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About the Book

Sport: Almost Everything You Ever Wanted to Know tells the story of sport. All sport. Ever. From ancient times to the 21st century.

In eight themed parts, Tim Harris describes the triumphs and breakthroughs – as well as the cheating and skulduggery – that have created the modern world of sport.

Part One looks at sports grounds, from stadiums to ice rinks, explaining why golf courses have 18 holes, why boxing ‘rings’ are square and why Woolwich Arsenal ended up in Highbury.

Why do wickets have three stumps? Why do we ‘serve’ in tennis and play soccer in halves? Part Two uncovers the stories behind sporting rules, while the next section, on sports equipment, shows why we row in eights, why cue balls have black dots and golf balls have dimples.

Why do teams score more goals at home than away? Why have women got worse at shot putting? A history of sporting drugs reveals all.

A swift history of ‘speed sports’ – from chariot racing to Grand Prix – explains why Formula One races clockwise, why racehorses aren’t getting any faster and the odd origins of British racing green.

Why compete for ‘stakes’ and hold ‘whip-rounds’? Why doesn’t the NFL play on Saturdays? A section on money and sport tells all. Then sport and politics uncovers the reasons why we ten-pin bowl with ninepins, why greyhounds aren’t grey and why rowing is so posh.

Lastly, a history of games and the media tells of racehorses starring on stage, boxers fighting inside cameras and just why the FA Cup draw uses wooden balls.

Dip into it, or read it cover to cover – there’s a ‘Oh – now I get it’ moment on every page. Sport: it’s unique, funny, amazingly comprehensive and packed with extraordinary anecdotes to turn any reader into a sporting expert.


About the Author

After working in advertising for fifteen years, Tim Harris got involved in a pub argument about why football shirts tend to be striped but rugby shirts tend to be hooped. Thus began an obsession with the odd reasons and strange stories behind the games we take for granted. This book is the result.

Like so many writers, Tim is married with two children and lives in North London.
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To Lucy
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Never read print. It spoils one’s eye for the ball.

W.G. GRACE


Introduction




THIS BOOK BEGAN with an argument in a pub. The vital issue at stake was whether soccer players were more likely to wear striped shirts and rugby players were more likely to wear hoops – and if so, why? Having found out the answer to that one, a lot of other sporting questions began to suggest themselves. For example:

Why 18 holes in golf? Why are boxing ‘rings’ square? Why ‘pits’ in motor sport? Why do Grand Prix cars race clockwise? Why do we have a ten-yard centre circle and a six-yard box? Why is cycling bigger on the Continent? Why a ‘Kop’? Why do teams score more goals at home than away? Why do we row in eights? Why are there four different swimming strokes? Why do we have extra time in football? Why are there indirect free kicks? Why hop, skip and jump? Why is it a ‘try’? Why a ‘fly half’? Why an ‘umpire’? Why do centre halves play at the back? Why are jockeys ‘warned off’? Why is the lbw rule so complicated? Why is tennis scored in such a strange way? Why a ‘popping’ crease? Why is a ‘bogey’ one over ‘par’? Why do wickets have three stumps? Why is football played in halves? Why do cue balls have a black dot? Why do bowling balls have a white circle? Why British racing green? Why are golf balls dimpled? Why do Arsenal play in white sleeves? Why do huntsmen wear red? Why do we go tenpin bowling with ‘ninepins’? Why do the Lions play in red and England in white? Why do royal jockeys wear purple? Why is a dartboard the way it is? Why is it called water ‘polo’? Why a ‘southpaw’? Why a ‘derby match’? Why ‘snooker’? Why is rowing so posh? Why ‘Cosworth’ Formula 1 engines? Why are players ‘capped’? Why does the NFL play on Sundays? Why do we ‘stake’ money? Why a hat-trick? Why is table tennis called ping-pong?

It soon turns out that there is a reason for everything. Not all of these reasons are particularly good or logical ones, but even today tens or hundreds of years later, they still govern the sports we play and how we play them. Put them together and all these apparently ‘useless’ facts and stories begin to turn into something rather more useful – an explanation of how our modern world of sport has come about.

So how and why did it all happen? Find out here …


A Few Words of Warning – and Thanks




THIS BOOK AIMS to explain how the modern world of sport has developed over the last 3,000 years. Obviously it does so at a pretty brisk pace. If it went into much detail, you’d have to carry it around in a wheelbarrow.

Its main focus is on the major sports – football, rugby, cricket, tennis, golf, athletics, horse racing, cycling and motor racing – most of which developed in Britain. This is not of course because the British were the first to kick a ball or race a horse, but because they were seized with a general enthusiasm for sports and rule-making at a time when they also happened to control the largest trading and manufacturing empire in history. This allowed them to spread their own sports, plus some of the others that they encountered on their travels. Even when new games like baseball or American football were developed, these were usually adaptations of – or reactions against – existing British sports. They are covered too, but sports that remain rooted in particular cultures didn’t all make the cut. Sorry sumo fans.

These British origins are one reason why so many sports are a terrible tangle of yards and inches – or in the case of cricket, of nails, ells and perches. I have gone for a rather messy compromise which reflects current usage. This means metres rather than yards, but miles rather than kilometres. However, in Part Two (on sports rules) I have retained the original imperial measures, as it doesn’t make much sense to talk about a ‘5.49 metre’ (six-yard) box. In other words, it’s still a mess, but less than it used to be.

Tracing every single fact back to its origin would be a lifetime’s work and not, I suspect, a particularly enjoyable one. Instead, I have looked for the most authoritative sources I could find, and when these sources disagree (which is quite a lot of the time) I’ve tried to tease out the facts. I hope that every falsehood has been detected and every myth exposed – but I doubt it.

Thanks go first to my wife, Lucy, who worked while I played, and then – in sequence – to Audrey Niven who got the ball rolling, Mark Stanton of Jenny Brown Associates and Juliet Brooke and Tristan Jones of Yellow Jersey.

Further thanks go to Dr Alan Salama who saved me from some acute medical errors, Kate and Martin Banister who tried to instil some logic into my classical spelling and to Jo and Melissa Mansfield Evans and Simon Entwhistle who tried to save me from myself. Debra Godding and Martin Gamage provided media monitoring, gentle chivvying and books that I still haven’t returned. Thanks also to Richard Speed and Scott Vickers-Willis for local knowledge, John Weston for advice and photography and Ian Simpson for cycling anecdotes. Finally a big thank-you to my sons Al and JJ who pressed buttons on my laptop and made a huge difference to the timing of the project.

Tim Harris

London, July 2007
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THE SPORTS STADIUM, the gymnasium, the racetrack, the swimming pool, the health club, the players’ tunnel and quite possibly the bowling alley too – the ancient Greeks invented the lot. In fact by the third century BC virtually all that was left to create was the arena, and even that was based on two Greek theatres butted together. About the only bit of sports architecture they didn’t invent was the ball court, the first examples of which, dating from around 1400 BC, have been discovered in Paso de la Amada in Mexico.

At the beginning of the archaic age of the Greeks, around 750 BC, the only sports fields were, quite simply, fields. Our best sources of information for this period are Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, which were composed around this time, although they claim to describe much earlier events. In Homeric times trials of strength and speed were held on any convenient patch of grass – and sometimes on quite inconvenient patches too. (The Iliad mentions a foot race between Odysseus and Ajax the son of Oileus in which Ajax trips head first into a cowpat.) Race distances were based on an agreed number of paces and started from a scratch on the ground. Since there was no accurate timing – no clocks or watches in those days – exact distances could vary from place to place, and all that really mattered was winning. For centuries to come runners would continue to ‘start from scratch’.

What began to change in eighth-century BC Greece was that more and more people started gathering to watch these sporting contests and began offering bigger prizes to attract the best athletes – which in turn attracted even larger crowds, until proper venues were needed. Then, as now, stadiums got built not because people wanted to play sport, but because others wanted to watch them. At first these contests were held in temple precincts and city squares, so that an agon, meaning a meeting place, came to refer to a contest – eventually giving us the word agony. Once the city centres were filled to overflowing, contests moved on to purpose-built stadia, and dromos (running) started to mean a racetrack.

Although the first local games seem to have started among the richer Greeks of Asia Minor, the major competitions were all held on the Greek mainland. The first and most famous of these was staged at Olympia, located rather inconveniently in the backwoods of Elis, 120 miles west of Athens. The simplest explanation for this location is that the site was sacred to Zeus, king of the gods, and in case it slipped anyone’s mind a 13-metre-high gold and ivory statue of him was later built in the temple there. However the true origins of both Olympia and its games are pretty obscure. The site itself was occupied at least as early as the third millennium BC and by the second there were already shrines in place honouring various nature gods and goddesses – perhaps the reason why the games were held after the summer solstice, once the crops were gathered in. During the Mycenaean age (1600–1200 BC) the goddess Rhea was worshipped here and the hill above the site was dedicated to Kronos, Rhea’s baby-devouring husband and brother. Meanwhile the whole region was termed the Peloponnese in honour of the god-turned-hero Pelops; the Olympics were sometimes said to be his funeral games, held at the site of his tomb. Hera, another pre-Greek goddess, was also worshipped at Olympia, and separate Heraean races for unmarried women were held there as well as the men-only Olympics. In about 1200 BC the Dorians rocked up, bringing with them their god Zeus, who became the brother and husband of Hera and the son of Rhea and Kronos. Zeus was now said to have killed his father at this sacred spot, and if that wasn’t enough mythology, yet another story grew up that Zeus’s son Hercules had begun the games by winning a race there.

As for the people of Elis, who usually controlled the Olympic site, they liked to claim that the games had actually been founded by their first king, the mysterious Aethlius, another son of Zeus. This was also their explanation for the word athlete, although the more usual one was from athlos meaning conflict in battle or sport. As the years went by and new events were added, the Eleans claimed that these had always existed in the past and were simply being remembered.

Whatever the true reason(s) for the choice of site, in 776 BC the first recorded Olympic Games started and ended with a single event – a 100-pace sprint across a flattish field to reach Zeus’s altar. It’s from this race, the stade, that we get the word stadium. For the Greeks, like the Egyptians before them, a pace was a double pace, so a stade measured about 192 metres. The Greeks attributed this to either the distance the demi-god Hercules could run while holding his breath, or else 600 times the length of his foot – in which case Hercules was a size 16. Later the Romans would adapt a 1,000-pace measure for their mille passus or mile – very close to the modern 1,500 metres, although the British mile tacks on an extra 85 metres.

In this game of ‘first to the shrine’s the winner’, the first olive crown of victory went to Koroibos, a cook from Elis. A home victory was no doubt regarded as a good omen and the games carried on every four years thereafter – five by the Greek method of counting – this time in honour of Hercules and his four brothers. By the sixth century BC there were three other big regular competitions, all held at different sites in honour of different gods. The first of these, established at Delphi in 582 BC, were the Pythian Games, created in honour of Apollo and a snake deity he had killed, and held every third year after the Olympics. In 581 BC the Isthmian Games, dedicated to the sea god Poseidon and the hero Palaimon, began at Corinth. Finally in 573 BC the Nemean Games, based, reasonably enough, in Nemea, were either founded or re-established. Depending on your view, these were either funeral games for a child named Opheltes or the re-creation of another set of games founded by Hercules in honour of Zeus. Like the springtime Isthmian, the summer Nemean Games were held on the second and fourth years of the Olympiad. Together these four were known as the Crown, Sacred, Circuit or Period Games and anyone who could win all four of them – a periodonikes – was a very special man indeed. As new contests sprang up, race distances and stadium sizes naturally varied from place to place – for example, the stade was 15 metres shorter at Delphi than Olympia.

At Olympia, the most prestigious games of them all, more and more spectators crammed into the sacred enclosure or Altis and something had to be done to improve their view. At first stone steps were cut into the hillside, and then around 350 BC a whole new stadium was constructed to the east. Earth banking was raised, and as the crowds kept growing, a second bank was built on the other side of the track, with the two being joined up to form a long enclosed U shape, measuring 192 by 32 metres, in which the runners raced from the straight to the rounded end. These side embankments also had a slight three-metre bow to improve views. (This bowed design can be found at some modern sports grounds such as the City of Manchester Stadium, although most clubs don’t bother as it is more expensive to construct.) When the embankments went up, they cut off the stadium from the Altis in which the competitors were housed and so a 32-metre ‘players’ tunnel’ was constructed from one to the other, complete with bronze gates. The appearance of the athletes from this must have been one of the highlights of the Olympics.

In total the Olympic stadium probably held about 45,000 spectators, roughly the same as at Nemea. As for the stadium at Delphi, this could only accommodate 7,000 because of its cramped but dramatic location, while the size of the stadium at Corinth isn’t certain. Though they shared the same U shape, other Greek stadia had different seating arrangements. A vase dating from 580 BC shows sports fans sitting on either side of what looks like a free-standing stepped stand, and much later the Romans would construct vaulted stands with changing rooms beneath.

By the time of the new 350 BC stadium, Olympic runners had the luxury of a clay track covered with sand. As the site was only used for a few days every four years, early Olympians had to tidy it up and flatten it on arrival using rollers, although later on labourers rather than athletes were employed to maintain the site. Greek sprinters used a standing start, like distance runners today. Olympia’s unmarked track was about twenty lanes wide and the starting line was a stone sill with two grooves in it. At Corinth there were sixteen sets of more widely spaced holes with chamfered edges – an early form of starting blocks. To prevent false starts, the Greeks developed a wooden starting gate known as a husplex, triggered when an official behind the runners released a handful of threads, and at Isthmia you can still see the grooves along which the cords ran to the starter’s pit. It seems that the husplex dropped a crossbar, as Plato mentions athletes leaning back from it. The penalty for false starting, as for most rule infringements, was a sound whipping from officials known as alytai or mastigophorai.

As new events were added to the games, so the Olympic stadium had to be adapted. The year 724 BC saw the first appearance of the diaulos, a double-length race which gave well-positioned punters the thrill of watching the start as well as the finish and required wooden turning posts at the far end of the track. Exactly how the turns were completed isn’t certain. Greek vases show a single square turning post or kampter, but this is probably an artistic convention as there is a reference to a bill for 36 replacement kampteres at Delphi. Some illustrations show a large square base – perhaps to stop athletes grabbing posts and swinging themselves around. In any case there are no mentions of any problems at the turn – probably because there was a judge there and no doubt an alyte too, holding a large whip.

‘Heavy’ or combat events arrived with wrestling, which was first contested in 708 BC and won by Eurybatos of Sparta. This upright wrestling was contested in a skamma – a pit dug by the athletes themselves, and covered with clay and sand. As well as giving a better grip, the sand made it easier to spot which of the well-oiled grapplers had fallen, although there are references in Greek literature to wrestlers quickly wiping it off to try to fool the judges. (Three falls and you were out.) Another way to win was a walkover, if everyone else was too scared to fight you. This was considered especially praiseworthy, and such athletes were said to win akonitei – ‘without touching the dust’.

The next combat event to arrive at Olympia was boxing, which started 20 years later and was first won by Onomastos of Smyrna. The patriotic Greeks attributed this sport to the god Apollo rather than to the Sumerians and Minoans who’d been boxing for centuries. There was no ring – and no rounds either – although vase illustrations suggest that the judges marked out an area with long rods. The final combat event was all-in wrestling or pankration – literally ‘all-strengths’ – first won by Lygdamis of Syracuse in 648 BC. In the pankration, unlike wrestling, fighting on the ground was allowed and athletes trained to fight on their knees and in muddy conditions.

From 708 BC throwing events were also accommodated, as part of the pentathlon. Once again, the event claimed a mythical origin – this time from the hero Jason, who had diplomatically given his various Argonauts a chance to shine at different sports. The pentathlon began with the new events of discus, javelin and long jump, and then if needed as a decider, running followed by wrestling. The first victor was another Spartan, Lampis. Both throwing events took place from an area called a balbis. As this is the same word as that used for the starting line in the running events, it seems likely that the athletes threw from the centre of the start line towards the far end of the U. Throws were marked with pegs. There was no safety fencing, and at least one competitor, Oxylos of Elis, killed a spectator – his brother Thermios – with a wild throw.

As for the long jump, this took place from a take-off board or bater at the edge of another skamma, once again dug by the athletes themselves. Hacking this out in the height of summer after four years’ neglect must have been training in itself, and the slender pick or skapanae used to do this came to be a symbol of the sportsman in ancient Greece. Even worse than landing in a rocky skamma was landing outside it, as Phayllos of Croton discovered in 480 BC after he leapt clean over and broke his leg on the other side. During competition the pit was watered, as a clearer imprint helped the judges measure distances. At Olympia the take-off point was only 18 metres from the perimeter wall, and this has created a long debate about whether there was any run-up, with most experts favouring a total of three standing jumps. The event required expert timing, and the piper who accompanied the jumping may have helped with this – just as today’s athletes compete to a favourite song or get the crowd to clap in rhythm.

The only sports that couldn’t be accommodated in the dromos were the equestrian events – horse and chariot racing – and for these a separate horse track or hippodrome was built. At Olympia this backed on to the athletics stadium, so that the northern side of the embankment could be used to watch the athletics and the southern slope to watch the horse racing – and for 14 Olympics the mule racing too.

The Olympic hippodrome has suffered even more destruction than the athletics stadium, which makes reconstruction especially difficult, but it seems to have measured about 600 by 200 metres. The greater scale was needed to accommodate up to 40 chariots on 1,200-metre laps. Races were started by a special gate or aphesis, designed in the shape of a ship’s prow by an engineer named Kleoitas. When a judge signalled the start, the aphesis barriers dropped in sequence, starting at either side and ending with the central lanes, so that each chariot reached the actual start line at the same moment. From there the riders or charioteers raced round two start and finish posts. The track even had its own Becher’s Brook, the taraxippos (terror of horses), an altar by the trackside where many accidents occurred, possibly because the sun was in the horses’ eyes at this point. Unlike the Romans, the Greeks don’t appear to have had a central barrier to separate the horses going round the track. It seems they just crashed a lot. In at least one race only one driver finished.

Despite the fame of the Olympics, or more likely because of it, the stadium remained notoriously basic and uncomfortable. (There was an old joke about a man who punished his slave by sending him to watch the games.) For a start, the Olympics were always held in the baking heat of the Greek midsummer. At least one fairly famous Greek, the philosopher Thales of Miletos, died of sunstroke on the uncovered stands, and it is unlikely that he was the first or last. Drinking water was supplied in shallow stone basins, but the site remained marshy and thronged with mosquitos until a Roman tycoon named Herodes Atticus sorted out the water supply in the second century AD. Fortunately the events didn’t take too long. From the first recorded Olympics until 692 BC the contest lasted a single day. Afterwards it expanded to two, with the running and heavy events on the first day and the horse racing and pentathlon on the second. Sixty years later the programme increased to five days, although only the first four were used for competition.

At other Greek stadia conditions were probably a little better, if only because they weren’t quite so isolated. The most lavish games were held by large cities to attract visitors. Then, as now, holding sporting events was a business proposition, and the happier the spectators were, the more they spent. The events were more varied too. At the Panathenaic Games in Athens, more serious events were combined with boat races at Piraeus, torch relays, horseback javelin contests, dancing and singing competitions, and even male beauty contests.

Although a Greek athlete might enjoy a few glorious moments in the stadium, he spent most of his time slogging away in that other great Greek sporting invention, the gymnasium. Not only was there a large gym at the Olympic site itself, but there were three in nearby Elis where athletes were housed for a month before competition. Greek training regimes were tough and the writer Philostratos reported at least one athlete killed by the effort. The word for such training – Askeein – later gave us the term ascetic, while for Christians athletes could be synonymous with martyrs.

Away from Elis, most Greek cities had one or more gymnasia. Most were private clubs complete with caretakers, training facilities and baths, although in Athens they were made public in 594 BC. It seems from vase illustrations and inscriptions that these were not exclusively male places and may even have been owned and run by women. Gymnasia were typically built on a square or rectangular site measuring out a convenient distance like a diaulos, and some even had steps built for ‘Rocky’-style training runs. Inside there would be a smooth training field, a shaded colonnaded track or xystus for out-of-season training and a series of rooms for boxing, wrestling and ball playing. Rooms for boxing would be equipped with punchbags (korykos) filled with sand for the hard men and millet or flour for the softies. Rooms for wrestling either had a hard clay floor or a soft one known as keroma (beeswax) so that you could practise for slippery conditions. Being Greek, there was also plenty of space for bathing, oiling your naked body, applying yellow powder and scraping it off afterwards. (Gymnasium comes from the Greek gymnos meaning naked.) The baths themselves started out cold, then developed into steam baths and finally followed the Roman pattern of hot and cold. At first writers like Plato were rather sniffy about what they saw as this unnecessary luxury, but by Roman times it was taking cold baths that was considered ostentatious. Much like sports clubs today, gymnasium walls were covered with pictures of athletes and lists of past champions, and some Greeks chose to have their ashes buried at their old gymnasium.

At Olympia one courtyard also seems to have included a bowling alley of flat and fluted tiles. Although the evidence isn’t absolutely conclusive, when the baths at Pompeii were excavated, a similar set-up was discovered complete with two stone bowling balls. Once again, it looks as if the Greeks got there first.

Near the Olympic gymnasium there was another first, a purpose-built swimming pool measuring 24 by 16 by 1.6 metres, roughly half the size of a modern Olympic-sized pool. Though it never formed part of the programme of the games, the Greeks were keen on swimming and saying that someone ‘couldn’t swim or write’ was popular shorthand for general uselessness. In the first century BC the fabulously wealthy Roman Gaius Maecenas, patron of the writers Virgil and Horace, would create the first heated pool.

The final Greek sporting innovation, and the only one not found at Olympia, was not originally intended as such. Greek theatres – from the word theatron, meaning a place for viewing a spectacle – were carved out of hillsides, which taught architects and engineers about lines of sight and how to make acoustics work for crowds as large as 14,000. This knowledge would eventually lead to the idea of a two-sided (i.e. circular) ‘amphi’ theatre, although standard Greek theatres were also used as arenas for gladiatorial games.

By the second century AD, with Greece under Roman rule, many stadia were falling into disuse. The author Dio Chrysostom wrote of corn growing up between their statues, while the travel writer Pausanias, in his Description of Greece, recorded that the temples at Nemea were already falling down. As early as AD 267 Olympia was sacked by a south Russian tribe called the Heruli and in 393, after no less than 287 Olympiads, the games were suspended by the Emperor Theodosius I, who moved them to Constantinople, where chariot racing took precedence over athletics. Finally around 426 Theodosius II stole the statue of Zeus and burnt down the remaining temples, with the statue itself going up in smoke in Constantinople in 475. After this, Olympia was looted by Visigoths, Avars, Vandals, Slavs and Turks, and completely lost for centuries. By medieval times the only Greek stadium seeing any sporting use was the one at Rhodes, which the Knights of St John were using as a tiltyard.

The Olympic site itself was eventually rediscovered in 1766 by Richard Chandler, an antiquarian employed by the London Society of Dilettanti. Discovering this vast and world-famous stadium wasn’t quite as simple as it might seem. Apart from the attentions of the Heruli, Visigoths, Avars, Vandals, Slavs and Turks, in the intervening 1,400 years the river Kladeos had burst its banks, trashing the Olympic gymnasium and depositing rocks all over the site, while two earthquakes in the sixth century AD didn’t help much either. In the Middle Ages the river Alpheios, which had always threatened to wash away the hippodrome, finally did so, dumping four metres of silt over the site. Still, Chandler managed to identify a wall of the temple of Zeus. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given their name, the Society of Dilettanti didn’t attempt to shift the thousands of tonnes of earth and debris covering the site; that had to wait for a French expedition in 1829. Then in 1852 a German professor named Ernst Curtius lectured on the site to the fascinated Friedrich-Wilhelm IV, who funded a full investigation. During his thorough and energetic dig Curtius published regular reports, which reached Baron Pierre de Coubertin, who was inspired to reinvent his own modern version of the Olympics, starting in 1896 at the reconstructed Panathenaic stadium.

Despite calls for a permanent home for the modern games at Olympia, the site is felt to be too cramped and distant for a modern sporting complex, and even when the Olympic Games did return to Greece in 2004 nearly all the action took place in Athens. However, in a nice touch the shot put was contested at Olympia, the athletes returning to the ancient site where the sport wasn’t contested all those years ago. In the best traditions of the modern games, Irina Korzhanenko won gold, tested positive for steroids and was stripped of her medal.

The Circus Maximus

WHAT HAVE THE ETRUSCANS EVER DONE FOR US ROMANS?

One ancient people who picked up on the Greeks’ sporting ideas were the Etruscans of central Italy. They passed them on to the Romans, who in turn built hippodromes and circuses across the whole of the Mediterranean, the Middle East and even the far-off British Isles.

The Etruscans remain a shadowy lot, mainly because their successors the Romans did such a good job of removing all traces of their existence. One reason for this might have been embarrassment about how much the all-conquering Romans actually owed to the Etruscans. After all, Etruscans were among the first kings of Rome, the people who probably named the city, and the ones who turned it from a collection of Bronze Age huts to a proper town, complete with walls, arches, a street plan, sewers, houses with courtyards and tiled roofs and a temple of Jupiter. Most importantly for early sports fans, the Etruscans also built racetracks, and according to the Roman architect Vitruvius even constructed their cities around a central sports area.

The Etruscans were especially keen on chariot racing, which they had taken up by at least the seventh century BC. In Rome their main racetrack was sited in a small valley between the Palatine and Aventine Hills, a natural meeting point with good views of the action from either bank. This site had a stream running down it, plus a shrine to the goddess Murcia. Even when the Romans had transformed this modest racetrack into the mighty Circus Maximus, the largest sports venue of all time, and eventually capable of packing in at least 250,000 people, the shrine still remained in place, although it is doubtful whether by then anyone had a clue who Murcia was. The valley itself dictated the size and shape of the track, which measured about 540 by 80 metres. Due to the limited space at least seven laps were necessary for a decent ten-minute race, but of course the crashes at the turns just made it all the more exciting.

From the time of the early Roman king Tarquinius Priscus (616–579 BC) the Circus site was gradually built up, with wooden platforms constructed for the wealthy to watch from. However in 363 BC the going went from good to soft when the river Tiber overflowed the track, and more solid platforms and decking had to be put in place. Some 140 years later the stream was culverted, and within another half a century this culvert was covered by a wall or spina around which the chariots raced. This wall was later decorated with giant statues of eggs and dolphins to indicate lap numbers. By now there were stone seats in place for the aristocrats and banks of wooden benches for the rest of the spectators. The spiralling costs were met by the rapidly expanding Roman empire, which by 197 BC had swallowed up not only the Etruscans, but also the neighbouring Samnites, the Carthaginians of North Africa and the Greek states too.

Until 174 BC races simply began at the start line, with the off signalled by an official waving a cloth or mappa (from which we later got ‘map’). After this date wooden starting gates (carceres) were built; within a line of enclosed stalls the charioteers’ steeds were held back by a rope, which dropped at the starter’s signal. From there, track layout dictated tactics. As with US horse races today, a fast start was crucial to give you the racing line – a tight turn at the end to force your rivals wide.

When the Circus Maximus burnt to the ground in 46 BC, the Romans were being ruled by Julius Caesar’s adopted son Octavian, later known as Augustus. He rebuilt the Circus and expanded it with banks of stone and wooden seating raised over barrel vaults. The rebuilt Circus covered an area 660 by 210 metres, with the crowds sitting on top of a maze of shops, rooms and arcades. By this date there was already room for 150,000 spectators. To put that into perspective, it wasn’t until 1950, with the opening of the Maracanã in Rio, that any modern stadium reached that size.

Over the following years, successive emperors improved and enlarged the Circus Maximus, with marble carceres replacing the old wooden stalls and fountains installed along the spina. Then, at the end of the first century AD, it burnt down again, only to be reconstructed on an even grander scale by the emperor Trajan, who had just looted Dacia. Trajan built a third tier of seating, supported by yet more arches or fornix beneath which prostitutes and race fans could ‘fornicate’. Battlements and towers now covered the walls, and the carceres were roofed over and separated by hermae – columns tastefully decorated with the god Hermes’ head and an erect penis. The new improved carceres were opened by a spring-loaded mechanism, triggered by an official at a lectern. When the bronze eagle in front of him dropped, the first dolphin rose into the air, the doors crashed open and the horses thundered off, roared on by hundreds of thousands of potentially riotous Romans.

At this time the total population of Rome was less than one million, and the Circus’s huge capacity shows just how popular chariot racing was, with the crowds waving their coloured flags and screaming for their chosen teams or factiones. The first of these teams were the Whites and Reds, later followed by the equally imaginatively named Blues and Greens, with luxurious stables and clubhouses in the nearby Campus Martius. The emperor Domitian tried to create a Purple and a Gold team but they never really took off. After AD 350 the emperor Constantius II made the Circus even grander, but by now the empire that supported it was in retreat. The last chariot race at the Circus Maximus was held in AD 550 and for hundreds of years afterwards it was regarded simply as a giant quarry of ready-cut stone, with Pope Sixtus V carting off Augustus’ great obelisk in 1586. Today virtually nothing remains of the single largest sports stadium of all time.

Roman Arenas

A FATAL THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO THE FORUM

Apart from chariot racing, many other games were played in fields and squares across the Roman empire, particularly by the troops who kept it going. One of the most popular was harpastum, the ‘hand ball game’, an ancestor of both rugby and soccer, which was played on a rectangular field a little smaller than a modern football pitch. Each side had a goal line to defend and tackling was fierce, so to reduce injuries the game was played on grass or dirt. Alternatives to harpastum were the stick and ball game paganica, an ancestor of hockey, which was also played on grass, and the catching game expulsim ludere, played in ball courts. These games were intended more for keeping fit than pulling in the crowds, and neither they, the revived Olympics nor the local athletic games had any of the pulling power of chariot racing or gladiatorial combat.

Like the charioteers in the circus, the gladiators in the arenas had their roots in Greek and Etruscan traditions. In Homeric times the Greeks had marked the death of someone rich or important with the ritual sacrifice of someone poor or insignificant, such as a slave or a captive. The Etruscans modified this idea with lightly armed fighters battling over the dead man’s grave. These first fights were small-scale graveside affairs, staged between a few pairs of unlucky slaves who found themselves locked in mortal combat. Soon ambitious politicians cottoned on to them as a crowd-pleasing entertainment, and more professional contests moved to public sites like the town square or, in Rome, the Forum. At first temporary wooden seating was set up, but by 100 BC bigger crowds and larger, more regular contests had made permanent seating necessary.

At the beginning of the first century BC the Romans conquered the rest of Italy and a sudden jump in the number of citizens required bigger venues to entertain them all. The Circus Maximus, built for racing, was too vast for all but the grandest games. The obvious answer was something like a Greek theatre, in which the sight lines would be good and the screams nice and loud, and into which plenty of political supporters could be packed. The problem was that Rome had banned the effete Greek theatre in the second century BC and only a couple of home-grown examples existed, hacked out of the rock in Sutri and Casino. The time was ripe for a new type of theatre, the circular amphitheatre, which could contain the terrified men and animals on which the show depended. One of the first was at Pompeii, constructed around 80 BC and able to accommodate around 20,000 spectators. Here the arena was surrounded by a cavea, a ring of wedge-shaped seating blocks dug down into the ground with the outside banked up – a principle still followed today in athletics stadia and football grounds like Old Trafford and the Nou Camp. Instead of a perfect circle, which would have offered everyone the best view, an oval was preferred, giving a natural focus to the dais in the middle of the shady side where the editor of the games – whoever was paying for them – sat. At Pompeii the arena already had what would become the standard layout: a triumphal gate for the entry of the gladiators, and opposite it the Porta Libitinaria, named after Libitina, goddess of burials, for the exit of the dead. To make sure no one forgot who had paid for all this, sponsors’ names were carved on the outside of the circus – not so very different from today’s naming rights. One design flaw at Pompeii was that the inner walls were just two metres above the arena floor; polished stone and protective nets were needed to keep the gladiators and beasts from climbing out.

The next big idea was the free-standing stone arena, and one of the first was created by the politician and general Pompey. In 55 BC he built the largest theatre to date near Rome’s Campus Martius, using the third-century BC invention of concrete. Then as now concrete was to be crucial in the building of sports arenas. Made of cement and a special light aggregate, Roman concrete was mixed and poured into wooden shuttering to create radiating arches and columns that could support row upon row of seats – in effect allowing you to build a hill of seating wherever you needed it. (As for the official ban on private citizens building theatres, Pompey got round that by sticking a statue on top and calling it a temple precinct.) After his death in a civil war in 48 BC, his theatre was to become the model for later more famous arenas. Although most traces of it have disappeared under other constructions, it is believed that its capacity was about 17,000.

Despite the existence of fireproof concrete, cheaper wooden amphitheatres were also built, sometimes with disastrous results. In the first century AD a famous collapse occurred in the town of Fidenae where, according to the historian Tacitus, a wooden arena built by an enterprising ex-gladiator named Atilius collapsed, killing up to 20,000 people, although the story improved in the telling until the number reached 50,000. Elsewhere another 1,000 were killed in a separate mid-second-century disaster and yet more perished around AD 300. In Rome itself the most catastrophic fire of all was that of AD 64, which engulfed the city and destroyed the emperor Nero’s own amphitheatre. (Of course in Britain dangerous old wooden stands were still catching fire and killing their occupants as late as AD 1985.)

By the first century AD it was clear that Rome needed a proper, safe arena that would befit its glory and cater for some of the 159 holidays a year to which its citizens felt entitled. The problem was that Rome was in chaos as it suffered under a series of famously dysfunctional emperors, including Caligula and Nero. The situation was saved by Titus Flavius Vespasianus (Vespasian), another politician and general who, having successfully invaded Britain and saved the empire, decided to dedicate some of his fabulous wealth – plus a tax on public toilets – towards creating a venue truly worthy of the Flavian family name. This was especially important as the Flavians were really just provincial bureaucrats. Money was no object, and from AD 70 to 82 work continued day and night on a new 189- by 155-metre four-storey amphitheatre. This would eventually seat 48,000 and accommodated up to 70,000 when the arcades and flat standings were fully occupied. It was to be the biggest arena ever seen, and would remain so throughout the empire’s history. While it would no doubt have pleased Vespasian that his Amphitheatrum Flavium is still famous today, it would probably really tick him off that it is known simply as the Colosseum.

Although its design was later modified – not least by fires and thunderbolts – the Colosseum was in use for nearly 500 years, has stood for 1,500 more and is by any standard a triumph of stadium design. Modern architects describe it as a benchmark, and it would be well into the twentieth century before any modern venue could match its quality. The exterior drum, with its 80 arches of white travertine limestone, has inspired generations of architects, but it is the interior that gets present-day stadium designers excited. To create this vast bowl, 250,000 cubic metres of concrete were encased in 100,000 tonnes of limestone, and the whole thing held together by over 300 tonnes of iron bars. Viewed from above, the Colosseum is a simple oval, offering a good view for everyone attending but giving pride of place to the emperor and the editor paying for the games. In cross-section the stands are triangular. Below a ring of wooden benches – which were added later – the heavier stone seats spread out in a design that provides stability, with the lightest structures on top and increasing room to circulate as the crowds grow bigger further down. Under the concrete arches spectators could mill around, buy oysters, fruits and olives to eat, and of course fornicate. The design also allowed the whole seating area to be evacuated quickly.

In terms of crowd control, the Colosseum was well ahead of anything sports fans would see for hundreds of years to come. Its entrances were clearly signed and tickets directed you to the right colour-coded and numbered wedge of seating. At first the Colosseum was brightly painted, but after a fire in AD 217 this was replaced by a more muted red and white colour scheme. Favoured guests got the very best seats and some wealthy families even had their own dedicated places with cloakrooms and latrines provided – just like executive boxes today. Below these there was a reassuring four-metre drop to the arena floor.

As with most modern stadia, seating blocks were faceted – steeper at the top and shallower at the bottom – to create a bowl shape and improve sight lines. The best seats, those nearest the action, rose up in a 30-degree slope, followed by a steeper 35-degree rise in the tier above. Today this is the maximum allowed in modern stadia. The design wasn’t beyond criticism. The angle or rake of the topmost wooden seats is unknown, but must have been pretty vertigo-inducing, and although the vomitoria through which the crowds entered and left the seating area had balustrades, there was a perilous three-metre drop into the stairwell.

While the sport-loving Greeks had been prepared to bake under the summer sun and share the agony of their athletes, the Romans liked to watch others’ sufferings in comfort. Although the crowd might be sprayed with cooling water, the preferred option was a vast canvas awning or velarium. At the Colosseum this weighed the best part of 24 tonnes and was manipulated by a trained team of 1,000 sailors stationed around the edge of the roof. It could get stuffy under the velarium, but it was better than broiling your brains under a Roman sun, and the painted advertisements for circuses were careful to add vela erunt – ‘there will be awnings’. (At his games Caligula used to enjoy removing the awnings and watching the spectators bake.)

The wooden floor on which the gladiators fought was cantilevered – supported by the surrounding wall – and included lifts and pits from which scenery, men and animals could appear. On top of the wood was the sand that gave the arena its name. (Why sand? Think blood. Lots of blood.)

One big question mark over the Colosseum is whether or not it could have staged the mock naval battles or naumachia which rulers like Julius Caesar held at the flooded Circus Maximus. Contemporary writers imply that these were held at its opening in AD 80, but don’t offer cast-iron proof. Although it was at the bottom of a slope, the Colosseum could only have accommodated small boats and just over a metre of water. Engineers have also pointed out that the chutes in the building all seem to drain out of the arena. On the other hand, the Colosseum must have had high-pressure water supplies to reach the higher seats, and if water was roaring down from the hillsides to supply the building, outward-pointing chutes might have been useful to arrest the flow and prevent it doing any damage. Essentially, no one really knows.

Despite the quality of the building, the Colosseum suffered a number of serious accidents, with a fire in the second century AD and another in 217, and had to be rebuilt by the emperor Alexander Severus, who funded the reconstruction, including a new wooden tier of seats, through a tax on prostitutes.

Across the rest of the empire, at least 50 smaller arenas and circuses were built. In faraway Britain, London had its own 6,000-seater arena near the present site of the Guildhall – an open space ever since – although the largest amphitheatre was built for the twentieth Legion at Chester. As for circuses, an 8,000-seater has recently been discovered outside Roman Colchester, while Roman baths were installed at Cheapside in London, Caerleon, Wroxeter, Buxton and, rather obviously, Bath.

The shift of the Roman capital east from Rome to Constantinople in AD 330 meant that both the Circus Maximus and the Colosseum began to lose importance – especially once the Christian emperor Constantine had passed the first laws limiting gladiatorial training and fighting. By the end of the fifth century AD the western half of the Roman empire was collapsing and in 545 a disappointed Ostrogoth named Totila found the Eternal City occupied by just a few hundred people, with the Colosseum already being raided for building materials. Across the western empire most arenas and circuses fell into ruin or found new uses, such as the stadium at Arles, which was turned into a citadel. Only a few were ever again used for sport – one example being the bullring at Nîmes. As for the Colosseum itself, until 1749 it was looted and quarried by poor Romans and rich popes alike; in more recent times Mussolini would surround it with huge roads, while post-war Italian governments drove metro tunnels to within metres of its walls.

The Colosseum was the product of an empire that could afford to cut 100,000 tonnes of stone for a sports arena and scour the known world for wild animals and wild enemies to butcher inside it. Nothing on its scale would arise until the British empire of the nineteenth century. In terms of sports architecture, the next 1,300 years of human history could best be termed quiet.

Dark Age Sports

A DANE AT THE RACES

From AD 410, when the last Roman legionaries left, until the arrival of the Normans in 1066 little was recorded about sport in Britain and even less about where it was played. What is clear is that for both the Britons and the invading Saxons, hunting was overwhelmingly popular. Among those who could afford it, hunting with horses, hounds and hawks was even more so. The nearest these blood sports came to any kind of sporting architecture was the bear-baiting pit, a visit to which was an occasional treat laid on for visiting kings and nobles.

There is a little more evidence for racecourses. Horses had always been important to Iron Age Brits, who fought their battles on chariots and used them to help see off the first attempted Roman invasion in 54 BC. After the second, successful, invasion of AD 43 the Romans were so impressed by the British charioteers that they carried several off to compete in the arena. In return the emperor Lucius Septimius Severus – incidentally the first dark-skinned Roman emperor – who died in York in 211, imported fine Arab horses to race at Netherby in Yorkshire. Yorkshire place names like the Old English Follithwaite and Follifoot translate as ‘horse fight’, while Hesketh in Lancashire and Hesket in Cumberland come from the Norse hestaskeith meaning ‘racetrack’ – suggesting a continuing tradition despite successive invasions. Yorkshire has remained a centre for racing ever since, and many racehorses are still bred and trained at Middleham near Richmond or Malton near York. These early contests would probably have been held between a few animals on a convenient common, and there seems little chance that we will ever uncover an ancient Epsom or Aintree. One bit of Saxon sporting heritage is the furlong – originally a fuhrlang, the distance a ploughing team of oxen could go before they needed a breather. (In golf, ‘links’ comes from the Saxon ‘hlinc’ meaning a ridge.)

In the case of ball games, we know even less, although some ancient folk football matches are said to commemorate victories over invading Romans or Danes. The Victorians stopped most of these contests, but a few still exist today. Most are held in streets or open country between rival sides fighting for possession of some kind of ball. In the case of the Scone Shrovetide game and the Derby ‘hugball’ contest, the goals are natural – stretches of river or particular fields – and seem to date from the very earliest days. Today the goals are more usually rival pubs. (In Derby the contests between the parishes of All Saints and Saint Peter’s were so intense that they helped give the term ‘derby match’ to any hard-fought local battle.) Even today, the damage caused by games like that at Ashbourne continues to annoy the authorities and threaten their survival.

In Ireland, which escaped the attentions of the Roman legions, ancient sports sites are easier to identify. The Curragh (the racecourse), a vast plain in Kildare, was used for chariot racing by the third century BC and probably long before that. Today it covers 5,000 acres, but to judge from its ancient name of Cuirreach Lifé must once have extended as far as the river Liffey. In pre-Christian times this was the site of the Aonach Lifé – a festival for the people of the kingdom of Leinster in which sports like chariot racing played an important part. After the spread of Christianity, the Curragh continued to be protected from the plough, and was now said to consist of the area covered by Saint Brigid’s mantle. (She must have been a big girl.) It has remained the main centre for Irish horse racing ever since, and is still home to all five Irish classics.

Rather mistier are the facts surrounding the Tailteann Games, said to have been founded in 632 BC by Lugh of the Long Arm, high king of Ireland, in honour of his dead foster-mother Queen Tailte, although some put its origins as far back as 1829 BC. These games were held every three years at Teltown in County Meath on Lughnasa, 1 August, when open-air contests were held in horse and chariot racing, as well as swimming, spear throwing, running, vaulting, high jumping, triple jumping (a hop, hop and jump version), putting stones (the ancestor of the shot put) and throwing the wheel or roth cleas (the ancestor of the hammer throw). As for team games, the biggie was hurling, played over wide expanses of country. Twenty-seven-a-side was common and the game featured such legendary Irish heroes as Setanta – in case you’ve ever wondered about the name of the sports channel. As for the site itself, the main focus seems to have been a 90-metre-diameter earthwork at Teltown in County Meath, which represents a priceless link with Ireland’s ancient sporting past – or at least did until 1997 when it was bulldozed flat.

While their start date may be uncertain, what is quite sure is that the Tailteann Games came to a juddering halt in 1169, when the Normans invaded.

Forests, Tiltyards and Butts

GETTING MEDIEVAL

The invading Normans were just as keen as the invaded Saxons on their hunting, although the incomers preferred horseback to slogging around on foot. From 1066 Saxons across Britain found that the foreign ‘serving boys’ or cnihtas they had laughed at only a few years before were now calling themselves knights and
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