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INTRODUCTION

Contesting Possession


‘A sport that is strange, singular, complex and undoubtedly perverse in its inextricable and existential mix of violence and intelligence, power and shrewdness, of the exercise of force and mastery of technique; difficult to understand for the layman – and at times the initiate’

Jean-Pierre Bodis (1993)

‘Homoerotic wrestling on the run’

Louis Nowra (2003)



We all have our own year zero. As with all childhood memories, the problem is to disentangle what one truly saw from what one has been told, or maybe read, subsequently. The basic details, though, of that first match, seen on 30 December 1967 as an eight year old on the annual post-Christmas visit to grandparents, remain clear. Swansea beat Neath 11–9 at St Helen’s. Clive Rowlands captained Swansea, and Doug Rees kicked the match-winning conversion from near the touch-line.

It was a brief, in-the-flesh exposure to the game but enough to establish both a taste and an allegiance pursued via match reports heard over crackling airwaves on Radio Wales’s Sports Medley and intensive weekly perusal of the playing records of rugby clubs printed in The Guardian.

That first match also supplied heroes. Delight when Rees was selected to play for Wales turned to disappointment when he missed a vital kick and disbelief when he was subsequently left out in favour of a medical student from London Welsh called John Williams – initials as yet superfluous. It was similarly disappointing when Rowlands retired at the end of the season and seemed to disappear from sight. Little did I know.

It is sobering to look back four decades and see how much has changed. Swansea v. Neath was, incongruous as the word is in the context of a South Wales derby, a friendly match. At the time, there was no other type, apart from the Floodlit Alliance, a still novel activity carried out after dark in midweek. There were no leagues, not even a merit table as yet, and no knockout cup, although the regularity with which Wales’s leading clubs played each other, plus the unofficial tables in the Western Mail, meant that pecking orders were well understood. Fixtures were settled years in advance by club secretaries – a threat to cut them off was the ultimate sanction and insult. The season had a familiar rhythm, punctuated by seasonal exotica such as Watsonians (whatever they were) and UAU at Christmas and the Harlequins and Barbarians at Easter.

The players were still amateur. No doubt, they benefited from what Gareth Williams has termed ‘blindside remuneration’ – Welsh rugby club treasurers grasped creative accounting well ahead of the City of London – but they still had jobs. Rowlands was a teacher, Rees a tinplate worker. They trained together two nights a week. They were essentially local heroes, mostly graduates of the tough schooling provided by the suburban and village clubs of the West Wales Rugby Union.

Welsh club rugby was as good as it got – a belief supported by results against the leading English clubs. Only the historic quartet of Cardiff, Swansea, Llanelli and Newport got to play against the All Blacks, Australia and South Africa as individual clubs – and Swansea had beaten them all by 1935 – whereas the English and Scots fielded regional teams and the Irish their provinces. That Swansea might one day amalgamate with Neath to try to keep pace with Leicester (whom they routinely beat), Wasps (who were not thought worth playing), Irish provinces and French clubs would have been considered preposterous.

St Helen’s itself was an international ground still in abeyance, the grievance that after several decades of alternation all of Wales’s matches since 1954 had been played in Cardiff a live one, even if it was evident that the Welsh Rugby Union (WRU) was not pouring money into the capital city’s National Stadium in order to play games anywhere else.

The game itself has changed profoundly over the decades. A try in 1967 was worth three points, the same as a penalty or drop goal. It was possible to kick directly to touch from anywhere. Rowlands was notorious for precisely this tactic and had used it so relentlessly against Scotland at Murrayfield in 1963 that there were 111 lineouts and Wales’s outside-half David Watkins touched the ball five times. Memory insists that Rowlands confined the Neath game to a narrow strip in front of the St Helen’s grandstand, but this recollection may have become confused with Gareth Edwards’ virtuoso kicking performance in his 50th international at Twickenham in 1978 or even stories of Cliff Morgan’s similar feats in the lee of the Arms Park stand in the 1950s.

The game was on the verge of great change – much of it touching upon, or touched by, Rowlands. He would shortly become Welsh national coach – not the first person to hold that office, but the first to impinge on national consciousness as his team performed in a dazzling style diametrically opposed to his own. His gifts as tactician and rhetorician would be applied to a group of players whose attacking talents have rarely been matched in any country at any time, aided by new limits on touch-kicking which, while not attributable solely to his influence – New Zealand and Australia were pressing for them before he was born – were certainly helped along by his reductio ad absurdum of unlimited kicking at Murrayfield.

Rowlands would be manager of Wales at the first rugby World Cup in 1987 and president of the WRU two years later, as the issues of the era – the malign influence of South African apartheid and the inexorable forces driving an unwilling game towards professionalism – were juxtaposed to devastating effect. As broadcaster and commentator, he was around to see both the final acceptance of professionalism in 1995 and its convulsive after-effects, leading to the final downfall of the Welsh clubs in 2003 with the introduction of regional franchises.

Of course, 1967 was only year zero in a narrowly personal sense. Rugby union is, and always has been, subject to change and development. It always will be, since the alternative is to stagnate and die. The previous decade had seen significant change – New Zealand, Australia and South Africa were granted equal representation on the International Rugby Board (IRB) in 1958, although France was still waiting for admission. (NB: Although the IRB has changed its name at least twice during its history, it will be called the IRB throughout this book to avoid confusion.) The same year had brought a law amendment as liberating as limited kicking would be: removing the requirement to play the ball with the foot before picking up after a tackle. Touring teams had made British fans aware of rugby in far-off and previously unsuspected countries like Canada (1962) and Fiji (1964), although the closer-at-hand Romanians were still held at arm’s length. In an age wont to fret over thin ends of wedges – although most rugby officials would have assumed that counter-culture was something to do with shops – some changes were nevertheless being admitted, with the WRU reluctantly accepting the Floodlit Alliance in 1964 and appointing Ray Williams as national coaching adviser in 1967.

In those processes of change, one of the most important drivers is, paradoxically enough, an unchanging element: that rugby is not, and never has been, a simple game. Seven varieties of football emerged from the common origin of pre-modern folk games. There are Association Football, two varieties of rugby and two North American mutations thereof, plus the creations born of Irish and Australian cultural resistance to British games.

Each competes with others for players, fans, publicity, money and cultural space. Each has qualities proclaimed by its adherents to make it superior to all others. It is no coincidence that an Australian football anthology and a rugby league magazine share the title The Greatest Game. Preferences are personal and cultural. Most of us feel happiest with the game we grew up with and played (however incompetently) and assess the others, sympathetically or otherwise, in terms of our own. Rugby union’s distinctiveness is complexity rooted in a single fact: that the contest for possession remains integral rather than, as in the other handling games, simply a means of restarting the game.

And the wide range of contests for possession makes rugby union at its best a game of subtle variety. It enables the multiplicity of specialist skills, favouring different physical attributes, that in theory at least enables participation by all shapes and sizes. The aficionado can thrill to a soaring lineout artist like John Eales, a back rower like Richie McCaw winning his battles of inches at the breakdown or the dynamic power of Munster’s pack driving inexorably forward, as much as to the brilliance of great attacking backs. Great rugby comes not only as free-flowing spectacle but in battles of wits between teams of different strengths and styles, each attempting to impose its virtues on the other.

It is at the same time the game’s great weakness – a barrier to comprehension and enjoyment for non-devotees epitomised by my grandfather, a West Country man whose real passion was Somerset cricket. He was wont to say, ‘I like it when they’re running with the ball and passing, but I don’t understand it when they all stick their heads down in those scrums.’ Complexity and that interdependent multiplicity of phases offer copious opportunities for disruption, discontinuity and negativity and for those whose first aim is, rather than playing themselves, to stop their opponents playing.

The process of law-making is one of dialectical exchange between legislators and players. Describing one of the earliest sets of laws in 1846 as ‘a set of decisions on certain disputed points’ acknowledged a pattern maintained ever since. The legislators of the past set out with one purpose: to ensure a fair contest for possession. (This battle has been lost in the scrummage, but is still fiercely contested elsewhere.) The intention has survived into the present, but with greater emphasis on creating and maintaining a flowing spectacle attractive to spectators. Players and coaches rapidly work out how to negate or subvert that intention. To be any sort of games player is to instinctively test the limits and weaknesses of the laws under which one plays.

Contests for possession are not confined to the field. The ownership of the game itself has been disputed since alumni of Rugby School started to debate rules with university students from other schools in the 1830s and 1840s. Rugby’s pattern of diffusion has been that of most sports: down the social scale and from rich, powerful countries to those with less wealth and influence.

The process has had a strongly British accent. Just as Wilfred Wooller could joke that ‘if it had been left to Scotland, handling might never have been legalised’, if it had been left to the British, rugby would be almost entirely English-speaking. It was the French, the main linguistic exception, who drove development in Continental Europe.

One consequence of this pattern of diffusion is the game’s engaging inversion of conventional geopolitics, with Germany, Japan and the United States as likeable underdogs and New Zealand as a ruthless imperial superpower. A less happy outcome was that rugby was more susceptible than other sports to the poison released by South African apartheid.

Uniformity has been sought but rarely attained. Each community, society and nation which took to rugby followed adoption with adaptation. The rules and the name of the game may have been the same, but the forms of rugby played by Malay house-servants in Cape Town, Catalan clerks in Perpignan, dairy workers in New Zealand, pitmen, policemen and clergymen in Wales, millhands in Yorkshire or medical students in Argentina differed from each other as they differed from the game played by suburban and old boys’ clubs in London. Each suffused the game with its own attitudes, preferences and priorities. Each wanted to play the game in its own way and treat its players according to local conditions and mores.

Those desires – whether they be the leading northern English clubs wanting to compensate players for time off work, New Zealand’s commitment to its detached wing-forward and seven-man scrummage, the southern hemisphere unions’ desire for a formal voice in ruling councils or their subsequent push for the creation of a World Cup – have been both a source of conflict between centre and periphery and a driving force in change.

Rugby is by its nature violent, a quality beautifully caught, via the agency of his creation Bertie Wooster, by P.G. Wodehouse, a committed fan until his post-war exile in the United States:


The normal scheme is to work the ball down the field somehow and deposit it over the line at the other end, and in order to squelch this programme each side is allowed to put in a certain amount of assault and battery and do things to its fellow man which, if done elsewhere, would result in fourteen days without the option, with some strong remarks from the bench.



David Kirk, the thoughtful, highly intelligent man who led New Zealand to its 1987 World Cup triumph, has acknowledged the importance of intimidation via legitimised violence. He described the rucking techniques developed in Otago then adopted in modified form by the All Blacks as ‘a discovery that applied violence, legally, to great effect. It was a way of clearing the ball away from a tackle quickly, legally, demoralising and hurting the opposition at the same time.’ Violence underpins the description of rugby as ‘a game for hooligans played by gentlemen’.

There was also a strong and unattractive element of social condescension in the accompanying description of soccer as ‘a game for gentlemen played by hooligans’. In certain times and places – most notoriously in apartheid-era South Africa but also in parts of England and Scotland – rugby has been exclusive in the literal sense of excluding those who are ‘not like us’. Yet it never was the poshest people’s game. Many schools for Britain’s upper classes, such as Eton and Harrow, played soccer. Eric Dunning and Kenneth Sheard have speculated that soccer’s less fundamentalist response to professionalism was precisely because its rulers were so exalted socially that they felt unthreatened. In some places, rugby could claim, in a limited way, to have been an agent of social mixing. The Marxist historian Gwyn Alf Williams called it ‘the only field on which it was possible to be simultaneously Welsh and a gentleman (normally a difficult undertaking), where doctor and lawyer could ruck happily together, shoulder to shoulder with miner’.

Rugby has been accused of propagating mindless male machismo, yet the women’s game has enjoyed vigorous growth over the past two decades. The sport was condemned as an instrument of diabolism by a celebrant in the last great Welsh religious revival, Jenkin Thomas, erupting from Evan Roberts’s congregation in Kenfig Hill to announce ‘I used to be full-back for the devil, but now I am forward for God’, and it was denounced – unanswerably – by a late nineteenth-century clergyman as ‘twin sister of the drinking system’.

It has been wont to declare itself non-political, most frequently as an excuse for its engagement with that most politicised of societies, apartheid-era South Africa. Yet its adhererence to amateurism had the rootedly ideological persistence of the Soviet Union’s commitment to Marxist-Leninism. Rugby has its politics, and these have tended to the right. All Black scrum-half Chris Laidlaw wrote in Mud in Your Eye in 1973 that it is:


Universally an establishment activity . . . normally played and administered by the conservative elements in society. The rugger-buggers of today are far from radical; rugby’s traditions would hardly survive if they were. They are acquiring reputations as thundering bores with short hair and a suspicion of ‘lefties’. Today’s players are, by and large, tomorrow’s Tories.



If Tony Collins has been able to equate rugby league with Yiddish – never the language of a ruling class – union’s affinity has been with Latin, an instrument of power and exclusivity.

Yet there are conspicuous and important exceptions. Amédée Domenech argued that French rugby tended to ‘vote to the left’, while the most famous Argentinian rugby player of all time was not Hugo Porta but a half-back of more limited talents – in sporting terms, at least – called Ernesto Guevara. Che’s first-published writings were on rugby rather than revolution, and his biographer Jorge Castañeda argues that playing scrum-half helped develop his strategic sense.

Irish politicians, particularly those involved directly in the struggle for independence, might be expected to favour Gaelic codes over a ‘garrison game’ like rugby. Yet Eamon de Valera, most influential and certainly most enduring of that generation, had been a reserve for Munster and argued heretically that rugby suited the Irish temperament better.

Rugby is not generally associated with literature. J.E Morpurgo asserted – rather disconcertingly, as he was introducing an anthology on the game – that ‘Rugby football is too rapid for the contemplative, too cooperative for those who seek symbolism and too vigorous for aesthetic delight.’ Welsh novelist Gwyn Thomas complained that ‘the game, with its magnets of remembrance, has drained off much of the ardour which might have gone into a more sedulous cultivation of the arts’.

Yet Wodehouse, arguably the greatest of British literary humourists, wrote to a friend in the mid 1930s: ‘Isn’t it amazing that you and I, old buffers of about fifty-five with civilisation about to crash, can worry about school football. It is really about the only thing I do worry about.’ John Mulgan, creator of a defining New Zealand literary archetype, the ‘Man Alone’, wrote brilliantly about the game’s appeal. In France, publisher Gaston Gallimard and Alain-Fournier, author of Le Grand Meaulnes, helped found a group of rugby-minded literati in 1913. Bob Dwyer, coach of Australia’s World Cup winners in 1991, has argued for the game as an extension of the arts: ‘the spirit of the William Tell Overture in the power of a scrum, the beauty of a Rodin sculpture in the sweeping movement of a back line’.

At the 2006 Heineken Cup final between Munster and Biarritz, actor Peter O’Toole reminisced about the enthusiasm for playing and watching the game he shared with screen and stage contemporaries Richard Burton and Richard Harris and spoke of his awe at meeting Bleddyn Williams. The French comedian Jacques Tati’s Monsieur Hulot could trace his descent to the mimicry of players and referees performed by the young Tatischeff for Racing Club de France teammates after matches. Too bad none of them ever performed in All Black trialist Greg McGee’s Foreskin’s Lament, a landmark in New Zealand theatre, or John Breen’s Alone It Stands, recreating the previous greatest day in Munster history: the victory over New Zealand in 1978.

Whether or not rugby union is inimical to the arts, it has been careless with its history. It has enshrined its dubious myth of foundation in naming its World Cup trophy after William Webb Ellis. Its wealth of whiskery anecdotage has led Stephen Jones, the most influential current British chronicler, to promise violence if ever again subjected to the story about ‘Good old Catchy or Wakers adding a penny for the toilet to his train fare so his expenses rounded up to three pounds’.

Undoubtedly the most influential historical work on the game has been Football: The Rugby Union Game (1892), edited by the Revd Frank Marshall. Subsequent chroniclers have leaned heavily on its accounts of the early years. Much there is of great, irreplaceable value, even if some contributions are less reliable than others – Jacques McCarthy’s chapter on Ireland is a terrific piece of comic writing, but that is regrettably not the same thing as good history. It must also be remembered that the book was also intended to assist Marshall’s other role as the scourge of professionalism in Yorkshire in the years leading up to the great schism of 1895 by its reminding readers of whose game it really was.

Yet the game has been well served in the last quarter-century. Dai Smith and Gareth Williams’s WRU centenary history Fields of Praise (1980) and Williams’s collected essays 1905 and All That (1991), set the bar extraordinarily high. Phil Dine’s French Rugby Football: A Cultural History (2001), is original, perceptive and entertaining about the nearby country of which most British followers know too little. Greg Ryan’s works on the 1888 New Zealand Native and 1905 All Black touring teams have revised our view of pivotal events thought already understood, with Tom Hickie performing a similar service for the Australian game. Tony Collins, writing about Britain, and Sean Fagan, in Australia, have produced definitive accounts of the schisms of 1895 and 1908, while reading Jean-Pierre Bodis’s works on South Africa and Ireland, and most of all his Histoire Mondiale du Rugby (1987), prompted the thought that English-speaking rugby followers needed translations of his work rather than a new one by an Anglophone.

Frank Keating on fly-halfs and David Parry-Jones’s trilogy on Welsh golden ages show that you do not need to be an academic to write informative and worthwhile history. Spiro Zavos has done similarly useful service for the southern hemisphere, supplementing history with polemic to make his books a Pacific (though anything but pacific) counterpoint to Stephen Jones’s state-of-the-game trilogy Endless Winter (1993), Midnight Rugby (2000) and On My Knees (2004), indispensable along with Donald McRae’s Winter Colours (1998) for future historians wanting to understand the turbulent years either side of 1995. Bob Howitt’s New Zealand Rugby Greats (1997) has given the All Blacks an incomparable oral history. The museums at Palmerston North, New Zealand, and at Twickenham offer historical enlightenment to the curious fan and valuable archives and generous hospitality to the visiting researcher.

It is strange, then, that there has been no serious attempt at a general history of the game in English since Carwyn James and John Reason’s The World of Rugby, written to accompany a BBC television series in 1979. It still reads extremely well, but inevitably lacks the 27 years of expansion and change that have come since.

This leaves space for an account which takes the story up to the present day – concentrated on the field of play but always mindful that those who play, watch, referee or administer have never existed in a vacuum but are the products of their time and place, acting within and upon a wider social context. At the same time, it should range widely in space as well as time, departing from the game’s well-beaten tracks to acknowledge South African blacks as well as All Blacks, British Columbians alongside British Lions.

Should rugby players and fans care about the game’s history? John Gwilliam, the only man to have led Wales to two victories at Twickenham, a history graduate who studied both Marshall’s book and rugby’s other great urtext, Dave Gallaher and Billy Stead’s The Complete Rugby Footballer in the New Zealand System (1906), thought they should, advising the young player to gain:


acquaintance with its history and keen interest in the ways of some of the great players of the past, their techniques and ideas. He must know of all the major battles in former internationals and the way in which the game has grown. This may seem of academic interest only, but an appreciation of the way, the game has grown in the past is of great value in forecasting how the game will develop.



You have been warned.


CHAPTER ONE

Fons et Origo


‘Our schools have been the fons et origo of modern football’

Revd Frank Marshall (1892)

‘There is no real beginning. There is no date or fixture or person to be cited as the starting point’

100 Years of Auckland Rugby (1983)



The best-known account of rugby’s origins cites both a date and a person. The story of William Webb Ellis, ‘who with a fine disregard for the rules of football as played in his time first took the ball in his arms and ran with it, thus originating the distinctive feature of the Rugby game.AD 1823’ is set literally in stone on the wall of the playing field at Rugby School. The legend was further sanctified in 1923 when combined Wales-England and Ireland-Scotland teams played a ‘centenary’ match on that field. It was to acquire a renewed status in 1986 when John Kendall-Carpenter, chairman of the World Cup organising committee and, perhaps uncoincidentally, an English public school headmaster, acquired a trophy and announced it would be called the ‘Webb Ellis Cup’. So it remains, although Australians have, with characteristic matiness, rechristened it ‘Bill’.

It is an attractively subversive story, impossible to disprove beyond doubt. Webb Ellis existed, was a Rugby pupil in 1823 and went on to Oxford University, where he achieved unquestionable sporting distinction, playing in the first cricket match against Cambridge. He became a clergyman, serving at St Clement Danes in the Strand, and died in 1872 in Menton, France, where his grave is a place of pilgrimage for passing rugby teams. Modern commentators sometimes assert that ‘William Webb Ellis would be amazed if he could see this.’ He probably would be, but not for the reasons implied.

No contemporary record was made of his alleged feat – none before an article in 1880 by Matthew Bloxam, who left Rugby in 1821. Thomas Hughes, author of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, who started at Rugby in 1834, told the Old Rugbeian inquiry set up in 1895 to establish the game’s origins that ‘The Webb Ellis legend had not survived to my day.’ Given reliance on oral tradition – in 1834, the rules had yet to be written down and were passed on by word of mouth – the implication is that it never existed.

Even though Victorian journalists might not have sought Webb Ellis out in the manner of their modern counterparts, it seems odd that, if he did play the pivotal role of legend, there is no record of his ever expressing an interest or claiming reflected glory, since he lived long enough to see his school’s pastime become an adult sport with adherents across the British Isles, a ruling body and an embryonic international competition.

The Old Rugbeian inquiry sought testimony from the oldest surviving ex-pupils. Hughes implicitly rejected the legend, while Thomas Harris, Ellis’s one surviving contemporary, recalled him as ‘An admirable cricketer, but inclined to take unfair advantages at football. I should not quote him in any way as an authority.’

Suggestive as ‘inclined to take unfair advantages’ may be, it is scarcely enough to support the Committee’s conclusion that the practice of handling ‘in all probability’ originated with Webb Ellis, let alone the bullish certainty enshrined on the playing field wall. The finest disregard on display was for the rules of evidence at any time.

There is a transatlantic parallel. Organised baseball too used a commission of inquiry and the testimony of ancients to fix its own preferred person, place and time of origin: Abner Doubleday in Cooperstown, upstate New York, in 1839. This story is demonstrably even flimsier. It is unlikely that Doubleday was in Cooperstown in 1839. Yet the legend has received a still more substantial setting in stone, with the location of baseball’s official museum, the Hall of Fame, in Cooperstown.

The baseball group wished to show that their game was wholly American and not, as is now universally recognised, the direct descendant of the British game of rounders. In an era of US nationalism, this was essential to their claim that baseball was ‘the national pastime’, as opposed to the game’s declining, unmistakeably English competitor, cricket, which was still strong enough in Philadelphia to field a team capable of matching English first-class counties.

The Rugby committee was convened when the growth of the game meant not only that former pupils had lost the near-monopoly of influence they had once enjoyed – the first five presidents of the Rugby Football Union (RFU) were all old Rugbeians – but the challenge of the working-class northern clubs was threatening to turn it into something very different. Like Marshall with his ‘fons et origo’ remark, the committee was attempting to reassert a position as patent-holder.

Journalist Jim Manning called it ‘the perfect hoax’. This is harsh. Rather than deliberate falsification, it is likelier both groups were guilty of the failing that underlies many unsafe criminal convictions and untrue newspaper articles: promoting a story because you believe, and desperately want, it to be true. A characteristically Victorian belief that great events must be the doing of great men may also have contributed.

Both groups were, in any case, missing the point. Nobody invents activities as elemental as kicking and running with a ball, or throwing it towards another wielding a stick. They doubtless date back to the first time somebody discovered that it is possible to inflate a pig’s bladder, or that anything reasonably round and dense can be thrown accurately. The Romans played a game called harpastum, in which two teams competed to throw a large ball into the opposing goal. They fought for possession of the ball, then attempted to carry it to lines marked at each end of the field of play, driving in unison or passing to make progress. Medieval Irishmen played cad, attempting to carry an inflated bladder into goals created by bending trees into the shape of an arch. Welsh feast days might see inter-parish contests at cnappan, in which vast teams contended for possession of a wooden ball, which they would attempt to carry so far away that the opposition had no possibility of returning it, a process incorporating massed struggles for the ball in which, according to George Owen in The Description of Pembrokeshire (1603), ‘you shall see a hundred or six score clustered together as bees when they swarm are knit together, the ball being in the midst of them, which the other party seek to open or undo by heaving or pulling’ – a loose maul, albeit with stupefying numbers, in all but name. Frenchmen played soule, and Georgians (in eastern Europe) lelo.

Primitive forms of football caused so much official disquiet by being violently destructive of property and a distraction from more approved activities such as archery that 31 separate bans were proclaimed by state and local authorities in England, Wales and Scotland between 1314 and 1667. It remained, though, an essentially localised and informal activity with rules settled by custom, practice and negotiation.

Cricket was the first modern team game to evolve to the point at which rules are agreed and written down. It is this codification, not some mythic act of invention, that is the key moment in a game’s history. It makes it portable – playable in different locations and between people from different places. Cricket’s recorded rules date from 1727, devised for a challenge match between teams with well-bred sponsors – having money at stake was always a useful spur to codification. More general laws were agreed in 1744. By 1787, it had its ruling body in embryo, the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC), and by 1814 a permanent purpose-built big-match arena, Lord’s. Similar moves were afoot in individual sports – Jack Broughton drafted formal rules for the prize ring in 1743 and the Jockey Club was formed in 1752.

If anything, football appeared to be regressing in the early nineteenth century. Sir Walter Scott lamented the ‘passing of football’ in 1815. The growing pace of industrialisation and urbanisation meant lives – and the spaces in which they were lived and in which games might be played – were more regulated. The means to suppress unofficial football were increasingly available with the creation of police forces after 1829 and the passing of the 1835 Highways Act. Novelist Horatio Smith observed of London in 1831 that ‘football and cricket grounds, bowling greens and the enclosures of green spaces set apart for archery and other pastimes have now been successfully parcelled out in squares, lanes and alleys’.

The folk game retained sufficient vigour for a French visitor to Derbyshire in 1829 to remark that ‘If this is what Englishmen think of as playing, it would be impossible to say what they might regard as a fight.’ It survives to this day in the annual Shrove Tuesday match at Ashbourne, preserved in the manner in which Britain is wont to retain the last survivors of past times, like Blackpool’s trams. Street football was still played in Dorking in 1888, while cnappan transformed Narberth into what Smith and Williams term a ‘Welsh Pamplona’ as late as 1884, but these were dying gasps of bygone custom.

While the forces of control
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