey says the origins of the hare pie scramble dated far back to the ‘symbolic sacrifice and celebration of Easter through its sacred creature, the hare’. Hunting hares at Easter was a custom in Leicester up until the end of the eighteenth century, though even then it was more symbolic – a trail hunt through the city using the corpse of a dead cat. Likewise, the pie at Hallaton wasn’t made with hare, but with beef, pork or mutton.


Like the pork pie in my own family, the hare pie in Hallaton had been the source of fractious violence. In 1790, a new rector, the Reverend T. C. Bewicke, had refused to supply a pie for the event which he believed had heathen origins. With the symbolism of the hare and its links to the pagan fertility rites of spring, plus the fact some believed Hare Pie Bank where the scramble took place had been a sacred site in the Iron Age, perhaps he was fearful it might all end with the villagers burning him alive in a wicker man. As it was, that nearly happened anyway. No sooner had the vicar made his proclamation against the pies than posters started appearing around Hallaton: ‘No pie, no priest and a job for the glazier’ (some claim the message was written on the rectory door in blood). Fearful of a brick through the window or worse, Reverend Bewicke relented, bought the pies and the event went ahead.


The scramble was originally held on a piece of land called Harecrop Leys, but after a series of Enclosures in 1770, it was moved to the field where it’s still held today. The scramble is really nothing more than a food fight; it’s the bottle-kicking that had attracted me to Rutlandshire. The game was played between the men of Hallaton and those of the nearby village of Medbourne and, according to the Leicester Daily Post of 1914, was often ‘taken advantage of to settle scores between the villagers’.


The bottle-kicking was one of a whole series of annual football matches played around Britain. Most took place earlier in the year. While for most people Shrove Tuesday is a time to whip up pancake batter and squeeze some lemons, in towns and villages from Cornwall to the Scottish Borders, its arrival sees shopkeepers board up their windows and citizens stuff their socks with cardboard. For Shrovetide is the day that the majority of Britain’s traditional mass ‘football’ matches take place, raucous, rough affairs that trace their origins back to the Norman Conquest and the Breton game of soule.


The games – sometimes called hand ba’, or hurling (though no sticks are used) – were played all over the British countryside until nineteenth-century moralists began to have them outlawed. As a consequence of this clampdown, thousands of annual mass games were abolished and now barely a dozen remain. Given that in one notorious Georgian encounter between the Men of Suffolk and the Men of Norfolk on Diss Common it was reported that nine participants died, some may judge this to be for the best. However, there’s also little doubt that our sturdy ancestors, seeing their yearly fun curtailed simply to save the odd life or two, muttered the Victorian equivalent of ‘It’s health and safety gone daft, is this!’


Though they may resemble a mini-riot, Britain’s Pancake Day matches are what would eventually become modern-day football – both association and rugby. Not that followers of Manchester United or Harlequins would recognise much similarity. The three sports do have some things in common: the ball, for instance, though even that is a loose connection. For the ball in the hand ba’ game varies in shape, weight and size, from the cork-filled type used at Ashbourne in Derbyshire to the huge water-filled variety used at Atherstone in Lancashire (which looks more like a cheese than anything Cristiano Ronaldo might dribble), via the moss-packed leather-bound version found at Jedburgh, where they’d originally used an Englishman’s severed head.


There are two teams, of course. But eleven or fifteen is insufficient for a true game of hand ba’ where opposing sides – usually from different parts of the town, though in Duns in the Scottish Borders they play Married vs Singles – of hundreds are common. Spectators often join in a contest that can run on for many, many hours and, in the absence of floodlighting, often concludes in pitch darkness, the whereabouts of the ball a mystery even to those who are standing a few yards from it.


There are goals too, though only those at Alnwick in Northumberland bear much resemblance to the sets at Wembley or Twickenham, and even these have more in common with a garden arch than either. To score a goal (or hail as it is sometimes called) in hand ba’, a player generally has to touch the ball against a designated object (in Duns, one of the ‘goals’ is a church pulpit) or carry it across a line (usually a parish boundary). In some games, such as in Atherstone, possession of the ball when the clock strikes five is all that matters.


The pitch is not something that would fit into a soccer or rugby stadium, either. At Ashbourne, the goals – a pair of stone plinths embedded into the banks of the River Henmore – are 3 miles apart; at St Columb Major in Cornwall, the playing area often extends to 25 square miles.


There are no referees or touch judges here (though at Alnwick there’s an umpire with a bugle instead of a whistle), and certainly no fourth official. The ball can be kicked, thrown, punched or carried – or, in some cases, hidden up a jumper or under a coat and smuggled past unwitting opponents, a piece of subterfuge even Diego Maradona might have stopped short of.


Though there appear no tactics for the pundits to analyse (one early commentator, Daniel Defoe, called a game he watched in Cornwall ‘brutish and furious’), the game requires skill, strength, cunning and local knowledge. And while it may not look glamorous, it’s worth bearing in mind that, since folk football is part of the tradition of Mardi Gras, two mobs of men fighting over possession of a ball in a freezing, muddy river in Derbyshire is the British equivalent of the Rio Carnival.


It was bright, warm and sunny in Hallaton, a neat little village of pretty thatched cottages with an ivy-wreathed vicarage that looked so appealingly French, I suspected they might have used it as the mayor’s house in the 1970s BBC TV adaptation of Clochemerle (though possibly the fact that pastry was on my mind and the mayor of that fictional French town was named Piechut had falsely influenced me). By the time I arrived, the bottles had already attended the morning service at the Church of St Michael and All Angels, the pies had been blessed by the vicar and a large crowd had gathered around the pyramid-shaped butter cross at the centre of the village. A brass band played, flags were waved in the air and a man who was dressed like Vincent Price in Roger Corman’s The Masque of the Red Death wandered around waving a staff for reasons that remained opaque.


After half an hour of unfocused hubbub, a slightly incongruous group of bagpipers turned up and skirled away as the bottles processed through the town to the kick-off point on Hare Pie Hill. I should say that the bottles are not made of glass but are, in fact, small wooden kegs bound with iron. These were evidently the sort of barrels used by local farmworkers to take their refreshment out into the fields with them. Since each one contains seven pints of ale, you may judge that little farm work got done after lunch in this part of the world, though I’m sure that was by no means the case.


The players were a beefy, rugged bunch, who might have formed several formidable rugby league teams. They marched up the street looking as fierce as men whose toddlers have just been woken by a car alarm. On the fringe of the village, the bagpipers gave way to a male duo doing covers of songs by The Killers, which given the bottle-kicking’s violent reputation seemed appropriate.


I walked up the hill with a milling crowd of people dressed for a ramble and took up a position under a large sycamore tree. The countryside around Hallaton was carefully cultivated, sunken lanes ran through pasture lands edged with dark, skeletal hedges. The pastoral loveliness appeared untouched by time. If a regiment of Civil War cavalry in plumed hats and breastplates were to have suddenly galloped across it, they would hardly have looked out of place. Mind you, even Prince Rupert would have given way to the bottle-kickers, whose game commenced when a man in a red-and-white hooped rugby shirt, who possessed the powerful shrieking voice of a drill sergeant-major, hurled one of the bottles in the air. When it hit the ground, an almighty ruck ensued, the like of which I had not seen since I made the mistake of going into the cosmetics department of the Newcastle branch of Fenwick on Christmas Eve.


As I say, the bottles are actually barrels and nobody seems to kick them (and since, filled with beer they weigh 13 pounds apiece, that’s likely a good thing), but apart from that, the description of the game is accurate. The aim of the bottle-kicking is to carry, knock or shove the bottles across the two brooks that mark the boundary of the field, carting it through thorn hedges and across barbed wire fences along the way. The game is played ‘best of three bottles’ and generally lasts for between two and three hours. Nowadays the players number in the dozens, but in the years between the two world wars, the game often involved teams of over 250 per side.


Originally only men from Hallaton took part in the bottle-kicking, which seems to have been more a ceremony than a game, but gradually they were joined, or rather opposed, by the inhabitants of Medbourne 2 miles to the south, who had turned up at some point intent on carrying off the beer-filled barrels for themselves. Soon the Hallatonians had been bolstered by men from nearby villages such as Slawston and Horninghold, while Medbourne had called on re-inforcements from villages to the south, such as Cottingham. Later they’d be joined by Scottish steelworkers from the blast furnaces of Corby.


In 1878, when a railway was being built through Hallaton, the local council attempted to dissuade the villagers from their barbaric pastime by offering to pay for new playing fields if the event was consigned to history. The villagers refused the offer. Any thought that the arrival of the steam age might see the bottle-kicking disappear in a puff of smoke were mistaken. While the line was under construction, the numbers playing the game were swelled by Irish navvies who were laying the track. When the railway opened in 1882, special trains were laid on to bring spectators and players to the event from across the East Midlands.


By the 1890s, the bottle-kicking was a full-blown battle between the two teams. Back in 1796, the writer John Tailby had noted ‘a scene of noise and confusion’ in which ‘bloody noses and bruised fingers’ were a hazard. By the turn of the twentieth century, it was a good deal less genteel than that.


When it came to the playing field, Medbourne were at a severe disadvantage as they had to attack up a steep hill and carry the bottle about five times further than the Hallatonians. This is perhaps why it took them until 1929 to register their first point, and until 1936 to record their first victory. To prove it was no fluke, they repeated the feat the following year, causing a great deal of hand-wringing in Hallaton where questions were raised about the diminishing quality of the local menfolk.


One man who didn’t take Hallaton’s double defeat lightly was arguably the greatest bottle-kicker in history, Fred ‘Sporty’ Payne. Sporty Payne was a native of Hallaton. He’d driven a tank in the First World War, been awarded the Military Medal for gallantry and promoted to corporal ‘in the field’. Photos show a stocky, dapper man with the square jaw of a comic-book action hero. And that is likely not so wide of the mark, since Sporty was pretty much superhuman. By most accounts he had made his debut in the bottle-kicking as a teenager in 1910. He’d taken some hard knocks over the years, too. In 1931, he’d suffered two broken ribs and on another occasion his neck had – by his own account – been dislocated and ‘popped back in’ by a local vet, the doctor being unavailable. Sporty went into retirement several times but always came back when Hallaton needed him most. In 1940, for example, he returned to the fray wearing his lucky football jersey. At the end of a massive three-hour scrimmage, with his shirt in tatters and two of his teeth broken, Sporty carried the bottle across the Medbourne brook to give Hallaton victory. The villagers cheered and chanted his name. His team mates carried him home on their shoulders. They hoisted him onto the butter cross at the centre of the village as a mark of honour and handed him one of the ale-filled barrels to drink from. ‘He has the pluck of twenty men,’ said the Market Harborough Advertiser, while the Leicester Daily Post recorded that Sporty’s fame was such that he had been ‘mentioned on BBC radio commentary’ while ‘his photograph has been frequently seen in the London newspapers’.


In 1951, Sporty, evidently bored with life between Easter Mondays, issued a bottle-kicking challenge to any group of men in Leicestershire who were bold enough to take on the Hallaton men in an exhibition match. The Leicester Evening Mail reported that two well-known boxers, Len Gardner and Dick Kelly from Market Harborough, had accepted. ‘I have taken part in several Hallaton bottle-kicking scrambles and consider the game the toughest sport in the world,’ said Kelly. ‘There are no rules in the Hallaton game, but Mr Gardner and I want Mr Payne to agree to a rule disallowing shin-kicking and ear-pulling.’


Sporty, unsurprisingly, responded in the negative. Such restrictions, he said, would neuter the event. He had no wish to see his beloved bottle-kicking ‘end up looking like a child’s wrestling match’. Fearful for their legs and lugs, the Market Harborough men withdrew from the contest.


By 1957, Sporty was in his sixties and had finally stopped taking part in the bottle-kicking, though his son, Jim, was still a player. It was a time of Medbourne domination (they won every year between 1948 and 1967) and Sporty didn’t take it well. Like many retired athletes, he professed himself disgusted with the new generation, claiming that ‘a nasty, mean, bitterness has crept in’ to the event and that in that year’s contest ‘fists were used before the teams even got to the bank’. Sporty shook his head at the display of vindictive savagery and wondered what had happened to the days when men could ‘give and take a knock-out decently’.


Sporty would surely have approved of the efforts of the modern-day players, who swirled and grunted, yelled and shoved their way down the bank with minimum skulduggery. Some of the fields nearby had lately been the subject of muckspreading, adding a pungent country odour to the whole affair. ‘Breathe it in, boy. Clears your tubes, doesn’t it?’ my Welsh grandmother would have called out at anyone who protested at the pong.


Beyond the slow movement of the mob, the game was hard to follow. It was a mass rolling maul that occasionally collapsed in a heap of limbs, so that it looked like a consortium of drunken octopi playing Twister, though not much like it, admittedly. That the bottle was down there somewhere seemed a matter of faith. It reminded me of one of those 1970s rugby union matches in which, if they’d removed the ball, the players would have carried on rucking in the mud without the slightest loss of focus or pleasure.


After several hours Hallaton triumphed 2-0. Glasses were raised by the butter cross and songs of victory – mainly ‘Olé Olé Olé’ – were sung in the fading light of evening. The game had survived COVID as surely as it had officious councillors and pious priests.
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