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An astonishing void: official history ignores football. Contemporary history texts fail to mention it, even in passing, in countries where it has been and continues to be a primordial symbol of collective identity.

I play therefore I am: a style of play is a way of being that reveals the unique profile of each community and affirms its right to be different.

Tell me how you play and I will tell you who you are.

Eduardo Galeano

The only thing that has never changed in the history of the game is the shape of the ball.

Denis Law

Introduction: Life and Death, Love and Money
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The ball is round. The game lasts ninety minutes. This much is fact. Everything else is theory.

Sepp Herberger

Some people believe football is a matter of life and death: I am very disappointed with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that.

Bill Shankly

Is there any cultural practice more global than football? Rites of birth, death and marriage are universal, but infinite in their diversity. Football is played by the same rules everywhere. No single world religion can match its geographical scope. Even Christianity, borne on the back of European expansion, is a relatively minor player across Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. The use of English and the vocabularies of science and mathematics must run football close for universality, but they remain the lingua francas of the world’s elites, not of its masses. McDonald’s, MTV? Only the most anodyne products of America’s cultural industries can claim a reach as wide as football’s, and then only for a fleeting moment in those parts of the world that can afford them. Around half the planet watched the 2006 World Cup Final – three billion humans have never done anything simultaneously before.

Football is available to anyone who can make a rag ball and find another pair of feet to pass to. Football has not merely been consumed by the world’s societies, it has been embraced, embedded and then transformed by them. Football is a minority sport only in North America, Australasia and South Asia, where baseball, rugby and cricket are stronger, and even here it is a rising force. Whatever the course of its migration, whatever its geographical origins, whatever the hierarchies of the game, no single country or continent owns football.

Life and death? Can anything be that important? Football has claimed enough innocent victims in its hellish fires, tragic crushes and vicious little knife fights to ask the question. Important enough to be distrusted and banned by the last nervous Ottoman Sultanate, the neurotic demagogues of China’s Cultural Revolution and Iran’s revolutionary theocracy. Important enough that football has either outlasted its oppressors or forced them to relent. For football is driven by love and money, and if anything trumps life and death then they do.

Love of playing the game. Because before the great club colours were chosen and the monumental stadiums were raised and filled, people just played anywhere. They still do. No one knows how many people play football; how could you count them? But FIFA has tried – and their guess is that around a billion people play the game reasonably formally. That’s 50 million referees, balls and pitches and 25 million kilometres of white lines, enough to circle the earth over a thousand times.

Love of watching the game. Because before the pitch was circled with fences and turnstiles, before the earth was circled with television satellites, before giant screens and action replays, people just came to watch. To capture singular moments of brilliance. Ninety minutes of grind and plod for a sly feint, an impish dribble, an unstoppable, rifled shot – and goals, always goals.

Love of following the game. Because the game is not just an art, it’s drama, too. It has great metropolitan and minor provincial theatres, with free-spending and penny-pinching impresarios and their megalomaniac obsessive directors. It has legions of critics and a fantastical rotating cast of angels and devils, geniuses and journeymen, fallen giants and rising stars. It offers the spotlight for individual brilliance while relishing the defiance and heart of collective endeavour. It has staged tragedy and comedy, epic and pantomime, unsophisticated music hall and inaccessible experimental performances. It does imperious triumph, lucky escapes, impossible comebacks and stubborn stalemates. It captures the brilliance of unpredictability, the uncertainty of the human heart and human skill, of improvisation and chance. And those that follow it are not merely the crowd; they are the chorus. Consumers and commentators, spectators and participants, without whom every goal is just a ball in the back of the net, every victory just three points in the bag.

Love of us and hatred of them. Because, before clubs became global brands, before club crests competed with corporate logos, football had become entwined with every conceivable social identity and the social divisions that surely follow them: derby day in Glasgow, Belfast and Dundee pitches Catholic against Protestant; in Calcutta it aligns Hindu Mohun Bagan against Muslim Mohammedan Sporting. In Athens, AEK are the migrant refugees from the Graeco-Turkish war contesting the turf, eighty years later, with the locals of Olympiakos. In Manchester, Turin and Munich, wealthy outsiders and parvenus play off against the authentic heart and soul of the city. In Rio, rich and poor, elite and mass, white and black take to the field alongside Fluminense and Flamengo. In Soviet Moscow, Dinamo play Spartak and the lumbering communist leviathan faces off against its surly public. Through the multiple acts of playing, organizing, watching and following, people have defined and expressed who they think they and their neighbours are.

And all for what? Because football matches do not change social structures. Because no victory, however comprehensive, can shift the real balance of power, or change the actual distribution of wealth and status. It is for the glory. For winning, and winning in style. For winning because you were the best, the quickest, the cleverest. Because, when it came to it on the pitch, when the whistle blew and money, power, status, reputation and history were all sent to the bench, you wanted it more.

But, in the never-ending arms race of competitive sport, glory – even the chance of glory – must be paid for, schemed for, planned for. From the first Lancashire industrialist coughing up for the works team’s boots to Nike’s virtual ownership of the Brazilian national squad, victory has been pursued through the relentless expenditure of hard cash. So relentless that football has not been and cannot be too choosy where it comes from. If money is not the currency of power then other more basic political means will do. Power, authority, threats and violence have acquired squads, built stadiums and ordained results. Football has served the greater glories and fed on the brute power of every imaginable political institution; all to borrow or steal their share of glory.

And yet the historians and the sporting press want to separate what is obviously connected: football and history, sport and politics, the game and money. The historians do so on grounds of causality; the press on grounds of morality. Perhaps the historians are right. Football has not altered the course of history. Football did not kick-start the industrial revolution or build the world’s cities. Football does not start, end or replace wars; it does not make the peace or redraw the borders of the world. But is it not extraordinary that, in an epoch characterized by unprecedented global interconnectedness, the most universal cultural phenomenon in the world is football? Is it not worthy of note that, the moment male urban working classes have had a bit of time and money on their hands, they have chosen, almost everywhere, to play, watch, organize and follow football? Is it wise to recount the history of the modern world without some reference to this? Whether the historians like it or not, football cannot be taken out of the history of the modern world and the history of the modern world is unevenly, erratically but indisputably etched into the history of football.

Much of the sporting press would prefer us not to bring the big bad world into the game at all. Football has its history, its traditions, its turning points, but they are the work of great players, charismatic managers, unrepeatable performances, unquenchable team spirits and the serendipity of interlocking personal histories. History, yes, in the guise of heritage and urban myth, but economics, politics, never. And perhaps the reporters are right. The drama and its outcome cannot be decided by the forces of money and power. Victory should not be bought. Allegiances should not be imposed. Love is not tradable, nor can it be ruled. Yet so often it is. Referees have been bought, linesmen have been corralled and games been thrown. Players, clubs and fans have been exploited, liquidated, mistreated and thrown on the scrap-heap. Across the world, football’s bureaucracies have been run as personal fiefdoms and political campaign machines. Violence, racism and bigotry have constantly staked their place on and off the pitch. So what alternative explanations are there? Sepp Herberger expresses the virtually autistic refusal of the football world to see its own enmeshment with the social institutions and ideas of its day; its resistance to seeing the game explained by anything other than its own internal rules of chance; its meaning and significance restricted to its own protected times and spaces. Herberger lived the firestorm of the rise and fall of the Third Reich as Germany’s national team coach. In his 361 notebooks compiled daily throughout the cataclysm there is not a single reference to anything other than football. But if you flee from theory, conjecture and engagement with power, what are you left with? Are these pathologies simply the work of evil men? Are they the random and unfortunate consequences of a few bad apples, secret coteries and plots?

No, and in this football expresses the Faustian bargain that all modern societies have made with the forces of money and power. For the modern world comes with strings attached. The logic of the market is to price, buy and sell everything. The logic of power is to control, monitor and regulate everything. Can your health be priced? The market will try. Can dignity or loyalty be bought? Money will ask the question.

Football, in its transition from a chaotic folk ritual to a sector of the global entertainment industry, has encountered the same dilemma. In the world of football, glory has the final say. The bottom line for those who follow football is not calculated in money or power, but in victories and pleasures. But spectaculars require backers, the circus must be paid for. Football attracts and must therefore deal with money and power and they will always be looking to buy or take their share of glory; and glory bought or stolen turns to dust.

So, what bargain can be struck with these forces? How will the line be policed? Who will seek to cross it? It is not just the bureaucrats and the moneymen, the cynical professionals and opportunist politicians who must make their deal, but everyone who plays, watches and follows football. We want to see the best professionals play at the highest level, but we cannot bear that their wages might diminish their heart and their hunger. We want to see grace and invention, but we will settle at half-time for a single grubby point. We want pantomime crooks and villains as club owners, but we also want them to obey the health and safety laws. We hate the way the media barons try to buy the game, but we pay our subscriptions anyway. Money and power, capitalism and the state: can’t live with them, can’t live without them. Football, the game the world plays, offers a metaphor for the dilemmas that sit at the very centre of any moral framework or political programme that takes the reformation rather than the abolition of modernity as its starting point.

No history of the modern world is complete without an account of football. No history of football can begin to disclose its meaning or describe its course without shadowing the economic, political and social histories of modern societies. The Ball is Round is my attempt to write the history of how humanity has played and watched and followed football; the stories of players and managers, fans and owners, clubs and national teams. It is a chronicle of who has won and lost, of how and why. Because if the currency is glory, it matters who scored, and when they scored and how they scored, who they beat and how they celebrated. But this book is also a history of states and markets, money and power. Above all, it is a history of how all these forces have interacted. A history which attempts to locate where the line between the realm of glory and the realm of power has been crossed, that celebrates the love of the game, but knows that it can be bought.


PART ONE

Ancients and Moderns:

Football and the Invention of Modern Sport, from the Beginning to 1914

1

Chasing Shadows: The Prehistory of Football
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Football is as old as the world… People have always played some form of football, from its very basic form of kicking a ball around to the game it is today.

Sepp Blatter, FIFA President

I

Is it? Have we? Let us forgive the President of FIFA his hyperbole, let us not take him at his word. Football, at the very least, requires feet. The emergence of bipedal hominids, whose feet and hands are sufficiently differentiated that they can trap and kick or catch and throw rather than paw, pad or shove, can be dated to around 2 million years ago. The world is somewhat older. And the ball? Let us forgive Blatter his carelessness with the archaeological record, for there is no evidence of any human manufactured sphere that could be kicked before 2000 BCE. Perhaps those stitched ancient Egyptian balls were kicked, but the hieroglyphic and mural evidence only shows throwing. No doubt, people have been kicking fruit and gourds for longer, rocks and pebbles at a pinch, skulls perhaps and any manner of the roughly spherical objects that the world throws up. Of course they have, it is an irresistible act; to spy the object, to imagine its future trajectory, to shape and balance one’s body and then to take a mighty swing. Better still there comes the delicious moment of impact and the always extraordinary sensation of energy and motion passing from one’s leg to the inanimate object. It soars into the air. It scuds across the ground. It finds its target or perhaps it bounces, tumbling, spinning on an unimagined course. This is not football. This is play. It has no rules and no obvious purpose. It is not a contest or a trial. It contains no strategy or tactics. Yes, it is pleasure and wonder and experiment, but if this is football, then peek-a-boo is drama. This is not to say that football is not a form of playing, or that even in its most modern, structured, commercialized forms that it does not draw upon the same spirit of play that animates a Neolithic rock-kicker. But football is the game modernity plays and the gulf between the modern world and prehistory, between sport and play, is so vast, so punctured by profound transformations in the organization of human life, that to declare an unbroken lineage between the two is to embrace an historical perspective only to render it utterly vacuous.

Undaunted, Mr Blatter has had another stab at constructing football’s prehistory. He chose to make his intervention in the debate in a speech at the Beijing Football Expo 2004, an international bazaar devised to bring together the sporting-industrial complex of companies that create the game’s elaborate infrastructure and the global and national bureaucrats and officials that run it. Blatter said, ‘We honour the Chinese people for their country’s role as the cradle of the earliest forms of football, having firmly planted the roots of our sport and helping set the course for it to grow into the beautiful game it is today.’1 A statement which received a chorus of coordinated support from the Chinese Sports Ministry and the Asian Football Confederation. Blatter is at least on firmer ground here than on his excursion into the prehistory of play. Certainly, the China created and ruled by the Han dynasty (206 BCE – 221 CE) widely played a game called cuju, simply translated as kick-ball. The technological and social precocity of ancient China is not in doubt; the Chinese invented a lot of things first. The emergence of settled societies, cities and social hierarchies provided the framework in which spontaneous play could be organized into rule-bound contests, and China came to all of these things early. In the initial attempts by nationalist historians of the 1920s and 1930s to write a Chinese history of sport these truths were applied to football.2 Claims based on stories of the cuju-playing Yellow Emperor dated his political and sporting career as early as the third millennium BCE. The claims however were an attempt to give historical foundation to mythology, relying on legendary epics written just before the emergence of the great Han dynasty in the second century BCE. It seems most likely that cuju, although played in the era of the Warring States (in the third and fourth centuries BCE), was first formalized as an organized sport under the Han. The game was played with a stitched leather ball stuffed with fur or feathers, though some accounts suggest hemp. There were two teams on a marked pitch with goals at the two ends. It appears handling and rough tackling were allowed, but kicking was an important form of propulsion. In some accounts the goal was moon- or crescent-shaped, in others it was described as a hole in a silk sheet hung between bamboo posts. The game was clearly popular among the Royal Household – Emperor Wu Di has been described as both enthusiast and expert. But the game’s home was most likely to have been in the army where it became an element of both training and recreation; some suggest that it warded off the leg numbness suffered by cavalry after a long ride.

Under the subsequent imperial dynasties – the Tang (618 – 907 CE) and the Song (960 – 1279 CE) – the game continued to be played but its form changed. The ball itself was transformed as players adopted the more technologically advanced but less physically robust hollow ball. It was easier to control, but less suited to combative mêlée. It may be that the new ball was only accessible to the rich, which would help explain the linguistic and formal separation of the common or popular game Bai Da and the courtly game Zhu Qiu. Bai Da was closer to the original Han version of cuju. Although details of the rules are not certain, in Zhu Qiu physical contest and direct confrontation appear to have been lost and a more stylized format adopted. Two goals merged into one. The ball was first passed among the players of one team until it was received by a designated player who alone could attempt to shoot at a target. Whether they scored or not, if the shooting side could keep the ball in the air afterwards they would retain possession and have another go at shooting. If the ball touched the ground the shooting initiative passed to the other side. The game was certainly ubiquitous enough for it to appear in Tales of the Water Margin, one of the four classics of Chinese literature. The tales feature a court official named Gao Qiu whose senior position in the imperial bureaucracy was won by his prodigious cuju skills. But cuju did not outlive its Tang and Song patrons. With their decline and the rise of the Ming dynasty (1368 – 1644 CE) that replaced them, cuju disappears.

Like many other Chinese innovations, the ball game appears to have spread along the tracks of imperial expansion and the networks of long-distance trade routes, land and marine, that radiated out from the Middle Kingdom. In the Malay Peninsula, for example, a cross between football and volleyball called Sepak Raga was played with a light rattan ball. It has recently been formalized and modernized as Sepak Takraw – a compromise between the Malay word for kick and the Thai word for ball – but its roots are at least four hundred years old and derive from its Chinese counterpart. Medieval Japan played kemari. Although Japanese nationalist historians have insisted on its indigenous origin as far back as the sixth century BCE, the earliest documented writing on the game dates from the twelfth century.3 The form of the game is clearly related to the courtly version of cuju that the Song had been playing half a millennium before this. In the hands of the Japanese nobility the game became even more stylized than in China. Kemari was also known as ‘standing among the trees’. The playing space was a six-or seven-metre dirt square demarcated by four trees placed at its corners. These could be cherry, willow or maple but pine trees were considered to have the highest status. Eight players would take the field, standing in pairs on either side of the trees. The ball was hollow, light and made of deerskin, often coated white with albumen or dyed yellow by smoke from a pine needle fire. The courtiers with the highest social status would kick-off and the players would simply try and keep the ball in the air as long as possible and used the trees to bounce it off, their branches pruned and trained to provide a path back on to the court for the ball. If a formal count of successful kicks and passes was being carried out, the official responsible could award extra kicks for particularly impressive or stylish plays. Individuals were admired for their ball skills, but also their attention to the etiquette and traditions of the game. A day’s kemari was best ended by a single high kick from the most senior player gracefully caught in the folds of his kimono.

Kemari became an important pastime amongst the Japanese elite in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The first masters of the game appeared, wrote down the rules and displayed unheard-of levels of excellence. Retired and active emperors Goshirakawa and Gotoba became noted enthusiasts and participants. Distinct schools or houses of kemari emerged with their own take on training, technique and rules. Gotoba himself first set down the sartorial regulations covering the game, specifying the colour and pattern of playing socks according to social rank and kemari skill. The game continued to be represented in Japanese art and literature throughout the Tokagowa Shogunate and into the nineteenth century. But while kemari proved longer lived than cuju it was no more able to capture the imagination of a modernizing society. Within a few years of the Meiji Restoration (1868) and Japan’s headlong drive for industrialization kemari had shrunk to a minority pastime of a minority social caste of aristocrats reduced to lobbying the emperor and government to preserve this fragment of the country’s feudal past. Although some imperial patronage was dispensed the game was virtually extinguished by the end of the Second World War.

So are cuju and its descendants the ancestors of football as Mr Blatter and the Chinese sports bureaucracies claim? What really marks these sports out in the ancient history of ball games was that they were primarily, though probably not exclusively, kicking games. Yet this preference for the foot over the hand or any other part of the body to propel the ball does not make cuju or kemari unique or even the most venerable. Among the Aboriginal Australians of what is now Victoria State, Marn Gook has been played for millennia. Accounts written by white Australians in the 1840s suggest that it was predominantly a kicking game. The Pacific Islands societies of Polynesia and Micronesia had their own indigenous kicking games with balls made from wrapped Pandanus leaves. Native Americans played many large-scale team ball games and showed a general disinclination to use their hands, preferring bats and feet. William Strachey, the first colonial governor of Virginia, described one game as:

a kynd of exercise that have often amongst them much like that which boyes call bandy in English and may be aunceynt game. They have the exercise of Footeball, in which yet they only forceibly encounter with the foote to carry the Balle the one from the other, and spurne it to the goale with a kind of dexterity and swift footmanshippe, which is the honour of it.4

Does that make these games and cultures the ancestors of football? Marn Gook is likely to be as old as and probably older than cuju. The Native Americans continued to play their games of football long after the Ming had abandoned theirs. They also continued to play the ball horizontally, passing it towards a goal. While early forms of cuju appear to take this form, its refined courtly versions as well as kemari play the ball upwards. The switch from the horizontal to the vertical as the main axis of movement was perfectly in tune with the shifting culture of the times. Late medieval China and Japan closed their doors to the world until Americans and Europeans forced them to open them again in the nineteenth century. Expansive territorial imperatives were abandoned for the delicate maintenance of vertical hierarchy. The price of over three hundred years of glorious internal order was social, military and technological inferiority; and that is why whatever the similarities of Han cuju or Marn Gook to football, neither can claim its origins.

What has ultimately determined which game modernity plays is not who played a kicking game earliest, nor even who kept the ball on the ground for longest, but who played the game at the moment of modernization. Perhaps, in an alternative history, in which China or Japan had industrialized before or alongside Europe, a sizeable portion of the world, at least in Asia and the Pacific, would be playing an alternative football code of their own. But they did not. The pallid remnants of cuju and kemari were, like the elites that still played them, swept aside by the whirlwind of East Asia’s encounter with modernity.

II

The Chinese Tang imperial household may have dabbled in cuju but they revelled in polo. Roman senators might have warmed up in the gym with a game of catch but the slaughter at the Coliseum was the centre of their sporting world. Competitive ball games are present in nearly all the cultures of the ancient world, but only in Mesoamerica did the ball game take centre stage. In this respect the sporting universe of the modern world is closer to that of the cultures that lived in what is now Mexico, Guatemala, Belize and Honduras; the ball game was the only game. For 3,000 years, between the emergence of the Olmecs in Central Mexico and the fall of the Aztecs to the Spanish conquistadors in 1521, every society in Mesoamerica, every settlement from the great city of Teotihulucan to the scattered village compounds of the Gulf of Mexico played the game. The material archaeological record left behind cannot quite match the singular splendour of the Coliseum or Olympia but its breadth is unparalleled. Over 1,500 ball courts have been unearthed, from tiny plain rectangular troughs in small villages and ancient hilltop towns to the vast and elaborate stepped constructions of the great Mayan city of Chichen Itza. Many more must have been lost to the jungle or were destroyed by the Spanish occupation. In addition, the ruined ball courts and ransacked tombs have yielded an extraordinary trove of ceramic figurines, glyphs, carvings, reliefs and statues that depict the game and its rituals.5

The mythological record is even stronger. The Popul Vuh is the defining written document of the Qiche Mayan cultures that ruled over southern Mexico, Belize and Guatemala from around 800 to 1400 CE. It consists of three parts. The first is the story of creation. The third is a dynastic history of the Mayan nobility. At the heart of the text, sandwiched between the two, is an account of the creation of the sun and the moon and with it all the dualities around which Mesoamerican life was organized: light and dark, day and night, good and evil, life and death. Its chief protagonists are the hero twins Hunahpu and Xbalanque. The twin’s forefathers were the brothers Hun Hunahpu and Vucub Hunahpu. Both were ball players of considerable repute whose noisy game disturbed the gods of the underworld. The Dark Lords of Xibalba opened a portal on to the brothers’ court and tricked them into entering their realm. There they challenged them to a game. The mortals lost and were immediately sacrificed, their bodies buried in the subterranean court and the head of Hun Hunahpu humiliatingly displayed on a calabash tree. When the goddess Xquic passed the tree Hun Hunahpu’s dismembered head spat in her hand. The goddess was impregnated and when her pregnancy was discovered by the Xibalba lords she was banished to the upper world. Here she gave birth to the hero twins. The demi-god brothers proved to be divine ball players and once they reached adulthood were summoned to the underworld for the second leg of this intergenerational encounter. On and off the court the twins proved a match for their immortal foes and escaped back to earth with their father and uncle’s bodies, exhumed from the diabolical ball court. The corpses were placed in the sky to become the sun and the moon.

It is worth pausing for a moment to reflect on this. These are not ancillary elements of Mesoamerican culture, a mere addendum to their central myths and narratives; they are at the core of their whole structure of belief. How can it be that a ball game provided the physical and symbolic fulcrum of an entire continental culture? We could ask a similar if secularized question of our own world. What appeared to strike the Spanish most of all on seeing the game for the first time was the ball and how it moved. Columbus brought examples back to the Spanish court for investigation. Royal chronicler Pedro Mártir de Anglería was flummoxed: ‘I don’t understand how when the balls hit the ground they are sent into the air with such incredible bounce.’6

Mesoamerica alone had balls that bounced, because it alone had rubber. Today rubber can be found all over the tropics but prior to the conquest it was indigenous to the forests of Mesoamerica. But rubber plants are not enough alone to make the ball. In the earliest settled communities of the second millennium somebody had to have the wit and the luck to mix the latex juice of the plant with the roots of the morning glory flower. What they got was a botanical form of vulcanization that created a solidified, elastic, jumping ball. When all you have known are pebbles and squashes, who wouldn’t want to play with that? The playful energies of these ancient Mesoamericans must have been so intensely stimulated, so unreservedly released by the quicksilver bounce of the rubber ball that the game itself became sacred; a portal into the world of magical energies.

Archaeological fragments suggest that ball manufacture had begun as early as 1500 BCE, but it was around 1200 BCE that the expanding Olmec Empire, with its emergent cities, public architecture and hierarchical religious and political institutions, provided the context in which the rubber ball and the insatiable desire to play with it could be framed by settled rules to create a contested team game. The Olmec version of the ball game contained all of its lasting characteristics. The courts the game was played on were invariably part of a larger public space or temple complex. They were either rectangular or a capital I-shaped, flanked by high sloping whitewashed walls and often richly decorated with brightly coloured murals. The very biggest complexes would have further levels of stepped stone serving as seating for a considerable audience. The rubber ball, varying in size between a large softball and a small basketball, moved back and forth across a central line between two competitors or two teams. From the protective clothing worn by players in sculpture and pictures, it seems that the ball was struck with some combination of forearms, shins, shoulders, buttocks and hips. The heavy speeding ball would have been dangerous and difficult to control with the head or bare feet. The aim appears to have been akin to modern volleyball: to keep the ball aloft in one’s own half or restrict it to a limited number of bounces before returning it to one’s opponents.

The precise form and meanings of the ball game changed over the next 3,000 years. In the smaller cities of Pacific Mexican civilization, at their height around the second century BCE, the game was played at village level in modest courts. In the city-state of Teotihulucan three centuries later, the game was restricted to the elite who played with bats and sticks. Among the Maya the game’s ritual and religious dimension peaked, while the greatest enthusiasts for just playing were probably the civilizations of Vera Cruz on the Caribbean coast whose urban ruins are studded with simple ball courts. The game even spread east to the island societies of what is now Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, and to the north it was taken up by the Hohokum Indian cultures of Arizona. The Aztecs, who knew the game as Tchatali, added decorated stone rings to the side of a court, and awarded the game to those who could send the ball through them.

The geographical spread of the ball game was matched by its social depth. From its inception the game was entwined with other features of Mesoamerican life. The sheer number of courts and ubiquity of objects indicated that the game was played informally by commoners as well as ritually by the elite. Aztec and Mayan records even point to the emergence of highly skilled players from the lower classes competing with nobles. The meaning of the game was tied to the complex systems of astronomy and calendrical time around which these societies were organized. The patron deity of the Aztec game was Xolotl who appeared in the night sky as Venus, and players appear in murals as representatives of other cosmic bodies. Statuettes and carvings show that the game was often accompanied or preceded by dramatic performances, and that gambling was rife. A number of Mesoamerican cultures record accounts of the nobility wagering their land and their tributary authority on the outcome of a game. Sometimes a substitute for war, the game could also provide its denouement as defeated opponents first played the game before being sacrificed – their heads cut off or their hearts torn out.

When the Spanish arrived they were amazed and appalled by the ball game. In 1528 Hernando Cortés was sufficiently intrigued to take ball players and equipment back to the court of King Charles V of Spain, where his captive athletes performed for the Castilian nobility. But the devil was in the ball, its capricious flight diabolical, its intrinsic rhythms pagan. The Spanish suppressed the game. They needn’t have bothered: the introduction of Eurasian diseases into the continent, the enslavement of much of the population and the forced Christianization of those that survived were easily enough to destroy the societies and beliefs that sustained the ball game. All that is left are shadows; the odd, the quaint, the rural and the regional. For example, in the far north-western Mexican state of Sinaloa variants of the ball game – called Ulama – survive. Here the unpaved dirt streets provided the court for the rough rubber balls still hand-made by the players; broken Aztec words furnish its specialized language.

Modern football is now the game at the centre of the region’s culture. The World Cup has been played out twice in a stadium called Azteca, on a site just a few miles south of the great Aztec capital Tenochtitlan. There, beneath the foundations of the Metropolitan Cathedral of Mexico City, lie the remains of its great ball courts. It is a cruel accident of global history that football’s twentieth-century triumph in Mesoamerica was predicated on the epidemiological slaughter and cultural eradication performed by the Spanish conquest that preceded it.

III

The European civilization that eventually outpaced and dominated the societies of Asia, Africa and the Americas was an amalgam. It was forged from the remains of the Roman Empire and the Hellenistic culture that it had conquered and appropriated. Rome was in turn conquered from within by the new monotheism – Christianity – and from without by the invading nomads of the Eurasian steppes who arrived in the fifth century. Their fusion generated the fragmented, warring feudal Christendom of medieval Europe. None of these elements in the European mix can claim a significant ball-playing culture.

Classical Antiquity did not lack ball games, but they had little or no status.7 In The Odyssey, Homer’s description of Odysseus’ encounter with the Phoenicians tells us that the Minoan cultures of the first millennium BCE knew the ball. The shipwrecked hero was woken by the excited shrieks of naked royal serving-girls playing catch ball while their clothes dried in the sun. In The Iliad, Homer’s description of the funereal games held after the death of the Athenian warrior Patroclus includes athletics, archery, wrestling and chariot racing, but in this esteemed sporting and social company ball games do not merit a single mention. No laurel wreath was ever awarded at Olympia for any ball game of any kind, nor at the Greeks’ other sacred sporting gatherings.

Rome’s relationship with the ball was not dissimilar though if anything the Romans were more enthusiastic ball players than the Greeks. They had specially constructed indoor ball courts called Sphaerista for Expulsum Ludere, a competitive game not entirely unlike modern handball. Like the Greeks there were plenty of ball games based around circles, catching, throwing, feigning and dodging. Adults and children played Sky-ball, Pila and Trigon. Other games were played outdoors on playing fields or Palaestra, especially Harpastum. Like the Greek games it was based upon – Episkyros and Phaininda – the rules of Harpastum remain hazy but it appears to be something akin to rugby with kicking, catching and physical contact the order of the day. In one of the best accounts of the game to have survived, Athenaeus writes, ‘He seized the ball and passed it on to a teammate while dodging another and laughing. He pushed it out of the way of another. Another fellow player he raised to his feet. All the while the crowd resounded with shouts of out of bounds. Too far. Right behind him. Over his head, on the ground, up in the air, too short, pass it back in the scrum.’8 Like cuju in Han China, Harpastum seems to have been most popular in the army and may have formed an element of formal military training. But as a spectator sport or a game of social significance it was nowhere.

Harpastum could not be found at the Coliseum, where the Romans had built the single most important and impressive sporting architecture of the ancient world: a five-storey, 50,000-seat stadium that would aesthetically and practically remain superior to every other sports stadium until the twentieth century. Rome had mass, urban sporting spectacle that had no parallel, but in that spectacle there was no place for ball games. For the lumpenproletariat of the city and the senatorial class alike the preference was for real blood and guts. At the Circus Maximus, they crowded in to watch chariot racing, but this often proved as macabre and bloody as the staged fights down the road. The desperation of Rome’s proletariat can be measured by the coarseness of its pleasures, the cynicism and manipulativeness of its ruling class by the baroque scale of the circus they created to sate them. In this important sense Rome’s sporting culture is closer to the modern era than that of the ancient Far East or Mesoamerica. Rome had the crowd and the impresario. Of course, cuju, kemari and the Mesoamerican game had their audience, but it is a qualitative rather than just a quantitative shift to move from a few hundred cheering round the edge of a field or ball court to 50,000 encased in a cauldron. It is one thing to gather a refined selection of the local elite around a Zen Garden; it is quite another to sweep up every level of a deeply divided urban colossus and throw them together in an atmosphere of intimidation and contest. At the Circus Maximus, Rome even created the first secular sporting derby in which the blue and green chariot teams and their supporters faced off on the track, in the stands, and sometimes on the street or on the floor of the Senate. Rome’s sporting legacy and tastes were lost. The intensity and scale of Rome’s secular spectacle would only be recovered when societies evolved that could build and sustain cities of equal magnitude. It would be a long wait.

Of the barbarian invaders we know little. Whatever sporting practices the Visigoths and Vandals may have brought with them from the steppes were soon subsumed and lost, like the rest of their cultures, beneath the vast edifice of Christianity that their kings embraced. The dominant sporting cultures and practices of medieval Christendom that these invasions produced were not amicable to ball games. In short, knights don’t play kickabouts, they fight wars. The feudal ruling classes of the era were more wholly militarized than the nobility of either Mesoamerica or the Far East. Europe’s aristocracies were dependent on the use of organized violence for their social status, political power and economic wellbeing. The most powerful technology of war was the mounted, armoured knight and such force could not be conjured from a rural peasant levy or standing army; it had to be provided directly by the nobility itself. There was no time, no utility and no glamour in such trite pastimes as ball games; the joust, the hunt and the tournament were the only sports fit for a mounted warrior caste.

Yet despite this paucity of ball games in the European cultural mix, this is where modern football did emerge. Unlike the development of basketball or volleyball – which are games completely invented anew as exercises in modern sporting rationality – football in the far northwestern corners of the continent did have traditional roots and practices to draw upon. These practices had survived despite their subservience to the games of aristocrats and their irrelevance to the tasks of warriors. They survived because the societies that incubated these games had themselves maintained a degree of independence and autonomy from medieval Europe’s mainstream. They had eluded the control of Rome even at its height, absorbed Christianity without losing their pre-Christian festivities and retained networks of kinship and tribal authority that could challenge the feudal hierarchies of the medieval world. These were the Celtic cultures and societies of the Western Fringe.

IV

On the western edge of the European peninsula, Celtic-speaking cultures preserved a degree of autonomy and separateness throughout the medieval era. All appear to have played large-scale and often riotous ball games in large open spaces with innumerable participants divided into two teams trying to get the ball to a particular place with few formalities or restrictions. Often the games were played between two parishes or villages, the ball carried across the open fields between them. Alternatively a village could be divided by geography, or age, or between married men and bachelors in a game linked to courting rituals or Shrove Tuesday and saints’ days. In Ireland the game was well known. In 1527 the Statutes of Galway referred to it by its English name stating that people should not play ‘the hurlings of the littll ball with hockie sticks or staves nor use no hands ball to play without the walls but only the great footballe’, while poets of the seventeenth and eighteenth century describe games in the Boyen Valley, Country Kildare and County Kerry.9 A game called La Soule was played in Brittany but also further east in Normandy and Picardy and like its Irish counterpart was subject to repeated bans by ecclesiastical and secular authorities. In Cornwall the game was know as Hurling and on the Pembrokeshire peninsula in south Wales they played Knappen. In the Orkney Islands, Kirkwall hosted the Ba game between the uppies and downies of the town. The game was formalized and revived in 1850 but can claim a much older ancestry. Similar games were played in Perth, Jedburgh and Duns Castle in Berwickshire.

The only example of a team ball game of similar qualities played outside of the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon areas is Calcio – played in medieval and early modern Florence until its disappearance, possibly its banning, in the mid-eighteenth century. Today it survives as a tourist and civic spectacular, revived by the fascists in 1930 and played annually in the central squares of Florence in medieval pantaloons with accompanying gunfire. Legend claims that the game was played in 1530 while the city was under siege from the Medici, and that the aristocracy of the city liked to take the field on feast days, saints’ days and Epiphany. The rules were first published in 1580 by Giovanni Bardi. Unlike the Celtic ball games there does not appear to be a rural or folk version that the urban aristocracy civilized – it was and is a purely urban phenomenon; and it was played, according to one English observer in the seventeenth century, with the same attention to rules of courtly procedure and etiquette.

As well as sharing linguistic and sporting ties, what all of these Celtic societies shared was an antipathy towards long conflict with their nearest expansive imperial neighbours – England and the English. Brittany would elude the English Plantagenet kings only to be subsumed by the expanding French monarchy. Wales, Ireland and Scotland were all subject to repeated incursions and colonial settlement. Political independence was eroded, as the English crown established its hegemony over the British Isles.

While the Angles, Saxons and Normans that made up much of the English mix may have had their own ball games, it seems as likely that they learned them in the course of their long struggles with their Celtic neighbours. By the early medieval era football was sufficiently commonplace as both a village occasion and an urban pastime that edicts were issued in the names of Edward II, Henry V, Edward IV, Henry VII and Henry VIII which sought to ban, control or restrict it. It was certainly violent enough for deaths and injuries to be recorded.

On some occasions the justification was one of public order. A law proclaimed in the name of Edward II in 1314 decried ‘a great uproar in the city, through certain tumults arising from great footballs in the fields of the public, from which many evils may arise’.10 An observer described its rural version as a game ‘in which young men, in country sport, propel a huge ball not by throwing it into the air, but by striking and rolling it along the ground, and that not with their hands but with their feet. A game I say abominable enough, and in my judgment at least, more common, undignified, and worthless than any other kind of game, rarely ending but with some loss, accident or disadvantage to the players themselves.’11 In other legal documents the need for the populace to focus on archery was the rationale for controlling the game. A statute of Edward IV from 1477 reads, ‘No person shall practise any unlawful games such as dice, quoits, football and such games, but that every strong and able-bodied person shall practise with the bow for the reason that the national defence depends upon such bowmen.’12 Court records show that individuals were fined and punished for playing the game. Provincial towns like Halifax, Leicester, Manchester and Liverpool banned the game at some point between 1450 and 1650. Yet for all the evident disapproval and repeated attempts to control it, football was an indelible feature of both rural and urban life for the lower orders. Even the determined efforts of the Puritan Commonwealth to purge Merrie England of its insufferable attraction to games and gaming failed. In the early years of the Restoration Charles II and his court dabbled in football.

By the eighteenth century all these quirky ball games were just a small element of the broader sporting culture that was emerging. Hunting and field sport still reigned supreme among the landed elites. Early forms of cricket, tennis and golf proved more attractive to their more pacific members. Horse racing and boxing were the preferred sports of the gambler from all social classes. All were played alongside the rise and remaking of a global imperial ruling class and in the furnace of the world’s first industrial revolution. It was the chance encounter of those immense historical forces with the surviving rough Anglo-Celtic mêlées of the eighteenth century that created modern football. It would embrace the kicking spirit of the Far East and the Pacific, it would assume a secular cultural importance that parallels the Mesoamerican ball game, and it would revive the memory of Rome’s urban furnace and the repertoire of bread and circuses. But it was only in the short-lived association of the game with aristocratic Corinthian amateurism that football would develop with conscious reference to or knowledge of Antiquity. The rest was confined to the shadows by the course of global history. The sphere is as old as the world. Kicking is as old as humanity. The Ancients knew the ball, but football is born of modernity.
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The Simplest Game: Britain and the Invention of Modern Football

The game was formerly much in vogue among the common people, though of late years it seems to have fallen into disrepute and is but little practised.

Joseph Strutt, 1801

Any lower boy in this house who does not play football once a day and twice on a half holiday will be fined half a crown and kicked.

Notice at Eton College, mid-nineteenth century

[image: Images]

I

Joseph Strutt, author of the incomparable survey of England’s sporting cultures in the late Georgian era, Sports and Pastimes of the People of England, would have been astonished to discover that a mere half century after he had noted the virtual disappearance of football it should have come to dominate the curriculum of the most prestigious and powerful public school in the land. It would surely have been beyond even the wildest reaches of Strutt’s imagination to conceive that a century after he had casually written the obituary of traditional football it had in its modernized form become the national game of England and Scotland and was well on its way to becoming the single most popular global sport of the twentieth century. The very idea of a national game would have appeared odd to Strutt, for in 1801 almost no game or pastime could boast genuine national coverage or a single codified set of agreed rules. Rules, such as they were, were tied to context, unstably enshrined in unwritten traditions. Nor had any sense of emergent national identity been tied to something as seemingly marginal and trivial as the playing of games. But then many other aspects of the future were as yet unclear. It was by no means obvious to contemporary observers that by mid-century Britain would, without question, be the dominant global power or that it would possess an unrivalled empire and have assumed the leading edge of economic and technological development. In 1801 Britain was embroiled in the long Napoleonic wars and was uncertain of final victory. The empire, after the recent loss of the United States, did not look unassailable and the slow-burning fuse of industrialization, ignited by tiny pockets of mid-eighteenth-century development, had yet to explode into a juggernaut of sustained economic growth and urbanization.

Even if these social preconditions for football’s growth in Britain and its eventual global spread had been apparent it was by no means certain that football would be the sport that Britain’s elites would lionize. The organizational energies of the nation’s aristocracy, which would reinvent and rationalize football as part of a wider and deeper commitment to games and sport, were otherwise engaged. Indeed a survey of the leading sports of the era suggests that the early processes of professionalization, agreed rules and a centralized organization – which were infrastructural preconditions of the emergence of modern football as the dominant national and global sport – were beginning in the worlds of boxing, rowing, horse racing and cricket.

In the early nineteenth century boxing was run by a network of pugilistic aristocrats and London publicans. This cross-class sporting alliance began life in the early eighteenth century in fights centred on Figg’s Emporium in London where written rules were first agreed and nationally open competitions established. Jack Broughton, the leading prizefighter and then promoter of the age, devised these rules in 1743 in a format that was to last until the last official prize fight in Britain was held in 1860. The Duke of Cumberland was a big backer of Broughton, wagering £10,000 on his man in a bout fought in 1750. These patron – client relationships and the significant prize money to be won in the many fights held created a small but unmistakably professional caste of boxers from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. More than just giving money, the aristocracy occasionally took to the ring themselves and provided safe haven for the sport away from the prying eyes of the law. The estates of the Duke of York and the Prince of Wales served as venues in the 1780s with both supposed to have made boxing bets as large as £40,000 a time.

The aristocracy’s love of gambling supplied the financial underpinning of both horse racing and rowing. Horse racing, in particular, had moved from informal, local and irregular contests between members of the gentry and aristocracy over open fields to a very highly organized sport. The arrival of thoroughbred Arabian bloodstock in the early eighteenth century provided both a different calibre of horse and a huge incentive for monitored, selective breeding and record keeping. Permanent race courses were built across the country, and the first classic races were run, establishing a hierarchy of competition and a truly national focus for the sport. A regular racing calendar followed and then the Jockey Club was founded in 1752 to regulate the sport. Rowing races had an equally long pedigree. The many boatmen plying their trade on the country’s major navigable rivers provided a ready-made pool of sporting talent. Annual challenge races, major regattas, and huge crowds hugging the banks of the Tyne and the Thames were regular features of urban sporting life in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. But the most formalized sport of all was undoubtedly cricket. The game had been played in something at least recognizable to the modern eye since the Restoration of the late seventeenth century. Once again rural landowners’ insatiable thirst for gambling was the catalyst for organized games and the nobility themselves were not above participating. The Duke of Richmond founded one of the first cricket clubs in 1727 and a thriving cricket-club culture was established in both the country and the city.

If football was being marginalized from above by a sporting aristocracy that preferred racing, fighting and cricket, it was also being squeezed from below by the persistent campaign against traditional sports and pastimes. In part, this movement drew on a gloomy Puritan heritage that equated play with impiety and used a fierce Sabbatarianism to articulate its disapproval for popular pleasure. However, traditional theology was then mixed with new arguments. The medieval church’s interpretation of the relationship between humanity and the natural world, in which the former wielded unwavering sovereignty over the latter, was no longer tenable. And though humanity might remain the senior partners in creation, there was a tangible distaste among these new social forces for the brutish cruelty of older peasant and aristocratic pleasures. For the Methodists, other non-conformists and urban professionals who articulated these arguments, the abiding concern was with the cruel animal sports of cockfighting and bear-baiting. Together, they created the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in 1825 and being among the first to benefit politically from the narrow expansion of the franchise in the 1832 Reform Act they used their new-found parliamentary power to push through the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act in 1835. From this milieu the emergence of a broader critique of the social disorder, personal danger and unregulated violence of traditional sports, like football, was inevitable. The new class of industrialists and business people were dismayed by the game’s impact on both property and labour discipline. Shopkeepers on the council of Kingston-upon-Thames lamented, ‘It is not a trifling consideration that suspension of business for nearly two days should be created to the inhabitant for the mere gratification of a sport at once so useless and barbarous.’1 Derbyshire Council cast the game in these terms: ‘the assembly of a lawless rabble, suspending business to the loss of the industrious, creating terror and alarm to the peaceable, committing violence on the person and damage to the properties of the defenceless poor’.2 The new business class found unlikely allies in the radical artisans of the era. This early aristocracy of labour attempted to put a considerable social distance between itself, the desperate rural proletariat and the new urban underclass that was emerging in late Georgian Britain. Thus the radical artisans of Derby could, with some contempt, describe the Ashbourne Shrovetide game as ‘barbarous recklessness and supreme folly’.3

A reliance on the records of legal cases overemphasizes those games of football that were subject to ban or control rather than those that carried on as normal. Even so the trend appears clear: informal and traditional forms of football were on the decline. The 1835 Highways Act explicitly permitted the banning of street football in urban areas, and its provisions were used to that effect. Simultaneously the traditional Shrovetide games of football were being closed down across Middlesex and Surrey. In the 1840s and 1850s games were eradicated in Kingston-upon-Thames, Richmond and Hampton Wick. The rest of Europe might have been engulfed by the urban popular uprisings of 1848 but in England the rule of the ancient regime was not to be challenged by the mob. The notoriously large and violent Ashbourne Derby was, like the Chartist movement, controlled in the years 1846 to 1848 by the use of the army and the reading of the Riot Act. Where games of football had once helped reassert the people’s control of common lands and by-ways, they were now being extinguished or tamed. That was certainly the fate of the famous football game in Alnwick, which was subdued and denuded of political content by the Duke of Northumberland who simply moved the game outside the town centre. This kind of direct action combined with the steady depopulation of nineteenth-century rural England saw traditional football games just peter out. The last game in Ashbourne was played in 1861 and the game of Knappen, once common in south Wales, was last recorded in the streets of Neath in 1884. By the end of the nineteenth century games of traditional football only survived in the most extreme peripheries and backwaters of the kingdom – Workington, Chester-le-Street, Jedburgh, the Orkneys and Cornwall – and even here these games were already anachronisms; extinction loomed.

But football, as we know, survived. It did so because it was preserved and nurtured in institutions that were beyond the cultural reach of Methodists, industrialists and artisans. Britain’s public schools were the ludic zoos of the age. They provided refuge for the wild and endangered games of rural Georgian Britain where they were bred and developed before being released into the new sporting and social ecology of industrial Victorian Britain.

II

The British public schools of the early nineteenth century existed to educate the sons of the country’s old landed and new commercial families who stood at the apex of the social and economic hierarchy. Quite what they were being educated for was less clear. The curriculum was grim and fusty and dominated by Latin, Greek and Theology. Beyond the immediate disciplines of the classroom they were turbulent, brutal and occasionally anarchic institutions. The social superiority of most of the pupils over the staff, combined with the basic disposition of young male aristocrats, meant that life in the schools often constituted ‘an irregular but continuous warfare against adult government’, a government whose illegitimacy was greatly enhanced by its use of flogging and brutality to enforce its rule.4 Mere indiscipline was often succeeded by openly seditious rebellions and occupations. The army was called to Rugby in 1797 to put down a pupils’ revolt, while the militia were summoned to Winchester in 1818 with fixed bayonets. It was their sixth such visit to the school in fifty years.

Games were a central component of the boys’ culture. All the usual playground amusements of tag, catch and hoop-la could be found, but public-school boys showed a distinct preference for cruelty and violence. Toozling was the slang at Harrow for killing small song birds. Duck hunting and beagling were favourites and stone throwing was greatly regarded. It was said that ‘no dog could live on Harrow Hill’ and ‘ponies frequently lost their eyes if they had to pull their owners’ carts near the school’.5 When animals offered insufficient competition for the pugilists the locals would do instead. Fighting was endemic among the boys and with their geographical if not their social peers. Harrovians were known to enjoy a good punch-up with the railway navvies that cut the embankment nearby, while Etonians were often scrapping with the Windsor butcher boys. If the boys were not above mixing it with the locals, they were unlikely to disdain their pastimes, especially when they were as boisterous and anarchic as traditional street football. Thus all the leading public schools had developed some kind of footballing tradition among the pupils in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. Once established in these relatively closed institutions, informal rules and modes of playing were, like school slang and rites of initiation, developed and handed down from seniors to juniors.

The Eton Wall Game and the Eton Field Game had been played since the mid-eighteenth century. Harrow, whose pitches were poorly drained and heavy, developed a game using a large flat-bottomed ball that scudded pleasingly across the clay mud and puddles. Winchester football was played on a long narrow pitch with the emphasis on kicking and then chasing the ball. Westminster’s enclosed spaces seemed to favour a short dribbling style of game, while Shrewsbury and Rugby appeared to put more emphasis on carrying the ball in the hands. Charterhouse, which was originally located in an old Carthusian monastery, also seemed to deploy dribbling, but they were not above a serious bundle: ‘the ball very soon got into one of the buttresses, when a terrific squash would result, some fifty or sixty boys huddled together and vigorously “roughing”, kicking and shoving to extricate the ball.’6 Scrums, hots, rouges and squashes were synonymous with public-school football; indeed the Eton Wall Game was just one long scrum up and down a narrow strip of earth. The violence and danger engendered by so much teenage masculine energy in one space at one time saw the Eton Field Game actually banned between 1827 and 1836, while Samuel Butler, the headmaster of Shrewsbury, described football as ‘more fit for farm boys and labourers than for young gentlemen’.7

While the disreputable and chaotic education of the elite, of which football was an element, failed to trouble many of Britain’s aristocrats, there were some who became convinced that the changing nature of the world required something different from the public schools. The pivotal figure in the movement for reform was Thomas Arnold, who was headmaster at Rugby between 1828 and 1848. Arnold planned to civilize the education of the elite in the classroom and the chapel. The barbarous scions of the aristocracy and the philistine nouveau riche of the industrial bourgeoisie would both be transformed by a programme of discipline, prayer and rational learning into a more polished and mannered form of masculinity more suited to the tasks of imperial Christian gentlemen in an age of enlightenment.

Games and athleticism were not a central component of Arnold’s programme of reform but in the hands of his contemporaries and supporters they came to acquire pride of place. The central dilemma faced by the teaching staff at Rugby and the other public schools was not initially how to create a different kind of student but simply how to take control. Engaging with team games, especially football, allowed staff to insert themselves into the pre-existing hierarchy of power with themselves at the top, senior boys below and new arrivals at the bottom and then to delegate some of their power down to the seniors. Simultaneously, games allowed staff to burn off some of the great flare of excess energy and hormonal transformation that large numbers of pubescent boys in confined spaces generate. Sotto voce, staff believed that regular physical exertion would provide an effective prophylactic to the unspoken evils of homosexuality and masturbation. Many of Arnold’s key lieutenants at Rugby were games players and they and their protégés spread the gospel of games and athleticism from school to school during their itinerant teaching careers. G. E. L. Cotton was one of the key figures in Arnold’s reform programme at Rugby and went on to be the headmaster of Marlborough. He formed the basis of the games master in Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays. A. G. Butler, the head at Haileybury, was so enthusiastic that he often joined the game himself, ‘dashing into the fray, now emerging triumphant with the ball held aloft and at another moment bowled over in the mud like the humblest forward, eventually retiring from the field to the great detriment of his clothes, but none to his dignity’.8 Charles Vaughan, headmaster at Harrow, was a very active proponent of the games ethic; and at the most extreme end of the scale we find characters like Edward Thring at Uppingham Grammar and the irrepressible Hely Hutchinson Almond of the Loretto School in Edinburgh who instituted the daily playing of games, created a school uniform that looked suspiciously like a football shirt, endorsed running in the winter snow and chose a school song called ‘Go Like Blazes’.

Why was it that such a small group of admittedly dedicated even fanatical teachers should be able so to mould the ethos and practices of an entire ruling class? Their enthusiasm and energy were one thing, but these evangelists were fortunate enough to pursue their mission in a practical and cultural context that was closely supportive of their arguments. The Victorians were increasingly concerned with issues of physical health as evidenced by the transformation of medicine, biology and public health thinking at the time. Moreover, the Victorians were quite convinced of the relationship between physical, mental and moral health. Healthy nations require healthy elites and thus the psycho-sexual health of upper-class schoolboys went right to the heart of the concerns of Victorian bodily culture. Indeed it has been said that ‘The Victorian Public School was the forcing house of a new kind of masculinity in which the distinguishing characteristics of the male sex were not intellectual or genital but physical and moral’,9 a combination that would become known as muscular Christianity and which chimed with many other elements of mid-Victorian thought.

This new ruling-class Christian masculinity would, it was proposed, best be nurtured and developed by playing team sports. Games provided a perfect instrument for welding together the old aristocracy and new bourgeoisie in a common pursuit through the schools, what Matthew Arnold called ‘this beneficial salutary intermixture of classes’. Above all games shaped character. For Thring it was a matter of hardness or toughness. Others interpreted the role of sport in general and football in particular as an instrument of Darwinian selection, weeding out those incapable of taking on the mantle of imperial rule. Sport physically hardened up the Victorian ruling class for the task of imperial conquest and global hegemony in an era when office work would otherwise enfeeble them. Sport simultaneously taught the essential lessons of cooperation and competition that such an elite would require. As Richard Holt has put it, ‘The idea of being a good loser was not just a matter of etiquette and upper-class style, it was a device for encouraging a healthy as opposed to a Hobbesian form of competition.’10 Charles Kingsley, one of the leading proponents of a Christian athleticism, wrote:

Through sport boys acquire virtues which no books can give them: not merely daring and endurance, but better still, temper, self-restraint, fairness, honour, unenvious appropriation of another’s success and all that ‘give and take’ of life which stand a man in good stead when he goes forth into the world and without which, indeed, his success is always maimed and partial.11

III

By mid-century the games ethic was central to the curriculum and ethos of
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