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Foreword

Having spent my life in sports betting as a player, bookie, and oddsmaker, I’ve always been fascinated by those who came before and the industry’s evolution. Except for the Nevada legalization of sports betting in 1949, almost all of the United States’ sports wagering was illegal. It was the purview of bar owners and corner bookies on a small scale, or organized crime on a much larger scale. All of whom risked jail time to pursue their passion, including me, as a street bookmaker (euphemism for illegal) in Vancouver, BC, and Las Vegas. Why would Las Vegas need a street bookie? Not paying taxes enabled the illegal bookies to offer better odds to clients, some of whom included legal bookies!

Taxes have been a recurring theme in the evolution of sports wagering. After Nevada Senator Howard Cannon clandestinely inserted a rider on a bill regrading cotton exports that lowered the federal excise on legal wagers (legislation that essentially impacted only Nevada) from ten percent to two percent, Las Vegas casinos saw an opportunity to capitalize on the growing popularity of sports betting. Where once sports books were dingy, smoke-filled rooms filled with unsavory characters, the way had been paved for the upscale, modern casino sportsbooks that would populate the Strip.

In July 1975, The Union Plaza made history as the first casino to offer both a race and sportsbook. I vividly recall the thrill I felt as I gazed upon the enormous screens displaying satellite television, providing live coverage of games from Chicago and Atlanta. This technological leap marked another significant step in the evolution of sports gambling. Little did I, or anyone else at the book then, anticipate that less than a decade later, I would be operating home computers to store odds information and develop team power ratings for my fledgling oddsmaking firm Las Vegas Sports Consultants. Moreover, computers and telephone lines would empower my partner, Vic Salerno, to establish a statewide sports betting empire, Leroy’s, with over 100 locations. Consequently, LVSC would be able to report live line changes from Las Vegas sportsbooks. Two decades later, the advent of the internet would revolutionize every aspect of the business, transforming worldwide betting into a mere keystroke away.

Despite America’s vibrant sports betting history, it has rarely been chronicled. With Over/Under, David Bockino, a professor of sport management at Elon University, brings his research skills honed at ESPN to craft a humorous and informative narrative. The two concepts mentioned above, technology and taxation, are a recurring theme throughout the book and seem particularly relevant to our current era. For instance, while it may seem that technology moves at a rapid pace, its adoption in the gambling business lags significantly behind. In the 1850s, there were thousands of gambling halls that disguised themselves as bars and pool halls. There was a scarcity of sports events on the calendar, except for prize fights, local elections, and dog and rat fighting in pits. The explosion of baseball teams in New York following the Civil War contributed to the rise of betting.

Yet although there was more gambling, the technology remained the same. Despite the telegraph being used in the 1840s and Union troops exploiting its usefulness during the Civil War, it wasn’t until the 1920s that the wire services started sending baseball results. And it took more than a century until bets were recorded in a system other than handwritten by clerks.

The post–World War II infrastructure boom in the United States led to a surge in the use of private telephones, meaning you no longer had to be in a gambling hall to place a bet. For the next forty years, private telephones remained the primary means of placing bets while wire services continued to deliver results. However, the widespread adoption of the internet in the late 1990s gradually replaced antiquated handbooks, ushering in a new era of sports betting. Bettors could now access hundreds, then thousands, of betting options at the click of a mouse and eventually from their pockets via smartphones.

Despite the advent of the internet, the justice system, still grappling with outdated laws regarding “wire services,” continued to enforce its anti-sports gambling agenda. This led to the continued enforcement of outdated statutes even as computerization replaced antiquated handbooks. One contentious issue was taxation. In the early days of American sports betting, bookmakers enjoyed a tax-free ride and were exempt from paying for the performances wagered on. (Although there was a blurred line between staged baseball games and boxing matches for betting purposes in the late 1800s and early 1900s.) While bookies did contribute a friendly stipend to local law enforcement, this was far from the obligation of paying local taxes on wagers or winnings.

Since the United States legalized sports betting at the state level in 2018, government legislation, the courts, and taxation have emerged as the defining factors in this evolving industry. The success of sports betting hinges on who can bet, where they can bet, and the amount of tax levied. As states face increasing budget pressures, the prospect of excessive taxation threatens to reduce competition and may drive larger players to offshore wagering, evading taxation.

The future of sports betting hangs in the balance. Will prediction markets—a new form of wagering that currently exists outside the post-2018 regulatory sports betting frameworks—emerge as the dominant force? Will sports betting kiosks become commonplace in grocery stores and gas stations? Will a novel technology emerge as the next step? Or will US sports betting face public backlash similar to that experienced in the United Kingdom and Australia due to its predatory advertising targeting a younger, more vulnerable audience, incurring social costs?

The American sports betting landscape is experiencing rapid growth, potentially unstoppable. It’s an exhilarating time to be alive.

—Roxy Roxborough

Las Vegas Oddsmaker

Inaugural class of the Sports Gambling Hall of Fame







Prologue Full Circle


For close to two hundred years, American sports betting was mostly a discreet affair. Placing a bet meant a weekend in Las Vegas or being introduced to somebody’s “guy” or giving your credit card to a shady website. It was brought out into the open only a few times a year such as in the middle of March (Madness!) and on the first weekend in May (“down the stretch they come…”). Then one day in 2018 nine Americans in black robes had a discussion and took a vote. And before you knew it sports betting was legal and it was everywhere, in the news and during games and sprinkled into random conversations with friends and family as if you absolutely needed to know that Uncle Todd was a fan of home underdogs and didn’t you hear his six-way parlay hit and you’re absolutely insane if you don’t take the Chargers getting four points at home to a Chiefs team without its two best offensive linemen.

Okay, so sports betting is everywhere. What happens now? It’s a billion-dollar question. Maybe even a trillion-dollar question. Everybody’s trying to figure it out: league executives, media moguls, politicians, and the bookie you knew from high school who’s still taking bets twenty years later. Also sport management professors like myself who get asked this question nearly every day from people who can’t understand how legalized sports betting grew so big, so fast. When North Carolina went legal in March 2024, I spent days doing interviews with news outlets across the state. We talked about different kinds of wagers, the origin of companies like DraftKings and FanDuel, and how gambling—this being North Carolina and all—might affect college basketball. And as the interviews wrapped up, nearly every reporter asked the same question: How will widespread legalized sports betting change American sports?

I told them the truth: I didn’t know. But I wanted to find out. It seemed like a good challenge, something I was uniquely qualified to explore. In my job as a professor, I’m surrounded by young people who have changed my understanding of what it means to be a sports fan. They follow teams they don’t root for on social media, watch UFC fights on pirated streams, and place wagers on Chinese table tennis. I knew our country’s collective sports fandom was heading in a different direction and that betting was going to play an important role. I just wasn’t sure where that direction led.

I decided to borrow a lesson from the pros. Equipped with decades of historical data, the most successful sports bettors use what has happened to predict what might happen. It’s a good system. Often quite lucrative. And so my thought was that if I could figure out the origin of American sports betting—where it came from and why—maybe I could use that information to wager a guess about where the industry might be headed.

What I found was unexpected and fascinating. I knew that gambling had always been part of the American sports landscape. And that those in charge—commissioners, team owners, politicians—had tried to push betting aside if not eliminate it entirely. The reasons varied. Some argued that sports betting led to corrupted athletes and fixed outcomes and damaged the integrity of the game. Others argued that gambling operations funded a disparate group of immoral characters operating outside of the law. Still others saw betting as a sign of societal decay, an addictive activity no different than drug use or prostitution. All these opponents agreed on one thing: We need to keep betting away from our favorite sports.

But as I started digging further, I found an even more interesting story, one that situates betting not as a result of the multibillion-dollar American sports landscape but rather as a primary reason for it. Gambling was there from the very beginning, not as a stubborn vice that needed to be eliminated but rather as an important catalyst for the next two hundred years of American sports obsession and fandom.

And because it was endemic it never really went away. There’s no doubt that there were times when those commissioners and owners said that it absolutely did go away and that their sport was not at all about gambling but rather about cities coming together and collegiate pride and family tradition. Those motivations for fandom are indeed real and quite powerful. But betting has always played a role, emanating a low but consistent hum, ready to rev up when American society said it was time. In 2018, American society said it was time. Legalization, then, wasn’t an unforeseen consequence of an increasingly popular activity but rather a full circle return to the beginning when wagering helped kickstart the entire operation. And if we view sports betting from that perspective? Well, its future starts to look a whole lot different.

This book is that story. It starts in mid-nineteenth-century New York, as a new sport lured bettors out of shadowy gambling halls and into the fresh air. It then heads to Saratoga Race Course and Churchill Downs where sports betting was dressed up in fancy outfits, to Chicago and Minneapolis where sports betting made people do dishonest things, to Las Vegas where sports betting found a home, and to the Caribbean where sports betting made some people very rich. It details the rise of the point spread, the emergence of the parlay, and the birth of the NCAA tournament bracket. Along the way, it rolls out a stacked cast of colorful characters: hustlers, wise guys, moguls, opportunists, grifters, speculators, touts. A parade of personalities, year after year, decade after decade. All trying to make a quick buck. Because isn’t that the whole point?

So let’s return to the very beginning, to an era before the NFL and the NBA, before DraftKings and FanDuel, before March Madness and the Super Bowl, when the country’s supposed national pastime was energized by, well, the country’s actual national pastime.






PART I Crooks, Colonels, and Con Artists








Chapter 1 America’s National Pastime


The history of baseball is famously muddled. The most popular creation story—that Abner Doubleday invented baseball in Cooperstown, New York, in 1839—was conceived as a promotional tool in 1908, had its accuracy questioned by a reporter less than a year later, and has been roundly dismissed by nearly every reputable baseball expert since. Most contemporary baseball historians now agree that the sport lacks a neat and tidy history (which is actually great for those historians, who get to keep churning out books). Instead, the sport was pieced together from components of already existing sports like cricket and rounders and through decades of experimentation and conversation. For instance: “Let’s stop throwing the ball directly at the runner.” Or: “Is it possible to get this thing to curve?” Eventually, “base” and “base-ball” became baseball, the sport we recognize today.

At least one part of baseball’s early history is indisputable: The sport exploded in popularity in the mid-nineteenth century. Why? Some suggest it was because Americans of that era craved a sense of camaraderie, some fraternity, an activity around which to coalesce. Other sports were insufficient, especially British sports. Getting together to play one of those was close to treason, antithetical to the entire point of the United States. Baseball was a better fit, an innovative team sport with malleable rules. It was also good exercise. Cooped up all day in dingy shops and offices toiling away at unforgiving jobs, Americans were desperate for fresh air and fitness. Baseball was a perfect antidote, an activity which forced its participants to run around bases, chase fly balls, and swing bats the size of wagon tongues. People flocked to parks to set up games. Many took note of this new obsession. “The American people never take hold of anything with moderation and in nothing is this more apparent than in the base-ball fever which now rages throughout the country,” wrote one journalist.1

The game was particularly popular in New York and the city soon became the center of the baseball universe. Maybe it’s because its citizens were looking for a more appropriate way to socialize than some of the other options being offered at the time. By 1850 it was estimated that New York had around six thousand gambling halls (sometimes called “gambling hells” by the cheeky newspapers), technically illegal but tied closely enough to the city’s corrupt politicians that they operated freely and without concern. Most offered the typical fare: cards and dice and other games of chance.

But not all. Take Kit Burn’s Sportsman’s Hall on Water St. as an example. Frequented by a “rough-looking lot of men,” the “damp and unwholesome” establishment often hosted traditional dog fighting, where spectators could wager on their favorite canine.2 But its specialty was rats. At any point during the week, one could wander into Kit Burn’s rat pit to find rats going up against a weasel, rats facing off against a dog, or rats battling a human, an encounter which involved the latter catching as many as he could of the former before biting their heads off. It was also said that Kit Burn once had a black bear at his disposal, available as an opponent for any creature up for the challenge. Perhaps it could have fought Jack, a canine legend, who reportedly killed “a hundred rats in six minutes and forty seconds… the best rat-killing time ever made in America by dog or man.”3 That matchup never happened. The bear died and was never replaced. Jack died too and was stuffed and placed on the counter. But the rats? They were easily replaced, caught by an “unusual young man” who snagged them off the streets.

So yes, New Yorkers loved gambling. And New Yorkers clearly loved baseball. What happened next, then, was inevitable. The two activities became intertwined, a synergy which spread far beyond New York and became a growing concern among the era’s journalists. One writer remarked how, “One great objective to the game, as it is now conducted, is that it has become a means for the practice of gambling.” Another maintained that “a base-ball match is now no more a simple trial of athletic strength and dexterity than the feats of a circus company, and a very much less genuine contest than a prize-fight.” A third: “An evil has crept in which every season becomes greater, and which unless it is checked must degrade the game in public estimation to the level of horse racing and other gambling pursuits.” A fourth: “Pity the exercise was ever invented.” A fifth: “It is one of the defects of our national character, however, that no sooner do we get hold of a good thing of this sort, than we proceed to make it hurtful by excess.” A sixth: “It is in consequence no more deserving of being called the ‘national game’ than is three-card-monte, thimble rigging, faro, or other similar devices for obtaining the money of unsophisticated or conceited individuals.” And back to the first writer: “It is time, we think, that this system was known to the people for what it is, and that, if [baseball] is still to be patronized and popular, it should be distinctly recognized as a gambling show, and not as a contest of pure skill in the ‘national game of America.’ ”4

There seemed to be a consensus: Baseball was in trouble, ruined by a public that couldn’t stop gambling. But granted some historical breathing room, it’s easy to emerge with a rather different conclusion. At the time, baseball was undergoing an important evolution, a transition from “go to a park with some friends and hit the ball around” to “go to a stadium with some friends and pay to watch other people hit the ball around.” The former requires participants interested in socialization and exercise. New York had that, thanks to its terrible working conditions. The latter, though, requires an element of loyalty or fandom or even just curiosity, enough for the participant to fork over some hard-earned money to sit on the bleachers and watch other people play a game. How does a sport make that transition?

It’s certainly plausible that Americans of the mid- to late-nineteenth century became emotionally attached to their hometown teams—Brooklyn or Hoboken or Troy—right out of the gate. That paying money to watch their local squad was a manifestation of regional identity. It’s also possible that people were simply enthralled by the ability of these men to pitch a ball really fast and hit a ball really hard. But it’s just as plausible, especially if we take into consideration all the firsthand accounts mentioned above, that many Americans of this era paid money to attend games specifically because baseball, with its steady cadence and rigid structure and myriad statistics, was a perfect vehicle to quell their seemingly insatiable (see above, about rat pits) desire to put down a wager.

Is it possible, then, that baseball wasn’t infected by gambling in those early years but rather energized by it? That the act of placing wagers wasn’t an obstinate defect causing unruly behavior and dishonest outcomes but rather the primary catalyst to fandom and excitement and gate receipts, enough to generate the momentum needed so that professional associations would eventually be formed—the National Association in 1871, which didn’t really work out, and the National League in 1876, which did—that would serve as the model for professional leagues in the United States moving forward? Is it then appropriate to say that the sport known as base-ball, a fun game of healthy living and fraternity, transformed into Baseball: America’s Pastime because of gambling rather than in spite of it?

The idea has actually been proposed before, most notably by the guy who literally knows more about the history of baseball than any other human being in the world. In his book Baseball in the Garden of Eden, official Major League Baseball historian John Thorn5 suggests that “three essential ingredients facilitate the growth of any localized game to national sport.” One is gambling. “Adults,” writes Thorn, “must care about the outcome, and their willingness to place a wager is a reasonable measure of their interest.” Another is statistics, “which accord a mantle of importance to the matches, an importance like that of trade or transport or government,” and which, of course, help people gamble. And the third is publicity, which conveys “the enthusiasm exhibited at a single contest… to those only reading about it afterward,” especially those who bet on the game and didn’t see it in person. Thorn sees gambling “not as a latter-day pestilence brought upon a pure and innocent game, but instead the vital spark that in the beginning made it worthy of adult attention and press coverage.” And here’s his coup de grâce: “Without gambling and the level of interest it aroused among spectators, and the spur that it provided to professional play, baseball could not produce culture heroes and might never have risen to its status of national pastime.”6

With Thorn, we have one of the most respected baseball historians in the country suggesting gambling as an essential catalyst for the growth of the sport. It was a theory based on decades of analysis, thousands of hours spent reading and thinking about baseball. So why didn’t it get more attention? Maybe because Baseball in the Garden of Eden came out at a bad time. In 2012, just a year after the book was released, Major League Baseball became embroiled in a lawsuit against New Jersey as the state moved to legalize sports betting. In a related deposition, Commissioner Bud Selig called gambling “the deadliest of all things that can happen.” The book was also released just a year after news came out that Selig was a backer of the “Abner Doubleday invented baseball in Cooperstown, New York in 1839” story (even though Abner Doubleday wasn’t in Cooperstown in 1839 and had no real connection to the sport).7 When The New York Times reported Selig’s belief in the Doubleday myth, Thorn was quoted as saying, “We have a peculiar country in which we do not have a national creed, we do not have a king, we have no national set of beliefs. Baseball became a secular religion.”8 Abner Doubleday was a good creation story for that so-called secular religion; a bunch of Americans wanting to gamble was not.

Thorn’s initial argument, however, wasn’t even about baseball. It was about all organized sport. Here’s how he summarized the connection between gambling, statistics, and publicity: “American sporting papers, beginning in the 1820s, paved the way for each sport to mature by providing records and prognostications related to events of interest to the sporting set and, underlying it all, the basis of a potential wager.”9 If Thorn’s theory is correct, then the growth of American sports in the mid-nineteenth century was fundamentally connected to the desire of its citizens to place a wager on, well, whatever they could. Rat fighting? Fine. Baseball? Sure. And if that was true, then it was only a matter of time until somebody decided to bring sports gambling out of the shadows and into the spotlight.







Chapter 2 Old Smoke


The logistics of gambling are easy when one living creature is matched up against another living creature and thrown into a ring to fight. Odds are set, the bettor picks a side, money is exchanged, and off we go. Kit Burn’s Sportsman’s Hall was dedicated to these kinds of matchups. Occasionally the matchup was rat vs. human. Other times it was rat vs. dog. Sometimes dog vs. dog. Yet Kit Burn clearly had respect for the most dramatic matchup of all: human vs. human. Lining the walls of the entrance to his establishment were color photographs of the world’s most famous prizefighters, a tribute to the titans of the ring. Most showed the boxers in a familiar pose for that era: elbows bent downward, knuckles up, one arm slightly above the other, as if the fight that was about to occur would be a constant barrage of uppercuts. But one picture was different. It was slightly larger and stood alone, earning the coveted spot over the bar. The subject was also well-dressed, as if the photographer wanted people to know that this was no ordinary brawler but somebody far more important, far more influential.1

John “Old Smoke” Morrissey was undoubtedly important, as integral to the early years of American sports betting as any other person in the country. Born in Ireland in 1831, Morrissey came to the United States with his family when he was one. They settled in Troy, a small city just outside Albany in upstate New York. As the only boy among eight children, John was put to work at a young age. He got a job at a wallpaper factory, then at an iron mill, and finally as a bouncer for a local brothel. He also started fighting, taking on anybody in town and beating nearly all of them. Soon, Troy proved too small for John Morrissey. He needed a bigger challenge.2

What came next was a lifetime of crazy stories. There’s the story of how John Morrissey got his start in New York City, how he walked into the headquarters of a well-known political operative named Isaiah Rynders in 1849 and demanded that somebody fight him so that he could prove how tough he was. It was a bold move that didn’t really work—he was attacked by several men and beaten senseless—but also kind of worked, as Rynders took Morrissey under his wing out of concern some other New York bigwig would find use for a maniac like him. There’s also the story of how John Morrissey got his nickname, how he was fighting somebody in a local saloon when a stove overturned spilling hot coals. Morrissey was thrown to the ground, his back seared by the coals, before onlookers began dousing the area with water and unintentionally creating a smokescreen. Morrissey took advantage of the distraction to finish off his opponent and get a new nickname: “Old Smoke.”

But the most important John Morrissey story for our purposes is the story of how he got rich. It starts in 1858 with a challenge from a boxer named John C. Heenan who had been born in America and wanted everybody to know that John Morrissey—who was at the time the most famous prizefighter in the country—had not indeed been born in America. At first Morrissey resisted the urge to respond. He was keen to retire, eager to embark on what he believed would be a promising business career. He had even put out a statement to the press asking people to stop asking him if he wanted to fight: “I desire to live peaceably, and have the good opinion of all my fellow beings. I am no bully, and have never insulted a man first, in all my life.”3 But Heenan’s supporters were persistent, slinging slurs at his wife and family. Morrissey found all of it too much to ignore and eventually agreed to the battle.

Because prizefighting was still illegal, the crowd was told to gather in Buffalo, New York, and await further instructions about the fight’s location. Who showed up? A contemptible crew. One visitor mused, “Probably no human eye will ever look upon so much rowdyism, villainy, scoundrelism, and boiled-down viciousness.”4 One reporter was even kind enough to provide something of a scoundrel roll call. Bloody-Chaps Scalp-Raiser, “an eminent gentleman, remarkable for his address in chewing the lips and ears of his adversaries,” was there. So was Bully Ned, “distinguished for having ate off the calf of a man’s leg.” Those in attendance would have been smart to keep their distance from Gouging Bill, “a gentleman with extremely long thumb nails,” and Snaggle-Toothed Bob, “famous for eating his adversaries when in a tight place, for which purpose he has sharpened his teeth, so as to resemble those of a cross-cut saw.” And then there was Ratting Schryver, who at one point bet the crowd that he could “catch and kill thirty rats in five minutes, with no other weapons than his teeth.”5

All these miscreants were there for one purpose. “At present its patrons seem to be men who seek not to encourage a perfect development of physical strength and beauty and an occasional good-tempered contest for mastery but who only desire to gamble on the result of a fight between two fine animals,” wrote a reporter for the New York Tribune.6 One visitor called the amount of money being wagered “immense” and explained how “never before have belligerents been allowed to make their arrangements with so much openness and unreserve.”7

The group eventually made its way via boat to Long Point Island in Canada, a peninsula about seventy miles across Lake Erie. There, John Morrissey faced off against John Heenan in what many newspapers described as the most anticipated American boxing match of all time (even though it took place in Canada). Heenan got off to a quick start and had Morrissey stumbling. But Old Smoke’s prodigious stamina paid off and in the eleventh round he connected with a “severe blow on the jugular.”8 Heenan fell on his face and didn’t regain consciousness for half an hour. Morrissey jumped over the ropes and walked away victorious. And as he made his way past Bloody-Chaps Scalp-Raiser and Gouging Bill, he must have had two thoughts. One, “there’s lots of money to be made in this gambling business.” And two, “just not with these people.”

After the match Morrissey stuck to his word, retiring from the ring and using his winnings to start putting together what one biographer has called a “gambling empire.”9 He began in New York City where he opened a few gambling halls before heading up north to plant his flag in Saratoga, one of the country’s first vacation hotspots. The city had much to offer: fresh water springs, some of the finest hotels in the country, and a dash of patriotism thanks to it being the site of a famous battle during the American Revolution. People in Saratoga liked to relax. They liked to eat and drink. They liked to be seen. And despite looking nothing like the group that had gathered at Long Point Island, they, too, liked to gamble.

John Morrissey decided that Saratoga needed horse racing. Not hobby racing or street racing but top-tier Thoroughbred racing, a high-class activity for these high-class vacationers. His first idea came to life in 1863 and involved eight races across four days at the old Saratoga Trotting Course. There was no place to sit and the track was a mess. But three thousand people showed up, many with a financial stake in the action. All the gambling—an “immense amount of speculation” according to one visitor—was organized by Dr. R. Underwood of Lexington, Kentucky.10 Dr. Underwood sold pools, a method by which bettors would bid auction-style on the first “choice” in a race. The highest bidder would then be able to select which horse they wanted to back. Bids for second choice, third choice, and so on followed until all the horses had been selected. This system was then repeated, sometimes thirty or forty times, leading to multiple “pools” on the same race. The resulting pools of money would go to the bettors who had chosen the winning horse.

The event was a success. Time to go bigger, thought Morrissey. Working with some of the richest men of the era, Old Smoke raised the capital necessary to set up a jockey club and build a new track. It was finished in time for the 1864 races and was “much admired by all who visit it,” with its well-manicured track, elegant grandstand, and impressive amenities.11 The next year brought an event almost unrecognizable to those who had attended two years earlier. With the Civil War over, close to fifty thousand people would pile into Saratoga to attend the six-day extravaganza. Attendees were giddy. They ate and drank and cavorted. And they gambled, with Dr. Underwood joined by a growing coterie of pool sellers. One newspaper reported that the amount of betting was “unparalleled in the history of American sporting.”12

How significant were these first three years of Saratoga racing? Let’s hand that question over to the late sports journalist Edward Hotaling, who came to a grand conclusion about the matter. In his book They’re Off! Horse Racing at Saratoga, Hotaling positions Saratoga as the place where American sports truly began.13 He has no use for subtlety, no time for tact. Instead, Hotaling repeatedly drills his point home. The chapter titles are explicit. The one detailing a horse race taking place on Long Island, New York, in the 1830s is called “A Preview of Modern Sports,” while the one detailing the beginning of Saratoga Race Course is called “The Birth of American Sports.” The prose is similarly direct, suggesting that Saratoga was the place where America’s sports obsession—the crowds, the passion, the anticipation, the publicity—originated. Hotaling argues that Saratoga “catapulted America’s athletes onto page one for good” and anoints John Morrissey as “America’s first major sports impresario.” He explains how the first race in 1863 was “the beginning of American sports as a national phenomenon,” how the five-race card on August 6, 1864 represented “the first great Saturday in American sports,” and how the 1865 event represented “our first sports spectacular… great-granddaddy to the World Series and great-great granddaddy to the Super Bowl—the first sports event as American apotheosis.”14

That Saratoga was America’s “first modern sports facility” is key to Hotaling’s case. If Saratoga Race Course was the nation’s first great sports facility and if that facility hosted the first great American “sports spectacular,” then shouldn’t these early Saratoga races represent the “birth of American sports”? It’s a decent argument, especially when considering the previous venues we’ve encountered in this narrative: New York City parks, Kit Burn’s rat pit, a sandy peninsula close to the Canadian border.

But perhaps the more interesting angle here is not what sets Saratoga apart from these places but rather the through-line that binds them together. That connection is obvious: gambling. Like baseball and prizefighting, “horse-racing is universally attended with betting,” wrote a reporter for the New York Tribune in 1865, adding, “it is another and a huger species of gambling.”15 Aesthetically, Saratoga Race Course was a far cry from Kit Burn’s Sportsman’s Hall and Long Point Island. But fundamentally? It was the logical next step. People who have more money will gamble more money. Old Smoke knew that better than anybody.

John Morrissey would go from business to politics, becoming a United States congressman and a state senator. He died in 1878 at the age of forty-seven after a prolonged fight with a nagging illness. Tributes poured in. His obituary in The New York Times took up four whole columns; in The Sun it took up almost the entire front page. “There is not in American life a more strange or eventful history,” began another article.16 And who would disagree? Few people could say they played all the roles. As a boxer, he was someone that people bet on. As an entrepreneur, he was someone that people bet with. And as a regular American, he was not immune from getting caught up in the craze himself. As one newspaper reported in 1865 after that year’s meet: “John Morrissey has recently lost heavily at Saratoga, by betting on running horses.” Not a big deal, though, as he “makes it up at his gambling hell, which is much frequented by the fashionables.”17 John Morrissey, you see, always found a way to come out on top.

By now, we’ve seen the beginnings of professional baseball, boxing, and horse racing fueled by gambling crowds. Football came next.







Chapter 3 The Game


In the beginning, nobody could bet on football because nobody knew the rules. And how could they? Football was a brand new game, an amalgamation of a few different sports, and the way it was played was constantly changing. In 1875, when a group of Harvard students showed up in New Haven, Connecticut, to play Yale in the first iteration of a rivalry that would become known as “The Game,” the first order of business was to figure out exactly what “game” they were going to play. The Yale students played soccer; the Harvard contingent, rugby. Nobody wore pads or helmets. A match of some sort commenced even though “the adopted rules were not fully understood by either team.”1 After three half-hour periods, Harvard reportedly won 4 to 0. Maybe.

Despite the confusion, the players enjoyed the experience. The fans, too. And so the rivalry continued using rules that were a mishmash of rugby, soccer, and a few new ideas. Scoring was achieved by kicking a ball through a goal; what’s known today as a touchdown simply gave the team the opportunity to kick the ball through the goal. Newspaper recaps from these early days suggest that the game being played had little in common with the one that would emerge decades later as the country’s most popular sport. Here’s an example from 1881: “The inning closed with a score of three safety touchdowns against Harvard, while Yale had a clean score.”2

The man most responsible for turning whatever this was into American football was Walter Camp, the only child of a middle-class Connecticut family. Camp came of age in the years following the Civil War and was keenly aware of the moral and physical lethargy that had set in among his generation. He was an outlier. “Nothing is more characteristic of Camp than the wish to excel,” wrote his first biographer.3 And excel Camp did on the football field at Yale from 1876 to 1882 and then as the sport’s foremost consultant for the rest of his life. There was nothing Walter Camp believed in more than the value of physical health. Football was a big part of this equation. Get these boys on the field and have them hit each other; it’ll do them good.

Yet Camp and others also knew that the game needed more structure, some refinement, so that everybody would be on the same page. Committees were formed; conferences were held. Camp went to them all and became the loudest voice in the room. The rugby “scrum” is too scattered, he thought. What football needed was a line to separate the offense and the defense. Also, teams had the ball for too long. Maybe they could get a certain number of opportunities to move it forward before the other side got a chance? And perhaps the field should be marked so that the teams and the spectators knew how far the players have to move in order to get a new set of opportunities. They were all good ideas. Slowly, football became football.

But football isn’t football without the fans. That’s where Harvard vs. Yale comes in. “The Game” remained the sport’s premier matchup, drawing the most newspaper coverage and the biggest crowds. It also marked the beginning of collective American sports fandom, the kind we see today at places like Arrowhead Stadium or Madison Square Garden: screaming crowds wearing matching clothing brought together by a shared love of their team, celebrating after close victories and commiserating in narrow defeats. Here’s how one columnist described an encounter with these nineteenth century fans: “The college football man is about town just now and he is very much in evidence. The most remarkable peculiarity about him is his absolute repose and feeling of confidence in places where most men make a pretense at least of showing respect to the constituted authorities or to the proprieties of civilized life.”4 But who could blame these students for their excitement? They were young and football was fun. It was also easy to pick a side. Harvard students and alums cheered for Harvard; Yale for Yale. Cheering was binary, it was one team or the other. There was no ambiguity, no need for external motivations to get fans into the stadium to cheer for their school or alma mater.

And yet they still had an insatiable urge to bet. It wasn’t enough to root and cheer for the players wearing your school’s logo and to hope they would triumph over your sworn rival. Many of these fans also craved a financial victory, as if risking money was an integral part of the fan experience. In fact, once Camp and his colleagues had established the rules, wagering started almost immediately. In 1890, “one well known sporting man bet that Yale would win by 12 points” (in an early nod to what would become the point spread) and “the collegians are raising money in all possible ways in order to bet the same.”5 The next year a reporter explained how a Harvard man put up $1,000 with favorable odds for anyone willing to bet on Yale. The wager was “gobbled in a jiffy.”6 A year later, “betting was at odds 5 to 1 that Yale would win.”7

By 1893, gambling had become so ubiquitous that Harper’s Weekly published an article called “How to Cure Betting at Yale.” The writer described the average undergraduate as follows: “His opinions almost always need to be emphasized, and he is young and does not mind the wear and tear of speculative excitement. He is under even more strenuous temptation to bet than if he were grown up, and of course his powers of resistance are uncultivated and comparatively feeble. It is no wonder that he bets; he does not think it wrong.”8 That same year, reports came out that faculty members at Yale had come together to purge student gambling. That meant there was “a possibility that even football will have to be played simply for fun.”9 The horror!

But betting was never cured. Sixteen years later, in 1909, a newspaper editorial explained the extent to which Harvard–Yale had become as much about the money as it was about the pride. “With the renewal of the annual game comes a repetition of the betting battle,” the article began. “For months wagers have been made, and even as far as Honolulu have Harvard and Yale men put up money to prove their belief in their team’s chances of victory. Probably no other sporting incident has as far-reaching interest in this respect as does the Harvard–Yale football game.”10 Rampant gambling was expected: “Morals do not count in this case, for it is simply a part of collegiate life. The man who would not bet on his team is unusual, to say the least.” There were even intermediaries, “tradespeople with whom most of the students do a credit business.” Bets placed by undergraduates in New Haven and Cambridge were estimated at $100,000 (around $3 million today). One banker estimated that at least $250,000 (close to $8 million today) had changed hands across the country.

To some, all these side bets weren’t really that big of a deal. Not yet, at least. As one observer wrote at the turn of the century, “Football as played by the teams from rival colleges attracts thousands of the best people of the land every Thanksgiving day, and nine out of ten of those who witness it make some sort of a wager on the result. There is no harm in it.” Everything was fine, this writer thought, as long as the sport was contained to one big game a year and didn’t became a months-long endeavor. “But let football be played every day for seven months in the year in one community and it would soon be shunned by all but the gamblers, and the people would demand its suppression altogether.” That’s because football, much like other sports such as horse racing or boxing, “cannot be pursued continuously without degenerating into a gambling game.”11

Daily football wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Despite several attempts in the early part of the century, nobody could figure out how to transform football from a collegiate pastime into a well-organized professional game. Teams made up of former college stars would pop up—in western Pennsylvania, in Ohio, in New York—and then quickly shut down. They were too expensive to maintain, games were too infrequent, and crowds were too meager. In 1907, a reporter in Buffalo explained, “football as a box-office proposition has been a failure,” mostly because it “is not sufficiently understood to be fully appreciated.”12 A second explanation advanced by a research team decades later is even more interesting: Early professional football was boring.13 There were a handful of dominant teams and blowouts were common. Without the collegiate spirit to buoy fandom, spectators didn’t have sufficient motivation to show up. And without a mechanism in place to allow for wagering between lopsided sides—the odds system allowed backers of the inferior team to cash in only if that team won outright—the bettors took their money elsewhere.

The failure of professional football in those early years provides further evidence for the theory John Thorn advanced: that gambling, statistics, and publicity are necessary ingredients for the growth of a sport. And with a wave of anti-gambling sentiment sweeping the country, these struggling owners could hardly go all in on professional football being the newest and best way to place a wager. Instead, if you were going to make gambling a fundamental part of your sport, you were going to need a clever disguise to make it work.

There was one waiting in Kentucky.







Chapter 4 The Colonel


Matt Winn was born in Louisville in 1861. His father ran a grocery store; his mother, the household. He had a quiet childhood. “Life was leisurely,” Winn wrote in his autobiography, “and life was lived graciously.”1 His family didn’t have much but it was enough and he remembers “the atmosphere of friendliness and peace and blessed contentment.” In 1875, as Winn told anybody who would listen, his father took him to the first-ever Kentucky Derby at the Louisville Jockey Club (soon to be renamed Churchill Downs). This story would become sacrosanct in the larger Matt Winn mythology, as would the following anecdote that is repeated in every story about the man who would take control of the legendary track in 1902: Matt Winn attended every single Kentucky Derby until his death in 1949.

Matt Winn was also a colonel. Not in a military sense but rather in the sense that somebody from Kentucky decided he was worthy of the title. The designation, handed out by the state’s governor, is supposed to recognize an individual with “strength of character, leadership and dedication to the welfare of others.”2 But all you really need is to be nominated. A newspaper article from 1889 explained that the honor was quite common. If you ran a distillery, had a position in government, or were an official for the railroad, you were probably a colonel. One man became a colonel because he “was a gifted poet.” Another because he was “the greatest business manager on earth.”3 Most colonels didn’t do much with their designation (mostly because there wasn’t much to do with it). But Matt Winn, who became a colonel during his brief stint as Louisville’s Director of Safety, found it to be quite useful.

But first, the backstory. When Winn took control of Churchill Downs in 1902, most of the gambling done at the track was through bookmaking. The system was (and still is) a process by which an individual or a group creates betting odds for an upcoming contest—a horse race or a baseball game or a political election—and offers those odds to interested customers. For instance, if a horse has 3 to 1 odds, the customer can wager $10 for a chance to win an additional $30. The bookmaker, meanwhile, tries to create a “book” (most were literally writing all of this stuff down as it happened) that works in their favor, a collection of odds across all horses or games or events in which they’re likely to come out on top no matter what the outcome. For decades, these bookmakers had been responsible for generating a lot of interest in horse racing. They showed up to races, set the lines, and took bets from attendees.

For the most part, the customer lost. Bookies had way more information, races were frequently rigged, and bettors received terrible odds. One observer summed it up as follows: “That America has tolerated the bookmaker so long surprises me, for the public has had the worst of it for years. It is a wonder, too, that there aren’t more millionaires in the profession, for the present-day bookmaker has more chance to work sure-thing, ace-in-hole deals than any other sure-thing artist in the world.”4

This tolerance would begin to wither around the turn of the century when politicians across the United States began calling for a national moral purification. These officials argued that society had gone off the rails and an ethical correction was needed. Gambling, popular and widespread, was the type of behavior that needed to be purged. Many began calling for the end of bookmaking. Others called for the end of horse racing altogether (and college football, as seen previously). A compromise—ending bookmaking but saving horse racing—seemed like an appropriate path forward.

One potential solution, a new form of betting, had arrived from across the Atlantic Ocean. That it was distinctly a French invention became all the more ingrained in the public consciousness when its inventor, Joseph Oller, was inexplicably given the even-more-French first name “Pierre” in several accounts detailing its origins.5 But there was no Pierre Oller, only Joseph, a Spaniard who moved across the border as a young boy and lived nearly his entire life in France.6 Like Winn, Oller was an entrepreneur and a salesman, and understood basic human nature: Humans liked to be seen and they liked to make money. His inventions reflected this knowledge. Oller would eventually become co-founder of the famous Moulin Rouge in Paris, a social club filled with randy men, scantily clad women, and a giant hollow elephant where attendees could live out their wildest fantasies. The famous venue would eventually make its way to America, first as a Hollywood film and then as a Broadway show. But it was another Oller invention that would make an even bigger mark in the United States.

In the 1860s, Oller began operating wagons that went from track to track allowing people to wager on the outcome of horse races. Participants would purchase a ticket and get randomly paired with a horse. If their steed won, the participant took home the entire pool. As in Saratoga, there could be multiple pools for each race depending on how many people wanted in on the action. While popular, these lotteries were based entirely on luck, which brought legal and logistical limitations. So Oller decided to create a new system called pari-mutuel (roughly translated to “betting among each other”) wagering. This method allowed customers to buy a ticket and choose which horse to support. At the conclusion of the race, those who picked the winning horse would split the money wagered on all the other horses. The most popular pre-race selections would pay out the least (because they’d have the most wagers) and the least popular selections would pay out the most, thus allowing the public to, in essence, set the odds. The person who ran the system would then take a small commission from all the bets, a capped but guaranteed income. In the late nineteenth century, a few American tracks experimented with pari-mutuel wagering, including Churchill Downs. But these experiments sputtered, allowing the bookmaking system to continue.

As for the Kentucky Derby, there are two slightly different versions of what came next. In Matt Winn’s version, a vindictive “political group” caught up in the national purification push gained control of Louisville in 1908 and attempted to ban all gambling at his beloved track.7 Desperate to save Churchill Downs from complete ruin, the colonel and a friend combed through the statute books and found an amendment which specifically allowed for the pari-mutuel system, surprising the government with their plan mere days before the big race. But newspaper articles from as early as January of that year suggest that the government knew of the track’s plan to install pari-mutuel wagering months in advance and seemed okay with it. A long article in The Lexington Herald several weeks before the Derby, in fact, laid out what pari-mutuel betting was, where it came from, and how it would be deployed at Churchill Downs.8 It’s hard to believe, then, that local politicians only heard about the track’s plan to install the pari-mutuel system right before the event (although it does make for a more dramatic story).

The colonel’s recollection of a last-minute threat to the Derby, however, is indeed verified by local reporting. On the day before the race, it seems the mayor of Louisville had an abrupt change of heart, announcing that no betting—bookmaking or pari-mutuel—would be allowed. To ensure cooperation with this new decree, police would be sent to monitor the situation. Winn immediately filed for an injunction, preventing the mayor from acting until the courts could determine the specific legality of Joseph Oller’s system. The injunction was granted, allowing the Derby to proceed. By the following week, a court had upheld the law the mayor had questioned, officially allowing the installation of pari-mutuel betting at Churchill Downs.

Colonel Matt Winn took over from there. In 1910, he offered free admission to the Derby infield, a clever tactic that attracted a lively crowd. The throng of revelers grew so much over the next decade that Winn eventually reversed course and once again charged a fee to get in. The old bait and switch, if you will. In 1913, a longshot named Donerail won the Derby, rewarding anybody who bought a $2 ticket with a record payout of $184.90. That was great publicity. Two years later a female horse named Regret became the first filly to ever win the race. That brought even more buzz. Winn’s smartest tactic, however, was parlaying his previous sales experience to wine and dine sports journalists. An entire chapter of his autobiography is dedicated to these men, with two whole pages consisting of nothing more than Winn listing their names and their corresponding newspapers.9 Deference to these scribes was obvious and effective (remember Thorn’s winning trifecta: gambling, statistics, publicity). The status of the Kentucky Derby rose, the crowds grew, and everybody made some money. Except, of course, for most of the bettors.

Yet the road to widespread adoption of pari-mutuel betting across the country wasn’t easy. Opposition groups were loud and powerful, pushing against what they saw as a pro-gambling agenda. Eventually, the financial issues brought on by the Great Depression in the 1920s and 1930s muffled many of these cries. In desperate need of funds, politicians saw the steady income that pari-mutuel betting could provide and pushed to legalize the activity. They did so strategically, with some hiding the true purpose of their proposed legislation within deceptive titles such as “A Bill to Improve the Breed of Horses,” a nod to the historical significance of horse racing when the sport was seen as a way to weed out genetically inferior lines and improve a country’s cavalry.10 With local coffers bare, many opponents caved. By the time Matt Winn passed away in 1949, pari-mutuel betting had been legalized in dozens of states and Americans were wagering over a billion dollars through the system every year.

Yet why was gambling okay for horse racing and not for other sports? What a great question, thought Edward Clifton Devereux, a PhD student studying sociology at Harvard University. In a wide-ranging dissertation published the same year as Winn’s death, Devereux advanced a fascinating thesis: “Where the public is ambivalent about gambling and is troubled by guilt feelings, elaborate disguises are necessary to make its official acceptance tolerable.”11 Horse racing at its core “recommends itself readily to this kind of subterfuge” and “comes neatly tagged with a parcel of ready-made rationalizations.”12 As opposed to other kinds of gambling, wagering on horses is “disguised under a façade of culturally acceptable contexts; the respectable clientele, the decorum and codes of honor, the interests in sporting and in Thoroughbred horses, together with such extrinsic elements as going to Saratoga or Epsom to take the salts, serve neatly to conceal the conflict with other basic norms within the same culture.”13

And of course horse racing had the Colonel. Not just any colonel but a particularly revered one, more than happy to play along with the whole charade. Matt Winn was Kentucky’s pride and joy, the beloved architect of the Derby, drinking buddy to every sportswriter in the country, and a man whose guiding mantra was “always be polite.”14 Writers described him almost as if he was a caricature: “Born amid the Bourbon breezes and the fragrant scent of the bluegrass country,” his “blue eyes always twinkled merrily and laughter bubbled in his heart.” All of it—the name, the booze, the friends, the prose—contributed to Matt Winn being the ultimate secret weapon, diverting the gaze of the anti-gambling brigade away from the betting and onto him, a “pudgy, cigar-chomping little man.”15 And through this elaborate façade, Winn helped legitimize casual sports gambling in the United States by bringing pari-mutuel betting to what would become the country’s premier race track.







Chapter 5 Turnbull the Terrible


Barring an unforeseen breakthrough in the science of animal cognition, we’ll never know what horses think about humans betting large sums of money on how fast they can run for a short period of time. We’ll also never know if horses would rig a competition—to fake an injury, perhaps, or just subtly stumble down the stretch—if they could get in on the action. But humans? That’s a different story altogether. And at the turn of the century, as gambling boosted the popularity of amateur and professional sports, human athletes must have seen thousands of dollars changing hands based on how many hits they got or how many touchdowns they scored and thought, “Wait a minute, where’s my cut?” In fact, we’ve almost arrived at the most famous sports gambling story in American history, one in which athletes played a starring role. But it’s best to start with another tale, an English appetizer, if nothing more than to show how the motivations of these players weren’t always uniform.

“Listen to the talk of these crowds of onlookers,” noted an English journalist reporting from a football match (soccer, to Americans) in 1887, “and you will learn why they get so excited over the play. There is nothing in the air but bets.”1 This was not a passing fad, either. Similar to what was happening in the United States, the growth of British sports was directly tied to an increase in gambling. While horse racing and boxing drew decent crowds, no sport was more popular to bet on than football. “It would be a great blessing if betting upon the football field could be entirely abolished,” wrote a reporter in 1892, “but the love of gambling seems so deeply rooted in the bosom of a certain section of the community, that the task of heading a crusade against betting in general is one from which the Football Association might well shrink.”2

The government didn’t have such qualms. In 1902, a working group called the Lords’ Committee on Betting was assembled to investigate what many politicians believed was a pertinent national issue. The committee did quick work, releasing their report after only a few months. Here was their main takeaway: “Although the Committee do not look upon betting as a crime in itself, they yet deplore the spread of a practice which, when carried to excess, they consider opposed to the true interests of sport, injurious to the general community, and apt to degenerate into one of the worst and most mischievous forms of gambling.”3

What could be done? A few suggestions were advanced. How about licenses for bookmakers? No, that was logistically complex. And it would probably make betting more popular, anyway. What about the pari-mutuel system, recently adopted in several countries? While it seems to be “a very legitimate form of taxation, and could be utilized for the encouragement of horse-breeding,” the downside was significant. “The evil of adopting this system would, by its encouragement of the gambling instinct, far outweigh any gain that might accrue, and therefore [the committee] cannot recommend it.”4 So no pari-mutuel system (yet). Another idea: Stop fining bookmakers and instead send them straight to jail. The committee considered that penalty stern but fair, at least for the bookmakers who took bets from children.

The debate dragged on and little was accomplished. As negotiations stalled, the clubs on which all this money was being wagered began preparations for the upcoming season. At least one team was in turmoil. With its last place finish the previous year, Manchester City had been relegated to the Second Division. Changes were needed, not the least of which involved some new players. Officials looked to the fertile football fields of Scotland where they found a promising eighteen-year-old named Alexander “Sandy” Turnbull. The oldest male in a fatherless family of seven children, Turnbull had spent the last few years pulling double duty. On weekdays, he worked in a coal mine as his family’s primary breadwinner. But on the weekends, he played football—really good football—for the local club. City saw Turnbull’s talent and offered him a contract. Described as a “frail youth” upon arrival in England, Turnbull soon became a prolific goal scorer. “If there is a better shot in the three countries one would very much like to see him,” wrote one journalist.5 With “Turnbull the Terrible” wreaking havoc, Manchester City started winning matches and moved back up to the First Division. In 1904, the club won their first-ever Football Association Challenge Cup (known today as the FA Cup).

Not that Turnbull was a model employee. Despite his talent, and probably because of it, Turnbull turned out to be prickly on and off the pitch. He got in fights and bickered with club directors. An illegal payment scandal at Manchester City in 1906 led to a transfer crosstown to Manchester United. There, Turnbull teamed up with of one United’s greatest players, Billy Meredith, to form the core of what would become a legendary squad. In February 1910, Turnbull became the answer to a trivia question when he scored the first competitive goal at Manchester United’s Old Trafford, one of the most storied stadiums in the world.

United’s fortunes would fluctuate over the next few years: first place, then thirteenth, then fourth, and then fourteenth. Meanwhile, the country’s attention would shift elsewhere. On August 4, 1914, Britain declared war on Germany. With pressure on players to join the war effort, there was much debate about whether the upcoming football season should even be played. In a nod to national morale, the country landed on a hesitant “yes.” A few weeks later, a new football season began. “Never has a campaign opened under more distressing, appalling circumstances,” wrote a reporter. “The dogs of war are loose. They are running, wildly yelping, over the fair plains of Europe… We proceed to football. We do so not because it is our wish. Can you, I, or anybody find pleasure in football or any other pastime for the matter of that?”6

Pleasureful or not, the most unusual football season in British history went on as scheduled. By April 1915, three teams—Oldham Athletic, Manchester City, and Blackburn Rovers—were tied atop the table. Liverpool, a key protagonist in this story, was comfortably positioned middle-of-the-pack. And Sandy Turnbull’s Manchester United was in peril, second from the bottom and in danger of being sent down to the Second Division. The exact details of what happened next are unknown, but it went something like this.7 With Manchester United and Liverpool set to play an upcoming match on April 2, a group of players from both teams got together and decided that Manchester United was going to beat Liverpool by a score of 2–0. The fix seemingly had two objectives. One, it would help Manchester United avoid relegation at the end of the year. And two, it would allow some of these players to wager on the outcome, thus guaranteeing them a few extra pounds before the sport they played for a living was shut down indefinitely (an announcement that was anticipated by everybody and became official a few weeks later).

At some point, it seems that Sandy Turnbull was asked if he’d like to participate in the scheme. Perhaps he weighed his options. On one hand, not participating in the fix might help protect the integrity of the country’s favorite sport during a time of great national upheaval. A noble cause, for sure. On the other hand, Turnbull had grown up poor, had always been underpaid thanks to a league-mandated cap on wages, and had a wife and four kids to think about. Thousands of people around the country had made money betting on him over the years. And what about the owners? Many of the people who showed up at the matches and paid for a ticket were there to place a bet and potentially win some money on the outcome. That made the people in charge almost gamblers by proxy, no? Wasn’t Turnbull entitled to some of that action? Oh, and one more thing. In the next couple months he might be sent to the frontlines of one of the most brutal wars in history.

The game went exactly as it was meant to go: Manchester United 2, Liverpool 0. It had some strange moments. There were a few curious passes and a suspicious penalty kick attempt. Even the referees wondered if something weird was going on. But how many players were actually involved is unclear. Billy Meredith claimed he wasn’t in on the fix but knew something was amiss because no one passed to him.8 Graham Sharpe, who has written extensively about the game, isn’t so sure, saying it was “difficult to believe” Meredith didn’t play a role of some sort. As for Sandy Turnbull, he never even got into the game and watched the whole match unfold from the sidelines.

Whispers about the fix began almost immediately. Some bookmakers alleged that they had received an unusual number of bets on the score 2–0. That was abnormal. Rumors spread, a commission was appointed, and investigations began. On Christmas Eve 1915, the group determined that “a considerable sum of money changed hands by betting on the match, and that some of the players profited thereby.”9
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