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A fair feld, ful of folk, fond I there bytwene,

Of alle manere of men, the mene and the pore

 

William Langland, Piers Plowman, c. 1377

 

 

‘Come, none of your irony, Brown,’ answers the master. ‘I’m beginning to understand the game scientifically. What a noble game it is, too!’

‘Isn’t it? But it’s more than a game. It’s an institution,’ said Tom.

‘Yes,’ said Arthur, ‘the birthright of British boys, old and young, as habeas corpus and trial by jury are of British men.’

 

Thomas Hughes, Tom Brown’s School-Days, 1857
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The Tournament

Battles Royal, the Monarchy and the Origins of English Sport

When they got near to Paris, Fouke and his men saw a tournament underway . . . Then Sir Druz de Montbener, a very proud Frenchman, sent word to Sir Fouke asking that he come joust with him. Fouke immediately accepted the invitation . . . [He] had such grace that he was held to be the finest of knights and without peer. From that day forward the English knight was held in the highest esteem by many in France, and was praised everywhere for his courage, chivalry and prowess.

 ‘Fouk fitz Waryn’, c. 1330 (translated by Thomas E. Kelly)1

 

In June 2016, another tournament was held in France. Twenty-four football teams, more than ever before in the UEFA European Championship, met to play eighty-five matches at ten different venues over a month. The England team, whose best showing in the competition had been a semi-final appearance twenty years before, began their participation with a draw against Russia in Marseille, a match they led until the 92nd minute. Inside the stadium, Russian fans charged their English rivals, many of whom scaled fences and the stadium’s internal walls to get away. In Marseille itself, English fans, so long the source of trouble at football tournaments across Europe, had already been involved in violent clashes once again. This time, though, it seemed as if the blame was at least shared with Russian ultras, who were accused of attacking and provoking English supporters.

This intrusion of post-Cold War geopolitics, conducted by street-level proxies, was not the last time that England’s political fortunes were unceremoniously yoked to their footballing fate. After the bright spot of a victory over Wales, England were knocked out of the tournament by Iceland, a result that came four days after the voting public had knocked Britain out of the European Union. The implications of that coincidence were seized on by various commentators (who ignored the fact that the Welsh team, representing a nation that had also voted to leave, went on to overachieve in the tournament, reaching the semi-final).

UEFA’s tournament is not very old. It began in 1960, and England first participated eight years later. (Wales and England entered in 1964, but did not qualify for the tournament proper.) Traditional English sporting chauvinism was their contribution to the various contemporary political embroilments which the tournament had navigated from its inception. In the Daily Telegraph, the report of England’s loss to Yugoslavia in the semi-final lamented the ‘consequent indignity of having to take part as a supporting act to the extravaganza now being arranged between Italy and Jugoslavia’ (in other words, the final).2 Several countries objected to the presence of the Soviet Union (England’s opponents in that undignified third-place match) in early tournaments, and Greece once refused to play Albania on the reasonable grounds that the two countries were actually at war. In 1992, Denmark won a tournament for which they would not have qualified if Yugoslavia had not been collapsing into civil war.

In other ways, however, this relatively young tournament has fallen into sporting grooves made not just decades, but centuries earlier. The historical roots of international sporting rivalries – or of domestic ones exported to a foreign venue – have often been explored. But the sporting origins of such rivalries date back much further than the existence of modern sport. The oldest international sporting conflicts are usually said to include British teams: in the America’s Cup, or cricket matches between Englishmen and Canadians that predate the oldest of continuing international sporting contests, the Ashes. But we can trace international sport, and British involvement in it, back much further than those nineteenth-century examples.

Going back another eight hundred years or so, a ‘tournament’ was something rather different from Euro 2016 – and more violent, though not intentionally lethal, than anything dreamed of by Russian ultras or English hooligans. With the medieval tournament, we are faced not just with the familiar prospect of sport standing in for war but, often, with sport being ‘indistinguishable’ from it, as one historian has put it.3 Participants were frequently killed during the Middle Ages, and despite the use, as the tournament evolved, of weapons a plaisance (i.e. blunted ones) serious injuries were common too.

If this level of danger seems surprising, that may be because the popular image of the tournament – the individual joust involving two mounted knights armed with modified lances – focuses on a later development of what had been a marginal contest to the main event. The tournament, in its first flourishing, meant the melee, which could involve thousands of knights and men-at-arms attacking each other in what would have looked very like a pitched battle. And if tourneyers took the rituals and practices of war and reinterpreted them as sport, there was also a flow of custom in the other direction. The whole profession and quasi-legal intricacy of heraldry, for example, so integral to the Middle Ages and still a ghostly presence in our time – not least in the badges on football players’ shirts – was a product of the tournament. Sport, in the form of the tournament, was fundamental to the social make-up of medieval Europe, a crucial feature of that nebulous picture that historians have framed as ‘feudalism’ and a key component in its complex honour code, chivalry.

In the medieval tournament lie the origins of many distinguishing features of modern sport: wide popular interest in an elite contest, high monetary stakes, local and international competition often reflecting political realities, and semi-contained violence. It also encompasses two of the more intangible lasting qualities of sport today: the attachment of irrational significance to an activity that is supposed to be a distraction from life’s more serious concerns, and notions of fair play that are permanently in tension with the urge to win.

Greatest Tournament, Greatest Knight

In the twenty-first-century football tournament, the climax was the final between Portugal and the hosts, held in France’s national stadium in Saint-Denis, in front of 75,000 fans (and 600 million watching on television). An equivalent twelfth-century sporting extravaganza had taken place only about 15 miles away, on a site now partly occupied by Disneyland Paris: the great tournament of Lagny-sur-Marne, in 1179. It was probably held to celebrate the coronation earlier that year of the French king, Philip Augustus.

The tournament was recorded in an official document, a roll that has now been lost, so we owe what knowledge we have of this unprecedented spectacle to one of the first celebrity biographies ever written (one more way in which the world of the tournament prefigured our own sports-obsessed age). The subject became a respected statesman when, after retirement, like an Asian cricketer or Hollywood actor, he parlayed his fame into political capital. William the Marshal was an impoverished knight with an unparalleled talent for the contests of chivalry. It brought him into the household of one king, the son of Henry II (crowned and known as ‘Henry the Young King’), and established for him a reputation for dependability that would eventually find him as regent to another, the boy-king Henry III. That final elevation came when the retired sportsman, who could nonetheless still be relied upon to wield his sword in battle, was almost seventy years old. This almost unmatched career of public service began on the tournament field.

At Lagny, ‘the greatest [tournament] ever seen’, William was in his prime. Or, as his anonymous biographer puts it, ‘no single knight was ever seen to deal finer blows than the Marshal did that day’.4 That author estimated that more than three thousand knights took part in the tournament, and gives some details of the heads of retinues and their size. This was a mass participation event of the sort that we usually associate with much more recent developments. If an event such as the Boston Marathon, with around 30,000 runners, seems much larger, we should bear in mind that the actual numbers involved in a tournament, including squires, servants and other camp followers, would have been far higher than the number of knights given. And a marathon is, by its nature, spread over a large area. Perhaps a more apt comparison for a concentrated mass participation event would be London’s Hackney Marshes, with its dozens of football pitches. If all these pitches host a match at the same time, the number of players and officials on a 300-acre site is just over two thousand.

But Lagny was no Sunday League match. As well as William the Marshal, dozens of Europe’s most eminent knights appeared on the five different teams, representing France, Flanders, Normandy, Anjou and England. Among them was the French rival for the title of ‘greatest knight in the world’, William des Barnes. The biographer’s praise for these courtly celebrities seems almost indiscriminate, as each in turn receives a pat on the back for their valour, strength, ‘unfailing prowess’ and so on.5 The description that follows is one of the most vivid we have of a genuine tournament, as against the romantic versions in courtly love poems.

The combined forces were divided into two opposing teams, French and Flemish ranged against English, Normans and Angevins. The man with the largest retinue at Lagny, an astonishing 560 ‘banner-bearing knights’, according to the Marshal’s biographer, was his master, Henry the Young King. This medieval playboy is perhaps the first English royal who can be accurately described as sports-mad. Like many who followed him, indulging passions ranging from hunting and shooting to yachting and horse-racing, the Young King’s clearest demonstration of his obsession was in the amount of cash he spent on it. The scale of this open-handedness was not lost on contemporaries. The Marshal’s biographer tells us that ‘every banner-bearing knight in the Young King’s company was paid 20 shillings [sous] per day . . . from the moment they left their lands’.6 Even at the lower estimate of Henry’s retinue, that equals £200 a day, ‘the average income of a moderately wealthy baron, or the amount the county of Worcester owed the king every year’.7 As with most of his successors, a large proportion of this outlay was raised on credit.

There was money to be made at tourneying: the whole purpose of the melee was to capture the leading lights on the opposing side and ransom them. But this was hardly a reliable source of income and could, of course, if one ended up being taken oneself, become another source of expenditure. In Henry the Young King’s case, having formidable knights such as the Marshal on your side was one way to improve your chances. His biographer might have exaggerated William’s exploits at Lagny-sur-Marne, but it seems nonetheless that at the crunch, the Young King’s superstar could be relied upon. We are told that, when Henry was surrounded,

the Marshal didn’t hesitate: he charged to meet them, with such force that he smashed his lance to pieces; [he was nearly knocked from his saddle, his head] right down by his horse’s hocks. But he hauled himself upright instantly; then battle raged about him, they attacking and he defending, hewing and cleaving everything in sight, splitting shields and staving helms: that was William the Marshal’s way! They’d completely lost track of the king who declared – as did all who witnessed it [. . .] – that no single knight was ever seen to deal finer blows than the Marshal did that day.8

 

The Marshal’s triumph at Lagny and elsewhere reflected well on his master. Perhaps surprisingly, it also went down well with the Young King’s father, Henry II, who not only backed his son’s three-year tournament binge financially but demonstrated his approval by restoring to him lands that he had confiscated for earlier transgressions. This might not have been expected, because Henry II had banned tournaments in England. In this, he was following his grandfather, Henry I, and the rulings of various Popes, who had described tournaments as ‘detestable meetings’ and tried to stamp them out by refusing Christian burial for anyone killed in the course of one. Although tournaments had been permitted during the reign of Henry I’s successor, Stephen, that was interpreted as another sign of Stephen’s weakness, and Henry II’s restitution of the ban as a welcome sign of the return of firm government.9

It was another of Henry’s sons, Richard I, who codified tournament fighting for English use. Richard’s personal keenness on displays of chivalry didn’t blind him to the potential for serious mischief in permitting gangs of heavily armed show-offs to assemble unsupervised and act out a war. It may be that Richard’s decision not to license more than one tournament site north of the Trent, or any in the West Country and the Marches, reflected a nervousness about royal control of the more far-flung reaches of the kingdom. If so, he may have been right. It is alleged that opposition to both his brother King John and his nephew King Henry III was concealed under sporting disguise, ‘sub occasione torniamentum’.10 William the Marshal, however, whose unusually long life and uniquely long military career encompassed service to three generations of Angevin monarchs, never joined the rebels who used the activity that had made him famous to do something that contravened his chivalric code: going against their lord.

The English tournament’s popularity continued to fluctuate depending on the personal preference of the monarch – and, to a degree, his grip on power. The tournament itself also began to change, focusing more on single-combat jousts, mounted or on foot, that could be more tightly controlled, and offering a more structured presentation for spectators. Neither Henry III nor Edward II was keen on the tournament, and so its prestige dipped during their reigns. At a time when conspicuous martial valour and capacity to rule were generally believed to go together, perhaps it was no coincidence that the reigns of both of these non-tourneying kings were troubled. In the case of Edward II, the eager and skilled participation in jousts of his favourite, Piers Gaveston, didn’t do him much good either. Piers was too successful a jouster for other barons’ liking, and their resentment of his success only added to their grievances against his master.

All this is not to say, of course, that devotion to chivalric sport was a guarantee of a successful reign. Richard III began his short time on the throne with a close observance of all formalities, which is almost certain to have included a series of jousts to celebrate his coronation. The king’s champion played his traditional ceremonial role of publicly challenging the guests at the coronation banquet to armed combat, a sure sign that the usual chivalric rituals were being followed. One of the more long-lasting achievements of Richard’s brief reign was the incorporation of the College of Heralds, partly devoted to the proper regulation of tournaments, by Royal Charter.

Richard III’s fall is often taken to mark the end of the English Middle Ages. The fate of the quintessentially medieval sport of the tournament after 1485, however, shows that the Middle Ages took a long time to die. In what is taken as a link to Richard’s predecessor, Edward IV, his Tudor successor Henry VII used the tournament – now confined (after three decades of real battles) to the single-combat joust – as a way of displaying his right to rule, consciously modelling the spectacles on the richest and most ostentatiously chivalrous European court, the Duchy of Burgundy. Far from withering away as its practices began to diverge more and more from those of genuine warfare, the joust became a true royal sport. It was central to promoting the Tudor and Stuart monarchies, accounting for far more royal expenditure than the rather more lavishly studied contemporary spectacles of the pageant and the masque.

Sport on Cloth of Gold

The highest point in royal tourneying came not in the Middle Ages, but in the reign of the most ostentatious – and sport-obsessed – Tudor monarch, Henry VIII. The meeting in June 1520 between Henry and the King of France, Francis I, which became known as the Field of Cloth of Gold, was many things: diplomatic summit, conspicuous show of strength, and even what it purported to be, a display of friendship and peaceful intentions. But as its most recent historian puts it, ‘the Field of Cloth of Gold was, first and foremost, a tournament’.11 Of the thousands who attended the great meeting on English soil near Calais, roughly 160 actually engaged in jousting. And the two monarchs were among the active participants.

Everything about the Field was designed to impress on onlookers the meeting of ‘the two kings, / equal in lustre’ as Shakespeare later put it.12 Accounts of the meeting of Henry and Francis at the tiltyard are correspondingly exaggerated: ‘So great is the bulk with which they press upon each other! Dashed against a shield, the lance is broken in pieces, and bucklers glitter with sparks struck out of them’, according to an observer on the French side.13 Both kings also participated in hand-to-hand combat on foot, though studiously on the same side, so no sporting advantage could be claimed. All this, together with the extraordinary fashion show put on by the leading participants, must have seemed a triumph of delicate diplomatic organisation to Cardinal Wolsey and his French counterpart, Cardinal Antoine Duprat – and sport was at its heart. But this was sport for show, the competitive element which certainly existed in tourneying carefully trammelled, like the rebated weapons that tourneyers used so as not to inflict injury. As professional wrestling is today, the engagements were choreographed – fixed, if not fake.

If anyone doubted the diplomatic wisdom of these arrangements, the English king put them to the test by spontaneously challenging Francis to a wrestling match. This seems to have been all Henry’s idea. The well-informed Wolsey, if consulted, might have dissuaded him, because Francis, formerly Duke of Brittany, had been brought up in that region’s tradition of wrestling. He had no trouble in dealing with the boisterous English king, throwing him with a signature move, and declined Henry’s offer of a rematch. It had always seemed unlikely that the kings could bury their countries’ differences, and just before leaving for the meeting Henry had entertained Francis’s greatest European rival, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. When he left the Field of Cloth of Gold, Henry did not return home, but travelled to Gravelines, where he sealed an exclusive alliance with Charles. The extensive account of the famous meeting between Francis and Henry provided by the English chronicler Edward Hall makes no mention of the famous wrestling match, and most historians seem to have dismissed it as another colourful but insignificant episode in a failed piece of staged diplomatics. However, the great French historian Jules Michelet thought differently about this royal faux pas, describing it as a ‘petit fatal événement, qui eut d’incalculables conséquences’.14 The most elaborately choreographed contest in the two nations’ histories, expertly organised by the two cardinals, Wolsey and Duprat, had been thrown over by Henry’s sporting sottise. If only he had stuck to the tournament.

The High Point and Slow Decline of the Tournament

The royal connection sustained the tournament over the next century, through a brief revival under Edward VI and an attempt to make it a vehicle of Anglo–Spanish diplomacy in the reign of Mary I. Under Elizabeth I, the tournament saw a full embrace of all its possibilities for propaganda, royal and aristocratic image-making, sexual politics and stiffening the martial patriotism of the ruling class. With its Spanish and French influences, the tournament was also a way of mitigating the isolation of England from Catholic Europe after the Reformation. In retrospect, the Elizabethan age may have been the high point for tournaments and jousts, as the Queen encouraged the excesses and fantasies of some of her most devoted or most ambitious subjects. If some, like the spurned Lord Essex or the cavalier Sir Philip Sidney (who dispensed with leg armour as a chivalric gesture before a real battle, and duly died of a bullet to the thigh), failed to distinguish between the tiltyard and the real world, they were not the last sportsmen to sacrifice too much in pursuit of sporting excellence – or to muddy the difference between sport and war.

Tournaments continued under James I, though rarely with the King’s own participation. Even after the premature death of James’s son Henry, who had been groomed as a tiltyard prince and apparently wholeheartedly embraced the role, his successor and heir, the future Charles I, also took part in tournaments. But, though a huntsman like his father, as king Charles resisted the tournament and its ruinous expense, and they ended during his reign, after a series of jousts to celebrate his marriage to Henrietta Maria of France in 1625. By the time Charles walked up the staircase beside Henry VIII’s royal tiltyard at Whitehall in January 1649, on the way to his execution outside the neighbouring Banqueting House, the tournament and its fantasies of war had long been abandoned for the real thing. After the Restoration, Charles II’s sporting passion was horse-racing. He even competed (and won, of course) at Newmarket, and attended meetings with his brother the Duke of York, later James II. Racing may be the sport of kings, but it was not their first.

The tournament in the Middle Ages represented the pinnacle of sporting achievement and a path for the socially ambitious. It also often contained an international element, whether as a team activity or through individual representatives, in an echo of real conflict. It outlasted its severing from the genuine practice of war, only to be condemned by the attraction of its sponsors to other sports. Always the pastime of an elite, though popular on a wider scale, the tournament needed the sustenance of royal and aristocratic patronage. Once that was lost, it was doomed.

 

[image: Title page of the commemorative album of the Eglinton Tournament, 30 August 1839.]

Title page of the commemorative album of the Eglinton Tournament, 30 August 1839.

 

In the nineteenth century, the tournament was briefly resuscitated after the medieval romances of Sir Walter Scott had set off a new craze for the Middle Ages, and particularly its most fantastical features. But this was history repeating itself as farce. The signature event of the Victorian revival was the ruinous Ayrshire Eglinton tournament of 1839. Bankrolled by the 13th Earl of Eglinton to assuage his and fellow reactionaries’ disappointment at the absence of a traditional banquet and Champion’s challenge after the coronation of Queen Victoria, the Eglinton tournament was, in the words of its historian, ‘the greatest folly of the century’.15 The day scheduled for the event was spoiled by a downpour, which churned up the tournament field into a quagmire, made jousting impossible and soaked the thousands of costumed guests. Although Eglinton did manage to hold his jousts when the clouds cleared a few days later, the legend of his tournament had been written: ‘to revive chivalry in the age of Steam was only to invite absurd catastrophe’.16 Eglinton’s reputation (and his wallet – the tournament is thought to have cost him about £40,000) revived, but he devoted his sporting energies to horse-racing thereafter.

The interest and importance of the tournament in the history of sport and Britain do not lie in an ersatz washout put on by a disappointed Tory aristocrat. The medieval and later immersion in tourneying laid the foundations for national and international sporting rivalries and preoccupations in a way that has been almost wholly forgotten. Today’s tournaments may not feature boisterous English kings going off-script and challenging their rival counterparts to a tête-à-tête, though the medieval example of a moneyed prince indulging his sporting passion by bankrolling the event’s biggest stars does carry contemporary echoes. The knights who performed at Lagny and subsequently were, moreover, genuine precursors of the uniformed athletes who would meet on a field 15 miles away, more than eight hundred years later, to represent their countries in a more modern type of pitched sporting battle.
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The Empire and Commonwealth Games

Imperial Recessional

The Empire Games will be designed on an Olympic model, but these Games will be very different . . . free from the excessive stimulus and the babel of the international stadium. They should be merrier and less stern, and will substitute the stimulus of a novel adventure for the pressure of international rivalry.

Official documents of the first Empire Games, Hamilton, Ontario, 1930

 

Blame the poets. We know that sport and the British Empire were inextricably intertwined. As the historian Niall Ferguson put it, ‘the British Empire of the 1890s resembled nothing more than an enormous sports complex’.1 But our default vision of it is limited to a particular era of Empire, and a particular type of sport: we think of Henry Newbolt’s cricketer in the sodden red desert, and of those who exhorted future ‘heroes’ to export their courage at ‘roughish’ scrums to the battlefield. The association was still there when E. W. Hornung, creator of Raffles, amateur batsman and cracksman, published ‘Lord’s Leave’ in 1915: ‘The schools take guard upon a fierier pitch / Somewhere in Flanders’.2 The sports to which Ferguson, and his literary forebears, were referring were invariably the big three: cricket, rugby union and football. Those were the games learned at public schools and assiduously recreated across the world. And when the children of Empire grew up, they added hunting and shooting to their timetable, the bigger the game the better. Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India (1899–1905), the embodiment of imperial display as imperial power, spent much of his time in India shooting tigers.

The Reverend J. E. C. Welldon, headmaster of Harrow School (1881–95), expressed the link between high imperialism and team sport with the confidence of a man who saw it as his duty to prepare the sons of Empire: ‘I say that England owes her Empire far more to her sports than her studies’, he told a meeting of the Royal Colonial Institute. ‘Englishmen are not superior to Frenchmen or Germans in brains or industry or the science and apparatus of war; but they are superior in the health and temper which games impart.’3 We have seen how such sports, with the addition of boxing, have been affected by or implicated in empire. But the most explicit attempt by (and on behalf of) the British to use sport for imperial promotion was not through the team games they had played at their public schools and codified for more general consumption. The British Empire Games, first hosted in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1930, and then every four years (with a break during and just after the Second World War), concentrated at first on track and field athletics, and also featured swimming, diving, boxing, wrestling, rowing and lawn bowls. How these individual pursuits correlated with imperial ideas of the team ethic is just one of the questions worth asking about the Games. Another is how the invention of a distinct imperial era managed to survive, and eventually thrive, as Empire itself ended.

In 1954, the Games took on a new name, the British Empire and Commonwealth Games. It then became the British Commonwealth Games in 1970 and, finally (one assumes), the Commonwealth Games in 1978. As the evolution of the name suggests, the Games have in some respects mapped faithfully on to Britain’s late-imperial and post-imperial history. The exception was the first meeting, at Hamilton, a celebration convened when the Empire was already in decline. There were good reasons for its relatively late arrival, but the first meeting also reflected a continuing cultural confidence in the British imperial project, even if high politics did not necessarily endorse it, from Irish independence (already achieved) to the Indian struggle (1930 was the year of Gandhi’s Salt Satyagraha). The evolution of the Games also follows a now familiar pattern of outrunning its pioneers’ vision and, in many cases, turning that vision on its head. What began as a celebration of imperial ties, implicitly focused on the ‘white’ dominions, became a testing ground for a postcolonial settlement. In the process, the Games emerged as one of the most high-profile ways for post-imperial nations to make an impact on world attention through demonstrating excellence and achievement, while also consolidating national identity.

Pan-Britannic Games for a ‘Greater Britain’

Although 1930 seems more like a crisis point for the British Empire than a time for celebration, the Games were not a last-ditch attempt to shore up support for an embattled institution. Hamilton was instead the culmination of a long process, which did indeed begin at a more self-assured time – the 1890s, a period when another contributor to the Proceedings of the Royal Colonial Institute declared, ‘We may, I believe, look confidently to the expansion of the Colonies’.4

In 1891, the journal Greater Britain published an unsigned article entitled ‘Many Lands – One People’, which warned that the British Empire needed to strengthen its ‘union of hearts and heads’. This was hardly a new suggestion. Imperial federation, the political attempt to draw the colonies more closely into the orbit of the mother country, allowing for a developing level of self-government under an imperial Parliament at Westminster, was widely discussed at the time. The Imperial Federation League had been founded in 1884. The journal Greater Britain itself was an expression of the idea that, somehow, Britain and its Empire should be tied more closely together. The author of the article, however, believed federation lacked ‘reality’ and was ‘not practical enough’. He proposed instead ‘a Pan-Britannic context of our social pursuits’. By Pan-Britannic, he meant British imperial or, more accurately, ‘English-speaking’, since at various times afterwards the US was included in this vision. The ‘social pursuits’ were ‘a great racial network of a common literature, fine arts, academic studies and athletic exercises’.

The ‘racial network’ here clearly means white colonists, who needed to ‘remind’ themselves that they were ‘one people though in many lands’.5 This ignored one of the main disputes in the federation debate. The place in imperial federation of Britain’s greatest imperial possession with its biggest non-white population, India, was much discussed. The author of an earlier book entitled Greater Britain, the politician Sir Charles Dilke, thought that India had to form part of this vision.6 The imperial historian Sir John Seeley, who consoled Britons with the idea that their Empire had been acquired in a ‘fit of absence of mind’, was equally convinced that it should not. In the same lecture in 1883 in which that famous phrase originated, ‘The Expansion of England’, Seeley explained that Indians were ‘of alien race and religion, and are bound to us only by the title of conquest’, while ‘those tens of millions of Englishmen who live outside the British Islands . . . are of our own blood, and are therefore united to us by the strongest tie’.7 The author of the Greater Britain article did not waste any time on this discussion, mentioning India only to refer to its ‘unlimited supply of native troops loyal to the Home Government’.8 For him, the concentration on white ‘Britons’ was self-evident.

In the long run, racial tensions would play a significant role in the Empire and Commonwealth Games movement. But at its conception, the more controversial question in the author’s eyes was his inclusion of athletic exercises as well as cultural pursuits in his ‘Racial Festival’, for which he made a special case: ‘before we were a political or even a commercial and military people, we are a race of keen sportsmen’.9 He needn’t have worried. In the response to the article over the following year, athletic pursuits became the focus, to the exclusion of the other proposals. And those who responded were happy to take the author’s whites-only notion as read.

In The Times, the historian J. A. Froude responded enthusiastically to the proposal for a ‘Pan-Anglo-Saxon festival’ (the nomenclature was fluid). It might, he thought,

 

be as good as the Panathenaion; a beginning is already made in the cricket and rowing matches. It need not be annual if the people are afraid of the expense. It might be held every four years, like the Olympian games. The Americans would join heartily.10

 

Other responses, all positive and all focusing on the sporting rather than the wider cultural aspect of the scheme, arrived from Australia, Canada, South Africa and even St Helena. In line with Froude’s prediction, welcoming noises were heard from the Amateur Athletic Association (AAA) of the US. At home, the cheerleaders, including Welldon, outnumbered the naysayers, such as the author of an article in the Saturday Review which argued that the idea trivialised proposals for imperial federation, usually discussed in terms of its political, diplomatic, commercial and military advantages. The Daily Graphic drew its own classical lesson to set against Froude’s: ‘After all, the Olympic games did not prevent the Peloponnesian war.’11

The author of the original article was John Astley Cooper, an Adelaide-born son of a clergyman. Cooper is known almost exclusively through his promotion of this idea, but, despite the warnings about practicality in his article, he seems to have been more of an idealist than a man of action. He attempted to interest the AAA in the Pan-Britannic Festival, but only because the association were at pains to distance themselves from it. Charles Herbert, honorary secretary, wrote in 1894 to various London papers to point out, with the pomposity on which sports administrators have so often had the monopoly, that ‘the A.A.A. have been unable to consider the matter as no scheme has been laid before them’.12 This was disingenuous, considering the ‘scheme’ had been debated publicly for three years. Cooper wrote to The Times to ‘demur’, referring to the colonial athletics bodies that had addressed the scheme and had, according to him, written to the AAA in London to discuss it. He now thought it was time that ‘I and those who are with me stand aside in a deferential attitude to the experts’.13 The experts, or one group of them at least, were disinclined to take up the baton.

Olympic Alternative

According to Welldon, the ‘pre-eminent’ quality of ‘English Public Schoolmen’ was ‘readiness’. This encompassed ‘self-reliance’ and ‘the power of seizing opportunities’,14 and a better example of it was busily at work in the 1890s. Unfortunately for imperial boosters, it was not an English public-school man, but a French aristocrat, who embodied it. Baron Pierre de Coubertin, like John Astley Cooper, began his campaign for a revival of the Olympic Games with an article, published in the Revue de Paris in 1893. But he did not then ‘stand aside’, but followed it up with meetings and, crucially, the formation of an organisation with himself at the helm, the International Athletic Congress, which first convened at the Sorbonne on 17 June 1894, a month after Cooper’s ineffectual rearguard action in The Times. The International Olympic Committee (IOC) was constituted on 23 June.

Coubertin freely admitted to having been inspired by English examples, as well as classical Olympism. He was the author of a substantial book, L’Éducation en Angleterre (1888), based on first-hand observations of English and Irish schools and universities. He had visited Rugby and was an initiate in the cult of Thomas Arnold and ‘true manliness’. He attended Shropshire’s very own Olympic revival, the Much Wenlock Olympian Games, at the invitation of its founder, William Penny Brookes. Combining these sources of inspiration with his own energy and determination, Coubertin persuaded the various nations’ sporting representatives to take up his idea with astonishing speed. In 1896, the first modern Olympic Games were held in Athens, where the host nation provided more than half of the participants. A British team was sent, incorporating Irish and Australian participants. The idea of the Olympics as a competition of representative nations did not take hold right away, however; it was presented at first as a festival of sport for its own sake.

Cooper initially seemed to welcome the arrival of the Olympics, partly as a chance to test the idea of a periodic competition. But by 1908, when the Games were first hosted in London, he had changed his mind. The Olympics were a ‘hybrid, babel gathering’, he wrote, deliberately focusing on the multilingualism that distinguished them from his putative alternative.15 The Empire and later Commonwealth Games as a monoglot utopia turns out to have had abiding appeal. As Brendan Foster has ingenuously commented, ‘The thing that sets the Commonwealth Games apart is that everybody speaks English, so you can have a chat with your rivals and sink a beer after the race.’16 Of course, for Kenyan, Tanzanian or Malaysian athletes, to name only a few, English is usually a second language: for ‘everybody’ to speak English, some have to speak a foreign tongue. Admittedly, this was not a consideration that John Astley Cooper had to make.

There was one concrete attempt to put on a competition in this spirit before 1930, although Cooper’s name was not invoked in connection with it. In 1911, the Festival of Empire which accompanied the coronation of George V included a sporting element, to which Australia, South Africa and Canada were invited to send athletes. The South Africans declined. Lord Lonsdale donated the cup, coincidentally in the same year that he was instrumental in keeping Jack Johnson away from British boxing competition. The Festival of Empire was a much happier confirmation of racial proprieties for him. The sporting element, which included athletics, swimming, boxing and wrestling, was distinctly low-key when compared to the replica buildings constructed at the Crystal Palace, or the four-day-long pageant, which was so popular that it was repeated all through the summer.

Apart from the one-off Festival of Empire, it appeared that the idea of an imperial athletics competition had been entirely superseded by the Olympics. British involvement in the Games up to 1930 only increased, as did that of the dominions. Canada sent its first representative team to the second Olympiad at Paris in 1900, and has done so ever since, boycotts permitting. Australia began sending athletes under their own flag from 1900, too, and briefly joined forces with New Zealand to send an Australasia team to London and Stockholm in 1908 and 1912. South Africa’s participation began in 1904 in St Louis, at which two of their athletes were Black (they had been taking part in the World’s Fair, and were invited to form a team for the marathon with another veteran of the Boer War, whose battles they had been re-enacting). As for India, although a lone (white) athlete, Norman Pritchard, competed in the 1900 Games, it was not until 1920 that India sent a team, all of whom were of Indian heritage. Later teams were mixed.

The First Empire Games

As it turned out, the Olympics were instrumental in reviving the idea of the Empire Games, though more as a reaction than an inspiration. The impetus came, not from the mother country, but from Canada. At Amsterdam 1928, the Canadian Track and Field team was managed by M. M. ‘Bobby’ Robinson, who clashed with the Games’ organisers and other teams’ officials (especially the US) over what he thought was unfair treatment of his team. The Canadians had done well at Amsterdam, including a triumphant double in the 100 metres and 200 metres for their sprinter Percy Williams. But Robinson thought they had been disrespected: there was no Canadian flag at the award of Williams’s 100 metre gold medal, and only the Americans had been allowed to train on the track at the Olympic stadium. The fall-out was serious enough that, on their return, Robinson and the president of the Canadian Olympic Committee, P. J. Mulqueen, had to answer charges of ‘neglect of duty’ laid by the president of the Amateur Athletic Union of Canada (AAUC). Although they managed to refute accusations over their ‘tactics and bickering’,17 the experience led Robinson to have preliminary meetings with what a Canadian journalist called ‘representatives of the other British teams’.18

Robinson, who was the sports editor of his local newspaper, the Hamilton Spectator, was more of a Coubertin than a Cooper, and a few months later, his idea of a games meet among those teams had taken shape. He persuaded the civic leaders of his home town, Hamilton, Ontario, to bankroll the games, which included extending some facilities, building new ones ($100,000 on a swimming pool) and agreeing to accommodate the athletes. The same president of the AAUC, Dr A. S. Lamb, who had reprimanded Robinson and his colleague for their actions in Amsterdam congratulated him the day after this meeting ‘on the presentation of the entire matter and the energetic management of the affairs in Hamilton’.19

There were several good reasons that the Empire Games emerged as primarily an athletics competition, rather than one based around team sports. First, cost: the Games always struggled to pay their way, although Hamilton was rather more successful than many of the Games that followed. Team sports were far more expensive to put on than individual contests. Even for the latter, a rule was introduced that allowed each nation to enter only one athlete in each event, so that no country could dominate too much in their strongest sports.20

The second factor was the Olympic example. Although the Empire Games were in part a reaction against the Olympics, they were also modelled on them, as an example of international sporting cooperation. Allied to this was the insistence on amateurism, which the Olympics clung to, and which was most strictly interpreted by the various AAAs of the Empire. Finally, there was the influence of Bobby Robinson himself. Robinson was a track and field man, who freely admitted using a grant earmarked for Canadian swimmers to pay for the attendance at the Olympics of another runner. ‘Selfishness is just as good an excuse as any’, he explained, and he ‘was not worried about Montreal’s natators’.21 As the event had to be popular in his home town, moreover, it needed to promote sports that a Canadian audience would enjoy. Athletics was certainly one of these, with the home crowd recognising their star countryman Williams, who gave the athletes’ oath at the opening ceremony and duly won the 100 yards race (injuring himself in the process). But even more popular were the rowing events held in Burlington Bay, where crowds of 50,000 and 75,000 were estimated, drawn in particular by the champion Australian sculler Henry ‘Bobby’ Pearce.

Robinson’s skills were not only those of a booster and organiser. He also had to be persuasive, for example when finding $5,000 to encourage the Australian team to attend, after they had reneged on grounds of cost. Perhaps his most important diplomatic coup was persuading the English sports administrators to send a team, which they had not yet agreed to do at the beginning of 1930, despite the fact that Scotland, Wales and Ireland had signed up separately. The Empire Games became another example of the sporting instinct in Britain to compete as separate nations, as in football. There was a sporting rationale to this: it made the playing field slightly more even in terms of resources and experience compared with imperial and, later, Commonwealth rivals. But sport also exposed the artificiality of Britain, as a creation of political and economic necessity rather than patriotic sentiment.

When it came to persuading the English to join their own party, Robinson did not presume to offer money as an inducement. But shortage of cash was certainly one reason for some initial reluctance in the mother country. Robinson travelled to England to resolve the question, convincing the AAA and their newly installed president, Lord Desborough, only a month before the Empire Games opened. The association raised £8,000 towards the cost of attending.

As the first Games approached, the narrative in Britain (more accurately, in England) about them appeared to change and the British sporting establishment gradually took ownership, at least of the intellectual title deeds to the event if not the nuts and bolts of actually hosting it. John Astley Cooper did not live to see the Hamilton Games, but in an interview given in the year before they opened, while preparations were under way, he gave credit to Lord Desborough, who had organised the London Olympics in 1908 and who, Cooper recalled, ‘as Mr Grenfell [before his ennoblement] approved of my “Anglo-Saxon Olympiad” ’. The article gave the impression that Desborough’s ‘active support’ was the crucial factor in the Games’ inauguration, and that Hamilton was merely chosen because of its location: ‘so central, and so easy of access to all parts of the Empire’. Robinson was not mentioned.22

One aspect of Cooper’s outlook which did appear to have changed a little was his racial assumptions. At the end of his interview, he raised the subject of cricket, praising the influence of contests between English, Australian and (white) South African teams. But now he admitted that sport’s attractions could cross racial divides, even if he did so in the most paternalistic of fashions: ‘Unless you have been and lived among black people, as I have, you can have no idea of what a wonderful moral and disciplinary effect cricket has upon the black races entrusted to our charge.’ He spoke of his hopes for teams to be sent out to West and East Africa ‘and other parts where we rule’.23 Curiously, although Indian players had played for England, and India itself by then had a team (which would play its first official Test in 1932), Cooper still seemed to have a blind spot about the country.

For the man who actually brought the Games into being, Bobby Robinson, their imperial nature was a ‘sensational ace in the hole . . . we felt that we could wave the good old flag and all would gather round’.24 Although the core of the Games were the ‘white’ dominions, they were not envisaged in the old, Anglo-Saxon terms. India were invited to participate in 1930 (they declined, as they were taking part in the Far Eastern Championship Games in Tokyo), and British Guiana sent a small team that included a Black member, Phil Edwards, a middle-distance runner who had competed at the Olympics for Canada. Edwards, who won five Olympic bronze medals in his career, finally achieved gold in the 880 yards at the 1934 Empire Games.

Racial Politics

The Empire Games were widely agreed to have been a success, and even inspired the attending president of the IOC, Count Henri de Baillet-Latour, to adopt the podium to fete winners and runners-up at the Olympics. Johannesburg accepted the invitation to host the next Empire Games, in 1934. Soon afterwards, however, there arose, in the words of one of the competitors at Hamilton, Vernon E. Morgan,

 

the ticklish political problem of the colour bar. It was felt that as South Africans must compete against coloured competitors when the Empire Games were held in other countries, as well as in the Olympic Games, they could not very well enforce the rule.25

 

Considering the original conception of the Games as a means of strengthening white racial ties, and the limited non-white participation at Hamilton, this was significant. The organisers could have nodded through a whites-only Games. After all, this was exactly the ‘compromise’ of which the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) were accused in the Basil D’Oliveira affair thirty-four years later: excluding a Black athlete without explicitly stating that race was the issue. Instead, after alternatives were canvassed, London’s offer to hold the second British Empire Games was accepted. There, an Indian team competed for the first time (Rashid Anwar won a bronze medal, in wrestling), as well as teams from Hong Kong, Trinidad and Tobago and Southern Rhodesia. The 1934 Games were not a celebration of multi-racial harmony by any means, but two years before the Berlin Olympics, the British Empire at least avoided an apartheid games. Over subsequent years, the Empire Games prided themselves on increasing representation from Africa, the Caribbean and Asia, and countries such as Kenya became dominant in some disciplines.
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As an international sporting event, the high point of the Empire Games came in Vancouver in 1954. There, the two men who had broken the four-minute mile mark, Roger Bannister and John Landy, faced each other in the final. The race was almost a perfect contest, the ‘Miracle Mile’. The Australian Landy overcame a cut to his foot to set a seemingly unbeatable pace and take a lead of fifteen yards, before the smooth-striding, highly strung Englishman – whose ability to succeed without a pacemaker had been questioned – gradually reeled him in, eventually bursting past Landy in the home bend to win by a few yards. Both men, for the first time in a competitive race, ran under four minutes. Imperial fraternity was seen to be reinforced as the victor embraced his rival.

The Miracle Mile certainly established the Empire Games as an elite sporting contest. It has even been claimed that the origins of the Nike sportswear brand can be traced to the race, attended by one of the company’s founders, Phil Knight.26 But in terms of imperial and post-imperial politics, a different story unfolded from that represented by Vancouver’s all-white final.27 The significant development came in 1966, when the Games were hosted for the first time outside Britain or the white dominions, in Kingston, Jamaica, four years after independence. On the track, the Kenyan Kipchoge Keino was victorious in the mile and three miles. Another Kenyan athlete, Naftali Temu, defeated the Australian world-record holder Ron Clarke in the six-mile race. Reactions to these victories were a barometer of the state of racial politics across the post-imperial world. Although some in the white dominions welcomed them, in Australia there was a more nervous response. A reporter in the Brisbane Courier-Mail saw the athletics encounters in Kingston as ‘black man versus white man, and the predominantly coloured crowd . . . roared its applause as the Kenyan raced away’.28

There certainly were signs of post-imperial confidence around the 1966 Games. At a closed-doors meeting, following a suggestion from the Nigerian delegation, members voted to drop ‘Empire’ from the name of the Games, meaning that Jamaica was the last to use the word. But the suggestion that racial tensions were being stoked was not repeated, for example, in the very positive report of the English team, or official statements. The administration of the Games continued predominantly in the hands of the home nations and white dominions, but this would be effectively challenged in the next decade as more nations joined the Commonwealth and took part in their quadrennial festival of sport, tipping the balance further.

As the success of Jamaica’s hosting suggests, the Commonwealth Games represented one of the most fruitful responses to the messy, contested business of decolonisation. The organisers even avoided a boycott by Zambia in protest at the invitation of a Rhodesian team, whose government after their 1965 Unilateral Declaration of Independence was a white minority one, unrecognised in Jamaica. Fortunately, the Rhodesians decided not to attend, after it was made clear they would not be welcome (despite being officially invited). But the shadow of apartheid, so deftly avoided in 1934, only grew larger. South Africa continued to send all-white teams to the Games, up to their ban in 1961, but the most consequential fall-out from apartheid came later, during South Africa’s exclusion, in 1986, at the ill-fated Games held in Edinburgh. Thirty-two eligible countries boycotted the Games in protest at Britain’s continuing links with South Africa.
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It was, on reflection, surprising that the blow took so long to fall. The Gleneagles Agreement of Commonwealth countries to break off sporting relations with South Africa had been signed in 1977. The Games before Edinburgh, at Brisbane, had been threatened with a boycott by a group of African Commonwealth countries, which had only been headed off by a promise that the Commonwealth would stick to the Gleneagles principles in future. England’s flirtations with cricket and rugby tours of South Africa, and New Zealand’s decision to go ahead with one, contributed to a sense among African and other non-white majority Commonwealth nations that the campaign against apartheid was being hobbled by sporting ties maintained by white regimes. Moves to include two South African-born runners in England’s team, though headed off, were another provocation. Finally, in the months leading up to the Games in Edinburgh, the equivocal line of the government under Margaret Thatcher on sanctions against South Africa tipped the scales. Beginning with Nigeria, an eventual thirty-two countries boycotted the Games.

Edinburgh 1986 might have proved the death knell for the Commonwealth Games. Away from the political storms, they were calamitously managed, and had to be bailed out by Robert Maxwell, not yet the scandalous figure he would become posthumously, but certainly a controversial one. Maxwell’s contribution, unsurprisingly, turned out to be less generous than he unblushingly made out, and he was later accused of ‘cavort[ing] across the sporting stage, milking it for cheap publicity’.29 Writing before the opening, the retired runner and athletics administrator Christopher Brasher described the Games as ‘rudderless and hapless in a sea of discontent’.30 The sporting stories that emerged from Edinburgh, including three gold medals for a new rowing talent, Steve Redgrave, and a middle-distance double for Steve Cram, were overshadowed by the political and financial chaos.

Auckland, the host of the 1990 Games, was determined to run a more professional operation. But when some England cricketers went to South Africa on a ‘rebel’ tour in 1989–90, the threat of a boycott was raised again, on the grounds that the England Commonwealth Games Council had not condemned the tour with sufficient vigour. Only with some delicate negotiation was the threat of another African boycott, or of England being excluded from the Commonwealth Games, avoided. The verdict on the resulting Games was that they might not have been a vintage edition, but they ensured the survival of the idea. Subsequent Games in Kuala Lumpur (1998) and Delhi (2010) at least meant that Jamaica was no longer the lone country from outside the home and white dominions to host. Although the Commonwealth has continued to expand, welcoming countries with no previous connection to the British Empire, such as Mozambique and Rwanda, the list of host countries is still overwhelmingly ‘white’. The venue of the centenary Games, in 2030, has not yet been chosen. A bid by a group of businessmen in Hamilton collapsed, but an Alberta bid, from the cities of Calgary and Edmonton, has been made to keep the Canadian link to the original Games.31

The Australian state of Victoria was scheduled to hold the 2026 Games, but pulled out in July 2023, citing greatly increased costs. It is not clear at time of writing if a new host will be found. The withdrawal of Victoria prompted predictable questions about the Games’ relevance and allusions to their imperial origins, as if these had not been scrutinised for almost a century. But the collapse seems instead to be related to the Games’ success: they have become so big that, like the Olympics, they make a serious dent in any national or regional budget. This investment can be recouped, financially and in social capital, but there is no guarantee. If the Games do fail, however, it will be more because they have outgrown their origins than because of popular indifference, still less post-colonial resentment.

In sporting terms, the Commonwealth Games has had to reckon with the emergence of world championships in most of their disciplines. For elite athletes, the rhythm of Olympic and world championship performance is only interrupted by a Commonwealth Games. One way in which the Games have revitalised themselves is by embracing disabled competition. The Paralympic Games, building on the pioneering Stoke Mandeville Games which had begun in 1948, was first associated directly with the Summer Olympics in 1960, held after the Olympic Games in Rome. But subsequent Paralympic Games, though held in Olympic years, did not always take place in the same city. Not until Seoul, in 1988, were the Olympics and Paralympics formally linked, and the term officially used. At the Commonwealth Games, by contrast, following the first Commonwealth Paraplegic Games at Perth in 1962, subsequent versions were held at the Commonwealth venues up until 1974. There was not enough funding to continue the Paraplegic Games after 1974, however, and although there were some exhibition sports at the 1990 Games, it was not until 2002 that disabled sport returned to the Commonwealth Games. But at Manchester in 2002, disabled athletes were included as full members of national teams, a first in world sport. Subsequently, ‘para’ events have been integrated into the full programme of the Games. At Birmingham in 2022, the organisers promoted the ‘largest integrated Para sport programme in history’. For an event whose roots lie in a racially exclusive imperial vision, it is a cheering transformation.

Britain’s sporting story has shaped the country and its people in innumerable ways. But as the example of the British Empire/Commonwealth Games shows, it has never been a static relationship. Sport can only exist and develop in the wider environment in which it takes place. So the tensions of race, class
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