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ABSTRACT

This dissertation will assess the role played by rural recreations across all sections of 
society in Wales from c.1750 to c.1900 as well as highlight the changes in 
organisation they underwent as some were gradually modified to become the codified 
sports of today. Although certain recreations were either outlawed or simply 
discontinued, others thrived by adopting standardised rules to acquire a modern guise. 
Drawing on a wealth of hitherto underutilised material, it will be shown how in pre- 
industrial society especially, sport fulfilled a vital function among the common 
people, whose lives were otherwise dominated by arduous daily labour. Conversely, 
the gentry enjoyed ample free time, much of which was spent practising exclusive 
leisure pursuits. While these class boundaries sometimes overlapped, in that particular 
sports were socially inclusive, in reality the gentry nurtured their own activities to 
emphasise the distance between themselves and the lower orders. The involvement of 
women of all backgrounds in rural sports will also be considered, for their virtual 
invisibility from sports historiography to date hides detailed evidence of their 
spectating and participatory roles during the pre-industrial and industrial periods.

Religious, moral and 'rational' opposition to many aspects of sport's perceived 
sinfulness continued throughout the nineteenth century, as criticisms were transferred 
from pre-industrial survivals to more systemised and codifed versions of the same 
activities. However, the growth of printed sporting material in Wales, notably the 
development of match reporting at the end of the nineteenth century, raised the profile 
of games considerably. The increasing promotion of sports in schools and colleges by 
the early twentieth century also encouraged widespread involvement and aided the 
cause for improved physical fitness.

Industrialisation and urbanisation variously adapted, transformed and repressed many 
rural sports. This thesis will demonstrate the resilience of a tenacious sporting culture 
which not only continued to characterise rural Wales into the nineteenth century but in 
some respects can also be shown to have survived transplantation into the new urban 
environment of industrial Wales.
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Chapter 1 An Introduction to the Field

The historiography of sport in Wales is far from extensive. With few exceptions, 

Welsh historians have traditionally neglected this avenue of research, thus implying 

sport's triviality and insignificance, if not in society at large, almost entirely among 

the academic community. As noted by Gareth Williams (1991), 'though sport, like it 

or not, is everywhere, its historians have been nowhere - until recently.' 1 Only since 

the 1970s has a new breed of authors emerged who have begun to tackle sport 

seriously and assess its impact in a developing and changing society. Thus, physical 

recreation has gradually acquired a higher status and become a recognised and 

legitimate field of study. In the light of these advances, several important critiques 

have recently been published, and, in addition, university sports departments, 

primarily in England, have produced numerous theses which have contributed 

significantly to current knowledge on a wide variety of recreational themes. Despite 

this undoubtedly encouraging progress, it would be fair to say, that owing to sport's 

relative youthfulness as an academic research area in Wales, gaps remain in the 

literature, especially in relation to the pre-industrial era.

Although aspects of rural sports have received some attention to date, such as 

their dependency on the agricultural calendar and their association with the gentry, 

other areas, for example, women's sports and sport and the press, have still to be 

examined in detail. While nuggets of information, often vague and tantalisingly brief, 

can be found if one searches long enough, a detailed work on rural sports in Wales has 

yet to be published. The impact of traditional sports in pre-industrial society is 

scrutinised by Robert W. Malcolmson in his hugely influential study Popular 

Recreations in English Society (1973), who emphasises how:

Popular diversions were not simply ephemera in a play-world of little 
consequence; they were fundamental social activities which were 
inseparable from the full range of social reality. Recreation was one major 
dimension of an established culture - here rooted in exclusively plebeian 
experiences, there overlapping with the culture of gentility - and it was 
woven into, and derived its meanings from, the total social fabric.2

The way in which rural sports offered scope for relaxation, and a confirmation of the 

social structure, is still to be considered at length with regard to Wales. This literature 

review will discuss the work already completed; firstly, the general research 

undertaken on sports in rural society, and secondly, the overall paucity of interest in



the field shown by Welsh historians. The lack of available secondary sources is 

highlighted by the fact that much of the material utilised in this thesis has been 

gleaned from nineteenth-century newspapers.

Any discussion of Wales and historical sports, particularly in relation to 

seasonal recreations, must begin with the works of Malcolmson and Dennis 

Brailsford, both of whom have conducted extensive research relating primarily to 

English sport. Malcolmson's Popular Recreations assesses the types of sporting 

activities enjoyed by the English labouring class during the pre-industrial period, and 

their subsequent decline with the onset of industrialisation, while Brailsford's social 

history of British sport (1992) and his study of sport in Georgian England (1999),3 

consider the shape and nature of sport, largely before the impact of urbanisation, from 

the point of view of players and spectators, both men and women. Although entitled 

British Sport, the volume contains little information on Wales, indicating a sparsity of 

sources and dearth of research at the time of its writing. Brailsford readily admits that 

'there is always some risk in claiming to present a history of British sport when so 

much of the account inevitably concentrates specifically on England'. 4 British Sport is 

a valuable study, nonetheless, for it presents a clear and concise account of sport's 

development over the decades, by placing it in context and considering the wider 

social, economic and cultural climate.

Concentrating on England alone, Malcolmson begins by discussing pre- 

eighteenth-century popular recreations, explaining how these were dictated by the 

agricultural year and the ecclesiastical calendar. Useful primary evidence in this field 

is available in Joseph Strutt's seminal work The Sports and Pastimes of the People of 

England (1801),5 a comprehensive survey of rural and domestic recreations, including 

many examples of calendar-linked activities. Similarly, folk customs in Wales 

revolved around the seasons, although it is not clear as yet how geographically 

comprehensive they actually were. A 'lack of a well-defined body of essential 

sources',6 as identified by Malcolmson, means that known information, obtained from 

such diverse material as diary entries and parish histories, covers only limited areas, 

rather than the country as a whole. As recreations were transmitted orally, written 

rules are notably absent, and the historian must consider all regional variations. The 

researcher must also assess the success of the numerous attempts, across Britain, to 

suppress sports; in Wales, by the Nonconformist movement of the eighteenth and



nineteenth centuries in particular. During this turbulent period for sport, religious 

leaders roundly condemned worldly pleasures which diverted attention not only from 

the word of God, but also from labour and productivity. 'Progress' to these reformers 

meant ridding society of worthless secular pursuits, and numerous printed tirades 

survive which demonstrate the stern determination to limit and even prohibit 

involvement in games.

According to Malcolmson, along with many later authors, part of sport's 

appeal to the lower classes lay in its ability to provide relaxation for participants and 

free them from their daily restraints. Seasonal events meant unbridled enjoyment, and 

sometimes sexual licence and a means of challenging authority, which could lead to 

disturbances and rioting. Rather than place the blame for the festivals' decline entirely 

on reckless behaviour, however, Malcolmson argues that from the mid-nineteenth 

century onwards, the 'diminishing role of the countryside in the overall life of the 

nation, and the rise of a predominantly urban culture',7 was the reason for their 

eventual disappearance. It was the general exodus which took place from the 

countryside to the industrial towns that sounded the death knell for traditional 

customs, and as the 'industriousness, frugality and prudence' 8 of effective labour 

discipline took effect, so folk sports began to lose their momentum. Malcolmson is 

particularly adept in bringing anthropological insights to bear on his study of 

behaviour and popular culture, including seasonal customs, public amusements and 

ancient rituals.

Rather than duplicating Malcolmson's views, Dennis Brailsford questions the 

theory that folk sports simply disappeared without trace during the mid-nineteenth 

century. Brailsford addresses the failure of many sports historians to recognise the 

association between folk recreations and modern sports, despite the obvious 

similarities between the 'primeval passions of the local struggle, the communal 

collectivity of the teams and the crowds, the opportunity for the release of otherwise 

inhibited violence' 9 - traits clearly visible in competitions today. Similarly, Hugh 

Cunningham (1980) 10 argues against a 'vacuum' in the history of popular recreations 

by demonstrating sport's ability to flourish even when aristocratic patronage was 

withdrawn and even during the early years of industrialisation. Cunningham claims 

that 'popular culture had a resourcefulness, an inventiveness, and a capacity to evolve 

which frequently left its enemies defeated.' 11 John Hargreaves identifies the



increasing hostility towards traditional activities by the dominant classes as early as 

the mid-eighteenth century, and cites the 'monitoring, controlling, reshaping, 

delegitimixing and where necessary forcefully suppressing popular cultural forms', 12 

which were considered dysfunctional to the effective running of society. Sports and 

popular cultural forms were increasingly harnessed to discipline the lower orders who 

needed, the authorities believed, to be taught a new work ethic, dominated by time 

management. Methodism, with its working-class roots, was particularly successful in 

this quest for reorganisation, especially the Sunday school movement, which sought to 

engross working-class people's free time 13 and limit their participation in sport. 

Hargreaves acknowledges, however, that despite ongoing pressure to eradicate them, 

the working classes clung stubbornly to their popular rural practices, and strongly 

resisted change.

Richard Holt, whose Sport and the British^ 4 is widely regarded as an 

outstanding overview, also rejects the notion that traditional sports came to be seen as 

old-fashioned amusements irrelevant to their contemporary counterparts. Instead of 

declining and disappearing, a view usually presented by nineteenth-century folklorists 

who regarded the pre-Victorian world 'as a haven of ancient custom', 15 sports were 

recreated and practised afresh under the guise of modern, structured events. For every 

nineteenth- century sporting (or recreational) pastime in Wales associated with 

gambling, feasting and high spirits, there were others, like pugilism, horseracing and 

cricket, which possessed a set of written rules and were watched by large crowds. 

Holt notes how the Welsh frequently blame the Methodists for suppressing sports, 

citing an often-used quotation of Edward Jones, harpist to George IV, on the 'sudden 

decline of the national Minstrelsy', on account of the 'fanatick impostors, or illiterate 

plebeian preachers, who have been suffered to overrun the country ...dissuading [the 

common people] from their innocent amusements, such as Singing, Dancing and other 

rural Sports and Games, which heretofore they had been accustomed to delight in'. 16 

This exaggerated claim of the impact of the religious revivals fails to recognise the 

cultural changes also responsible for the waning of games and recreations. Despite 

major economic and social changes, however, traditional sports did not die out in the 

face of urbanisation, but rather sought, in Brailsford's words, to 'renew, revise, and 

regulate themselves' 17 to keep afloat in a changing society. Ancient folk games 

survived by adapting to this dynamic society and becoming structured like the new



working day. Through this formalisation process, which led to the foundation of 

sports' governing bodies and a great attraction towards organised team sports such as 

association football and rugby, games acquired a certain respectability. By the 1860s 

public schools for the sons of the wealthy included sports in their curricula, and saw 

them as a valuable means of character building. 18

While most sportswriting to date has concentrated primarily on male 

participation, female athletes have begun to receive some attention. As John 

Hargreaves has pointed out, 'Too often, when discussing leisure, historians merely 

generalized from the experiences of men. However, recently scholars have begun to 

take gender seriously, a move that has highlighted how misleading a male-centred 

version of leisure history can be.' 19 During the late nineteenth century, only privately 

educated middle-class girls would have encountered organised sport, with the lower 

classes usually only aware of the less formalised events belonging to the annual parish 

celebrations, known in Wales as the gwylmabsantau ('saints days'). From the late 

1870s schools began to offer therapeutic gymnastics for girls, but progress was slow. 

Although England is significantly ahead of Wales in the amount of research allotted to 

women and sport, both countries still have more work to do.

Of the limited number of publications currently available which discuss Welsh 

rural sports in any detail, most are pieces of mainly antiquarian interest in local 

histories rather than exclusive analyses of sports history. Twentieth-century Welsh 

historians have tended to throw cursory glances towards pre-industrial sports, while 

demonstrating little detailed research. Token references to bando, cnapan and 

cockfighting are often presumed sufficient, with sporting anecdotes frequently 

employed to lighten the tone, rather than to add any meaningful social comment. 

There is the odd exception, such as Hilarie M. Waddington's brief but extremely 

useful paper published in 1953, which seeks to demonstrate how games and athletics 

in Wales were 'affected by geographical, cultural, and economic factors.' 20 

Waddington provides an informative view of activities down the centuries: sport as a 

training for war during the medieval period; gentry sport compared to plebeian 

recreations; the effects of Nonconformity on secular pursuits, and a mention of sport 

in schools. She, therefore, touches on numerous major issues, yet does not have 

sufficient opportunity within one short piece to develop any of them fully. Another 

1950s publication, addressing Glamorgan customs in the eighteenth century, by G.J.



Williams, acknowledges the presence of sport in the county's revels,21 while Howard 

Lloyd lists historical sources which refer to handball, cnapan and bando, and 

describes how these games were played.22

It was not until the 1960s, Geraint H. Jenkins explains in his survey of Welsh 

historiography,23 that a new generation of Welsh historians emerged, who began to 

ask searching questions about class, the structure of communities, working-class 

politics, criminality, folklore, leisure and religion. The social history of modern 

Wales, especially when studied 'from below', became a serious pursuit and this 

provoked an interest in new topics, such as women's history and oral history. Sport's 

significance was slow to be recognised, however, and only features marginally in the 

scholarly literature of the late twentieth century. There is an occasional journal 

article,24 but weighty comment on sport is generally difficult to locate. Geraint H. 

Jenkins's The Foundations of Modern Wales, 1642-1780 (1987) has a few paragraphs 

on 'recreations', including details of the ability of village sports to strengthen 

community ties and help lighten the drudgery of daily life of the lower orders. John 

Davies's rightly acclaimed .4 History of Wales (1990),25 largely omits sports from its 

pages, as do A History of Modern Wales (1992), by Philip Jenkins and The Tempus 

History of Wales, 25,000 BC-AD 2000, edited by Prys Morgan.26

The amount of sports coverage included in parish history books, following a 

surge of interest in local history after the Second World War, depends primarily on 

the enthusiasm and interest of the author, whether academic or amateur, writers such 

as the established scholar A.H. Dodd and local historian Ivor Waters ensuring that 

games in Wrexham and Chepstow respectively receive due attention.27 While some 

sporting material is available for most counties, turning to county histories does not 

always yield accumulated information. The Cardiganshire County History, edited by 

Geraint H. Jenkins and leuan Gwynedd Jones, 28 for example, contains no references 

to sport, although there are chapters on recreation in the county histories of 

Glamorgan and Pembrokeshire.

Notable exceptions to an overall disregard for sport as a topic worthy of 

serious historical investigation can be found in the works of Gareth Williams and 

Martin Johnes, who have frequently discussed Welsh sport academically in relation to 

society at large.29 Just as Tony Mason's Association Football and English Society, 

1863-1915 (1980),30 broke new ground in examining both players and spectators,



along with the clubs' economic structure, in assessing who controlled the 'people's 

game', so Gareth Williams and David Smith link the history of the Welsh Rugby 

Union to the social, industrial and religious climate and acknowledge the influence of 

the pre-industrial period on the evolution of the game. 31 Johnes' Sport in Wales: A 

Pocket Guide begins with a chapter on the pre-industrial origins of modern games, 

which includes descriptions of the recreations enjoyed and extensive referencing. 32 

Equally well-researched are the series of concise papers published by Tecwyn 

Vaughan Jones in the monthly Welsh folklore magazine Llafar Gwlad during the 

1980s, in which bando, cnapan and 'putting the stone' are among the subjects 

covered. 33 An overview of available sources is provided as are images from the 

Museum of Welsh Life's photographic archive. Jones also published an article on 

pedestrianism in Canu Gwerin (1993), following on from that written by E. Wyn 

James on the subject in the 1992 edition of the same journal. 34 James mentions the 

renowned eighteenth-century long-distance runner Griffith Morgan, better known as 

'Guto Nyth Bran', whose phenomenal feats of stamina are well recorded (see page 40 

for further details). Quoting Henry Lewis, whose edition to Llanwynno35 pays tribute 

both to the author 'Glanffrwd' and the athlete himself, James links Guto's successes 

with those of the nineteenth-century Welsh pedestrians, particularly the south-Walian 

John Davies, nicknamed 'Y Cyw Cloff ('The Lame Chick'). Interestingly, James 

considers pedestrianism in relation to the Welsh ballad tradition as well as 

contemporary newspaper reports, concentrating primarily on compositions by Edward 

Williams ('lolo Mynwy') and Edward Jones of Anglesey. The present writer has 

considered how pedestrianism negotiated the transition from rural to urban society by 

becoming increasingly formalised, and also those who took part and the type of 

athletics events in which they competed.36

Sport in Wales has thus begun to emerge from being a sub-heading within 

'popular culture' to becoming a subject in itself, intextricably connected to the wider 

society. However, although historians like Gareth Williams and Johnes have provided 

some perceptive, thorough and thought-provoking observations on pre-industrial 

activities, the latter have yet to be analysed in the same depth as the structured mass- 

spectator sports of the industrial era. It remains the case that rural sports in Wales 

have only really been considered as individual recreations, rather than as collective 

phenomena, whose popularity was maintained, despite much opposition, until the



final years of the nineteenth century. Holt's continuity point, namely that modern 

games draw on rural sports rather than their being created afresh, is echoed by Gareth 

Williams, when he states that for many years old and new sports coexisted,37 but 

further research is required to assess the impact of such sports across classes and 

communities.

Further material needs to be unearthed, therefore, not only relating to the 

progress and development of folk sports in the face of urbanisation, but also to link 

available sources by considering all aspects of rural sports as a whole, be it in terms of 

participants, opponents of sports, or the growth of physical education in the 

educational curriculum. The assertion that rural sports disappeared under the wrath of 

the religious revivals also needs challenging, as does the extent in which the church 

was involved in arranging the sporting programme. It should be noted that as much of 

the work on rural sports has so far concentrated on south Wales, it is currently 

difficult to draw broad conclusions on the nature of participation nationwide.

Publications devoted to Welsh folk customs and the seasonal calendar usually 

make brief, superficial, references to sports and show little attempt to analyse why, 

and by whom, games were played. Folklore collections were frequently entered in 

literary eisteddfod competitions of the 1890s, and essays such as Charles Ashton's
^o

'Bywyd Gwledig yng Nghymru' (1890) provide an insight into contemporary 

beliefs and rituals and local variations of common customs, yet only occasionally 

dwell on the games of yesteryear. While early twentieth-century folklorists like Marie 

Trevelyan and T. Gwynn Jones concentrate on the agricultural calendar and related 

traditions, they only mention recreations in passing.39 However, the papers of William 

Rhys Jones ('Gwenith Gwyn')40 contain much material relating to early nineteenth- 

century sport in Dyffryn Ceiriog, while in 1811 Edmund Hyde Hall's A Description of 

Caernarfonshire, 1809-1811 (1952),41 includes a rare condemnation of the gentry in 

his enlightening appendix on lower-class recreations, where he compares their brutal 

animal sports to the equally savage foxhunting of the wealthy elite.

Of the nineteenth-century authors devoting more attention to folk sports, 

Charles Redwood, in his Vale of Glamorgan: Scenes and Tales from the Welsh,42 

published in 1839, features quite a lengthy section on bando, which describes the 

game's perennial popularity, and the great rivalry it generated between parishes. 

Matches were evidently colourful and impassioned affairs, and victory led to high



local renown. Bando is one of many games mentioned in Elias Owen's Old Stone 

Crosses of the Vale of Clwyd and Neighbouring Parishes,43 published in 1886, and the 

culmination of several years' research during the author's visits to various parishes 

while employed as a diocesan schools inspector. Owen was particularly interested in 

local folklore and seasonal customs, including Sunday games. Handed down from 

'ancient times',44 these had disappeared in the Vale of Clwyd by the early nineteenth 

century, although the author's many informants could describe vividly the sports 

contested, and one recalled bando being played in Llanfechain churchyard a mere two 

years previously.45 Owen's 'Churchyard Games in Wales', in The Reliquary and 

Illustrated Archaeologist, vol. 2 (1896), also mourns former pastimes, noting that 

cockpit remains could still be found in some churchyards, as well as grooves in 

church walls for sharpening arrows for archery, and broken graves left by putting-the- 

stone events.46

Regarding more recent folklore publications, Trefor M. Owen's Welsh Folk 

Customs (1994)47 includes a wealth of material on seasonal sports. In a later work 

Owen notes how sports and games were once closely linked to folk customs before 

succumbing to sociological changes and religious pressure,48 and in his 1984 paper 

'What happened to Welsh Folk Customs?' he stresses how folk customs, like rural 

sports, are usually perceived as 'largely nineteenth-century features and yet, in a 

peculiar way, timeless but ever on the verge of disappearing.' 49 Owen views the 

religious revival of 1859 as criticial in the suppression of traditional practices, 

displaced by the new social and religious climate and increasingly belonging to a 

bygone age.

The most detailed analysis of the gwylmabsantau to date is by Richard 

Suggett,50 who considers the prevalence of such events across Wales and charts their 

demise toward the end of the nineteenth century. Whereas some sources regard 

Nonconformity as the sole reason behind the decline of seasonal sports,51 Suggett, 

contrary to the conclusions of historians like Peter Burke and Barry Reay,52 believes 

that there was 'little pressure for the reform of popular culture from the clergy and 

gentry. Indeed their presence at parish revels was often remarked upon ... It is not easy 

to form a precise correlation between the growth of Nonconformity and the decline of 

the wake.' 53 Rather, the gwylmabsant was 'not so much suppressed by the gentry or 

Nonconformists as abandoned by the revellers',54 who, in the face of an increasingly



industrial society, saw it as less important than it had once been. Suggett also views 

the festivities and traditions associated with the gwylmabsant as indications of the 

competition and antagonism between parishes, rather than evidence of parish 

isolation. Although the author does not concentrate primarily on sports, he does 

include numerous references to the types of games played and stresses how sport was 

a means of providing a sense of community identity. There is no particular indication 

of Welsh identity in sports and recreations, however, until the formation of sports 

governing bodies during the late nineteenth century. As Philip Jenkins notes, 'it is 

virtually impossible to find any folk custom or practice that is distinctively Welsh, as 

opposed to forming a part of a common British framework.' 55

Gentry sport had no specifically Welsh characteristics, since, for the most part, 

it mimicked the recreations of wealthy English counterparts. According to Melvin 

Humphreys, the generation of Montgomeryshire gentry born from 1760 were 'largely 

monoglot English speakers, corroborating William Jones of Llangadfan's contention 

that our own Anglified gentry increasingly held the native culture in contempt.' 56 

Sporting descriptions can be found in several of the extant manuscripts relating to 

gentry families, such as the Picton Castle manuscript of the Philipps family of Picton 

Castle, Haverfordwest, and the diary of George Williams, Aberpergwm.57 The 

English newspapers, the Sporting Magazine and Bell's Life, occasionally mention 

Welsh hunts, as do English-language Welsh papers, which revel in such activities as 

foxhunting and regattas. Manuscripts pertaining to the oldest known archery society 

in Britain, the north-Walian Society of Royal British Bowmen, formed in 1787, 

contain a wealth of material relating to the regular meets. Three watercolours of the 

Bowmen are housed in the art collections of the National Museums and Galleries of 

Wales, which, along with numerous hunting and oil paintings, provide a rare visual 

opportunity to witness nineteenth-century sportsmen.58

While not all published histories of the Welsh gentry consider sport 

extensively, the subject is usually invoked merely in order to reflect the social elite's 

fondness for leisure pusuits. 59 While a sense of paternal obligation disposed the Welsh 

gentry to incorporating the common people into their activities, Andrew Hignell's 

comprehensive study of south Wales cricket60 demonstrates how the active 

participation of the gentry was a major feature of its evolution during the first half of 

the nineteenth century, which also included the involvement of their tenants.

10



Richard Moore-Colyer provides a detailed analysis of gentry families involved in 

horseracing; 61 a sport to which the lower orders were equally attracted. According to 

the Racecourse Licencing Act of 1879, horseracing 'contributed very much to the 

Encouragment of Idleness, to the Impoverishment of many of the meaner sort of the 

Subjects of the Kingdom'.62 The 'meaner sort' referred to the masses, who depended 

on sporting activities and other means of secular entertainment to relieve the strain of 

daily life. Elsewhere, Moore-Colyer, in noting how the gentry contributed to the 

conservation of wildlife, pays passing attention to sporting practices, such as the 

gentry rights to pursue game both for food and for leisure. Game rights emerged as a 

major matter of contention during the nineteenth century, particularly with the passing 

of the Ground Game Act of 1881, which prevented agricultural tenants from killing 

rabbits and hares, which were thus free to devour their precious crops. 63 Moore- 

Colyer notes how hunting of mainly foxes and hares was, by the late-eighteenth 

century, the right and privilege of gentry landowners, and was alleged to keep the 

peace in the countryside, by bringing together the common interests of landlord and 

tenant. The elite's delight in killing animals meant that the tenants' land remained 

largely free from pestilent foxes.

Neil Tranter is one historian who considers the influence of gentry patronage 

on plebeian sports, and the impact on such activities of the withdrawal of aristocratic 

support during the early nineteenth century. 64 As the upper classes steadily reduced 

their support for those blood sports most closely linked to the working classes such as 

cock-fighting and bull-baiting, 'the inevitable outcome was an almost complete 

vacuum in popular sport'. 65 Although the working classes fought determinedly to 

maintain their traditions, few historians would deny the connection between the 

evolution of formalised, codified forms of sport among those of late Victorian and 

Edwardian Britain and a desire for social stability by the ruling classes. Robert W. 

Malcolmson and Richard Holt also consider the departure of the gentry from rural 

recreations, as they came to regard traditional forms as increasingly out-of-place in a 

changing society, and began to switch their loyalties to organised sports.

Hostility towards, rather than the blessing of, the pursuit of rural sports is a 

common theme of religious writings in Wales at the end of the nineteenth century, 

berating them for seducing the masses away from religion. According to Christian 

belief, a man's dignity was acquired through work, and congregations were constantly

11



reminded of the dangers of succumbing to sinful secular physical pursuits. This age- 

old opposition to sports exemplified by R. Llwyd's condemnation in Llwybr Hyffordd 

i'r Nefoedd as early as 1629, and in 1799 in a letter detailing the savage side of 

eighteenth century life,66 gathered pace in Wales with the Methodist Revival, and 

consequently numerous tirades were printed by the church and chapels intended to 

deter the general public from serious sporting involvement. Although there were some 

supportive quarters (Eliezer Williams (1754-1829) talks of the ability of'manly' 

exercises to 'soften' the manners of participants),67 the general tone was one of 

forceful opposition.

According to George Kitson Clark (1973), the English clergy of the early 

eighteenth century were a different breed from those of a later period, in that they 

began as a group of rather rustic individuals, on the same social level as farmers and 

tradesmen, before gradually developing a gentry-like status, which set them apart 

from the masses. Their consequent acquisition of a new type of culture led to their 

departure from their more bucolic predecessors.68 Richard Holt states that during the 

eighteenth century the Established Church was largely run by the younger sons of the 

gentry, who tended to withdraw their patronage of traditional sports on account of the 

danger and bloodshed attached to them. The Church was also increasingly concerned 

with Sabbatarianism.69 In Wales, Nesta G. Evans discusses how the clergy used their 

influence to discourage any 'evil' elements in folk games.70

There was no doubting the significance of the Church in the lives of the pre- 

industrial Welsh, although according to David W. Howell,'it is likely that in any clash 

between loyalty to their religion and the calls of the secular world the latter 

prevailed.' 71 'More important for the majority of Welsh country-dwellers', continues 

Howell, 'even for many of those who attended a Christian place of worship, was their 

attachment to a coherent structure of folk beliefs, an alternative belief which coexisted 

with orthodox Christian belief.72 As if to confirm this opinion, Richard Suggett 

claims that despite the prolonged preaching against revels by Nonconformist 

preachers, especially the Methodists, and also the 'movement of social distancing' 73 

away from games by the gentry from around 1800, the revels simply disappeared 

because the masses chose to abandon them by transferring their attention to the new 

organised sports.
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Late nineteenth-century religious journals, such as Y Drysorfa, Y Greal, and Y 

Dysgedydd, were relentless in their criticisms of games and recreations. Articles such 

as 'Dyledswydd yr Eglwys yn Ngwyneb Chwaraeon yr Oes',74 ('The Church's 

Responsibility regarding Contemporary Sports'), published in 1890 and written by the 

Reverend J. Thomas of Carmarthen on behalf of Welsh Baptists, demonstrate the 

feeling of obligation by church leaders to rid their members of such dubious activities. 

The article does encourage children's games, however, and talks of the possibility of 

'purifying' sports and making them suitable for adults and children. Similarly, the 

Reverend John Davies's 'Chwaraeon Profedigaethus', ('Troublesome Sports') does 

not condemn sports outright, but considers them acceptable if they are played 'yn 

gymedrol, amserol, ac adloniadol' 75 ('moderately, at appropriate times and for 

recreation'). This 'sombre seriousness' 76 is reflected in a succession of religious 

articles in a similar vein.77 The historian of religion, R.Tudur Jones, often mentions 

sport in relation to the religious climate. 78 As he perceptively explains:

Y gwir yw fod arweinwyr y cyfnod [19fed ganrif hwyr] yn edrych ar 
chwaraeon fel peth mwy bygythiol i foesoldeb eu pobl na chyfarfodydd 
adloniadol o unrhyw fath. Bob tro y ceid papur yn yr Undeb ar hamdden 
neu ar ddrygau'r oes gellid disgwyl yrnosod bustlaidd ar chwaraeon. 79

(The truth is that the leaders of the period [the late nineteenth century] 
regarded sports as more threatening to the morals of the population than 
gatherings for entertainment of any kind. Every time a paper was 
presented to the Union [of Welsh Independents] on leisure or evils of the 
day, one could expect a vicious attack on sports)

Sports were particularly enjoyed by the younger generation. For many school 

and university students, in the second half of the nineteenth century sport featured 

strongly, with match reports frequently printed in college magazines. Few published 

school, college and university histories pay sufficient attention to physical education, 

however, and by far the most useful sources in Wales to date are the handful of 

university dissertations concentrating specifically on this subject. Hilarie 

Waddington's MA thesis (1951),80 examines attitudes to athletic training from the 

Tudur period to the early years of the twentieth century, while LI. M. Rees's 'A 

Critical Examination of Teacher Training in Wales, 1846-1898' (1969) and E.J. 

Thomas's 'The History of Physical Education in Wales up to 1970' (1979) both 

provide detailed accounts of improvements made in physical education from the mid-
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nineteenth century onwards. 81 This wealth of information relating to Wales, albeit in 

unpublished theses, contradicts Richard Holt's assertion that, traditionally, the 'British 

approach to "sport" has been to define it in the narrow sense of modern competitive 

games rather than general physical culture. This has pushed physical education and
S"?

sport apart.' J.A. Mangan's argument that games gradually became established in 

the curriculum from 1850 onwards is supported by the Welsh evidence. As suitable 

facilities were provided, so headmasters insisted on pupil involvement, as well as an 

increasing amount of staff participation.83 Female sport in schools receives a fair 

amount of coverage, notably in Dilys LI. Davies's The Problem of Girls' Education in 

Wales: An Address delivered before the Welsh National Society of Liverpool on 

January 12, 1887 and W. Gareth Evans's, Education and Female Emancipation: 

The Welsh Experience, 1847-1914^

Welsh women's rural sports is a virtually unresearched area at present and 

females, traditionally sidelined in relation to sports history, are notable by their 

absence in existing Welsh sports literature. Whilst female involvement is occasionally 

commented upon, such as their role in the gwylmabsantau, or the differences in 

physical education between boys and girls, in most sports articles the reader could 

almost be forgiven for assuming that sports were exclusively for men. Of the few 

printed sources produced to date, women's archery is featured both in Fred Lake's 

article 'Looking Back: Royal British Bowmen, 1787-1880', published in the British 

Archer*6 which briefly discusses female archery, especially the uniform worn for 

play, and Martin Johnes in History?1 Johnes explains how the ladies were initially 

intended to be only guests of the Society of Royal British Bowmen, but were so eager 

to become full members that they were accepted as spectators and participants. Part of 

the charm of female involvement was to witness the 'posture and stance required to 

shoot a bow', in which women stood 'straight with their chests protruding'. The 

society proved an ideal opportunity for courtship, being responsible for the marriage 

of 'not a few happy couples'. 88 The present writer has examined women and sport in 

Aberystwyth between 1870 and 1914, particularly the involvement of the town's 

female university students. 89 This subject is covered again in her Folk Life article 

which charts the growth of women students' participation in a variety of sports, often 

thanks to the encouragement they recieved from enthusiastic members of staff. 90
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Women's near athletic invisibility has only recently been rectified in 

England. Several studies concentrate largely on the industrial period and discuss 

women's increased participation during the second half of the nineteenth century, 

particularly the impact of the bicycle in the 1890s on the female quest for 

emancipation. They also consider the changing social attitudes and how the gradual 

acceptance of women's participation in sport enhanced their confidence in other areas 

of society. As the titles suggest, these publications concentrate on England alone, and 

have nothing to say about the situation in Wales. Several titles concentrating on 

women's issues have been printed in Wales in recent years, notably a series of 

publications, beginning with Our Mothers' Land: Chapters in Welsh Women 's 

History, 1830-1939, 92 which charts the experience of a woman's life in Wales, yet 

virtually ignores the impact of sport. A companion volume, Our Sisters' Land: The 

Changing Identities of Women in Wales, 931 while containing chapters challenging the 

inconspicuousness of women within their own Welsh history, does not consider the 

significance of rural or organised sport on the female quest for independence and 

liberation, while Our Daughters' Land: Past and Present94 only touches on 

recreation, and this in relation to young girls and playground games, rather than adult 

participation. The chapter 'The Boys have taken over the Playground', 95 reflects on 

contemporary sport and continuing male dominance. Rather surprisingly, sport is not 

discussed in Deirdre Beddoe's most informative and otherwise comprehensive study 

Out of the Shadows: A History of Women in Twentieth-Century Wales (2000). This 

dearth of printed material on the subject is particularly perplexing considering the 

fascinating information available in archival sources, notably contemporary 

newspapers.

Given the absence of any systematic analysis of sport and the press in Wales, 

with no mention of sport in Aled Jones's otherwise excellent study of the Welsh 

press, 97 the only means of obtaining detailed information and drawing general 

conclusions is to study the contemporary newspapers. The Romanian Victor 

Banciulescu talks of the 'historic marriage of sport and the press' in his paper 

'Relations between the Press and Olympism', presented in 1980 to the Olympic 

Academy,98 and it is clear from assessing nineteenth-century English-language Welsh 

newspapers, that the latter have a long history of sports reporting. Broadly speaking, 

however, extensive sports coverage in the newspapers is reserved for gentry activities,
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with other, presumably less significant events, limited to brief reports. However, there 

are copious references to various sports competitions if one searches hard enough. 

Huw Richards's claim in his entry on 'Journalism' in the Encyclopedia of British 

Sport, that the mid-nineteenth-century national press included comparatively little 

sports coverage is, thus, not always the case. The amount of newspaper sporting 

coverage varies greatly, but does generally increase from the 1880s onwards, once 

organised events became more common. According to Joanne Cayford, in the case of 

the Western Mail and the South Wales Daily News, sports coverage rose by 700 per 

cent between 1869 and 1914. 100 By the end of the nineteenth century sport was 

experiencing a loftier status, and as Gareth Williams comments:

No-one who has ever leafed through newspapers of the years 1880-1930 - 
the period when mass spectator sport became a major focus of national and 
social communication and identification in much of the western world - 
can resist the inflated literary style of the new breed of sporting journalist. 
This was a style consciously designed to reflect and heighten the reader's 
feelings that the Saturday afternoon ritual was more than just a game: it 
was a dramatic spectacle, a capsulised eighty-minute version of the 
struggles, conflicts and frustrations of a lifetime - or a nation; a symbolic 
mass movement with myths, symbols and rituals of its own. 101

Richard Holt has noted how the growth of the popular press enabled it to greatly 

influence public opinion and reinforce prevailing attitudes, a statement as true of the 

nineteenth century as it is today. During the final decades of the nineteenth century in 

particular, newspapers were frequently used to manipulate readers' views, and no 

more so than by the religious fanatics intent on doing away with unspiritual sporting 

activities.

It is evident from the gaps in the literature identified above that Wales still 

awaits a definitive study of its rural sports, which treats recreations in detail and views 

them in relation to the economic, religious and cultural changes in an ever-changing 

society. Most of the existing related articles and volumes tend to deal relatively 

superficially with the subject, and look at sports in a vacuum rather than in relation to 

the social climate in which they existed. One exception is Andy Croll's detailed 

discussion 'Popular Leisure and Sport', 102 in which the author assesses the recent 

growth in sports writing, and suggests how contemporary researchers can further 

develop current findings. Croll's article draws together many major themes, including 

the impact on rustic amusements of the modernization of society, the influence of 

class on the decline of folk sports, and the emergence of women, especially middle-
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class, in a predominantly male sporting environment. Although the article considers 

Britain as a whole, it is refreshing that far from ignoring Wales (as have many 

previously published 'British' histories), he makes specific references to the Welsh 

situation, particularly in the industrial south.

A comprehensive examination is still required, however, drawing together 

both primary and secondary sources, in order to assess sports collectively and analyse 

the variations in participation across the country. A recent study relating to Scotland 

successfully discusses the Celtic nation's sports collectively, before a series of authors 

consider the various pursuits individually. As the editors state in their introduction: 

'Any historical consideration of the relationship between sport and culture in Scotland 

must be sensitive to the geography of these communities and localities that have 

contributed to the images of nationhood that is Scotland.' 103 There is no reason why a 

similar volume cannot be written for pre-industrial sport in Wales. Work to this end is 

already underway. The recently published Encyclopedia of British Traditional Rural 

Sports (2005), 104 in which Wales receives equal treatment to England, Scotland and 

Ireland, indicates that rural sports are seen as sufficiently significant to stand alone 

from the organised games of the industrial era.

Rural sports remain a relatively unexplored area, however, and as John 

Hargreaves states:

There are plenty of nodes of historiographical growth to keep the 
next generation of historians fully occupied. While we know much 
about urban popular culture, its rural equivalent has long been 
neglected. The same goes for social groups other than the working 
class. Some, at last, are being let into the fold. Women are amongst 
the most significant of these, although the middle class too is now 
receiving the serious attention that it deserves. 105

hi the light of the above quotation, this dissertation intends to add to the current 

knowledge of rural sports in Wales, both in terms of class and gender, as well as 

contributing to the ongoing continuity-versus-rupture debate relating to pre-industrial 

games and recreations. It will thus not only fill a void in current Welsh history, but 

will also raise further questions concerning the social transition from rural to urban, 

and the effects this had on sporting traditions. I have conducted this research not for 

antiquarian reasons but to attempt to assess the impact of sport on daily life and the 

way in which it remained a constant feature of a continually changing society. While 

on the one hand, pre-industrial sports occasionally transcended background and social
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class, on the other, games could be a frequent source of conflict and antagonism. 

Rather than continue to turn the well-ploughed field of the impact of industrial 

capitalism on the development of organised sports, this dissertation will confine itself 

to rural recreations and how they were both unifying and divisive, at once a means of 

demonstrating independence and liberation as well as an agent of social control. It 

will also demonstrate how physical recreations offered pleasure and excitement to 

many and offence to many others - the perennial function of sport as a cultural 

practice of the people of Wales.
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Chapter 2 Pre-industrial Seasonal Sports in Wales

Between c. 1700 and 1850 the recreations and amusements enjoyed by the rural 

population across Wales revolved around the changing seasons and were an integral 

element of the agricultural year. Although such celebrations possessed pagan origins, 

they had been gradually adapted and absorbed by the Church from the fourth century 

onwards, to commemorate significant dates in the Christian calendar. Sports and 

games featured prominently and were open to men and women of all ages and 

backgrounds. During the pre-industrial period, therefore, both the Church and the 

seasons were the fulcrum of the rural year, yet whereas religion was initially 

intimately connected with seasonal events, by the early eighteenth century its 

involvement was becoming increasingly peripheral. Judging by surviving evidence, 

by this time communities eagerly anticipated annual festivals primarily for their 

secular elements, such as feasting, drinking or other leisure activities. Rural sports 

appealed so greatly because they contrasted with monotonous and arduous daily 

labour and offered participants a rare opportunity to parade athletic talent and release 

energies that might otherwise, in the eyes of authority, be misdirected elsewhere. Be 

they as group or individual activities, sports were immensely popular, and on the 

evidence of the crowds they attracted, were equally enjoyed by spectators and 

players.

However superficial or profound the religious convictions of the parishioners, 

pre-industrial calendar events invariably began with a church service, followed by a 

period of outdoor revelry, often in the graveyard. The entertainment offered largely 

focussed on one's own parish, although inter-parish sports competitions did 

sometimes take place. Festivities tended to mark the culmination of lengthy periods 

of labour, thus recognising and reinforcing the constant influence of the changing 

seasons. Celebrations could begin 'as soon as the last Amen was uttered', and, 

according to the antiquary Benjamin Heath Malkin, writing in 1803, 'rendered a kind 

of circus for every sport and exercise'. 2 Popular games included sack races, ass races, 

football and bandy, cock-fighting and bull-baiting, as well as the more unusual, to the 

modern eye at least, grinning matches, which took place at the Mynydd Pysgodlyn 

sports, Llangyfelach, near Swansea, in 1780.3 Joyful scenes were invariably 

witnessed, such as at the St Andrew's Major revels, Glamorgan, during the late 

eighteenth century (formerly a week-long celebration until festivities were reduced to
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two days)4 and at the Cardiganshire sports of 1814, at Cwmhwyar Downs, near 

Llandysul, which were 'conducted in the genuine Olympic style ... to an assemblage 

of not less than 5,000 spectators' and were 'at once delightful and inoffensive, and 

peculiarly calculated to cherish and elicit that spirit of manly enterprise'. 5 Steeped in 

tradition, seasonal events offered a reassuring stability and permanence in a changing 

society, and participation helped create community identity and a sense of belonging.

A wide variety of athletic pursuits took place at the gwylmabsantau (parish 

wakes), undoubtedly one of the highlights of the communal year. These annual 

festivals, similar in character to the English wakes, had, since at least the fifteenth 

century, commemorated the death, and, presumably the life, of the local parish saint. 6 

They were normally held in the local churchyard, proceedings could last as long as a 

fortnight, and devotees were known to travel great distances to attend. In 1746 a 

visitor to the Llandrindod Wells mabsant marvelled at the 'most active' Welsh 

country dances he'd ever seen, performed by participants who greatly enjoyed their 

'innocent customs, manners and recreations'. He considered the games he witnessed 

'whimsically odd', and regarded ball playing against the church walls and music 

played near the graves as rather bizarre and of dubious taste.7 Sharing this opinion, 

several English visitors viewed Welsh traditional recreations as slightly quaint and 

rather out of touch with the economic and social changes beginning to take effect 

across the border. Travellers'guides, often by English writers, providing revealing 

insights relating to Welsh customs, include Richard Fenton's Tours of Wales, written 

between 1804 and 1813, which mentions feat-stone throwing at a Denbighshire 

mabsant, while manuscript recollections of a visit to Llanbeder, Brecon, in 1807, 

record the athletic sports and dancing at the village's Sunday and Monday wake, 

punctuated by a meal sitting at long tables in the village churchyard.9 Edward Pugh's 

Cambria Depicta: A Tour through North Wales, Illustrated with Picturesque Views 

(1816), tells how the 'cudgel rattles, and the wrestler twines', 10 while John Hughes, 

Dolhiryd, Llangollen, describes the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

Llangollen mabsantau which provided an opportunity for friends and relatives to 

meet, and featured such delights as fisticuffs, prison-bars, (a game usually played in 

north Wales, which, in its simplest form, involved a contestant climbing onto a rock 

or mound of earth and defending his station from his opponents), morris dancing and 

nosweithiau llawen (lit. 'merry evenings'). 11 Most evidence of this kind is written by 

fairly well-heeled authors who could afford to travel, and whose occasional
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descriptions of the Welsh lower orders playing sport (for it was they who primarily 

took part in seasonal games) only emphasised a certain social prejudice and aloofness 

of the author towards mere peasants. These travellers retained a certain detachment 

from the locals on account of linguistic differences, for whereas most of the people of 

nineteenth-century Wales were monoglot Welsh, the visitor's testimony was printed 

in English. Even some local newspaper correspondents mistakenly described rural 

activities as 'old English sports', 12 when referring to pole leaping, running races and 

sack races, thus giving the misleading impression that none of them was indigenous 

to Wales.

Occasional contemporary testimony survives relating to parish revels. The 

diary of schoolmaster William Thomas of Michaelston-super-Ely, near St Pagans, 

Cardiff, written between 1762 and 1795, provides a fascinating account of eighteenth- 

century country life, colourfully describing such events as the theft of the St Pagans 

maypole in 1768. 13 Bull-baiting, cock-fighting and horse-racing are among the 

amusements featured, and are usually discussed in rather disparaging terms, on 

account of the writer's rather conservative, Calvinistic views. Thomas links rural 

pursuits to such evils as gambling and alcoholic drink, which inevitably led to ruin. 

He also discusses sports in the same breath as rioting and loss of control, indicating 

that it was impossible to hold sporting events without a subsequent breach of peace. 

In January 1763, Thomas records a lengthy cockfighting match, in which twenty-one 

birds fought for 10s. 6d. Innkeepers Edward William and Thomas William Water 

owned the cockerels, but after nineteen battles, proceedings were halted by one 

Parson Lewelin. Regrettably, the match had engendered much noise and swearing, 

and had brought 'the curse of God upon the generation'. 14 Equally high spirits were 

evident in October, 1764, when the annual St Pagans revel included such a delight as 

bull-baiting. Once a week long, this parish revel had recently been compressed to two 

days; the diarist appearing relieved that similar festivities in the district were also, in 

his opinion, suffering a decline in fortunes. 15

The majority of the sources discussing the mabsantau and folk sports in 

general are nineteenth-century parish histories usually written by enthusiastic 

amateur historians and antiquarians. The Reverend Elias Owen comments on the type 

of games played during the 1880s and 1890s, especially in relation to the 

churchyard. 16 He concentrates largely on cock-fighting, and recalls how cockpits 

were formerly prevalent in most villages, and parishioners were 'passionately fond of
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witnessing these cruel onslaughts.' 17 Owen also mentions archery and putting the 

stone, both of which were favoured pastimes, and notes that Sunday games had been 

played since ancient times, and were present in Wales until well into the nineteenth 

century. The author had heard from many an old man how handball playing against 

the church walls on Sunday mornings was especially popular, and continued until the 

church bell ceased, at which point players and spectators entered the church together. 

Other games played on Sunday included hammer-throwing and heavy-stone- 

throwing, ninepins, football, and prison-bars. These were keenly supported in the 

community, despite several injunctions and laws designed to obliterate them, 'but 

they have in this century entirely disappeared from Wales.' 18 The only surviving 

evidence of the games in Owen's time were markings on church walls showing the 

scoring of handball or fives games. Ministers such as John Elias did their upmost to 

attack Sabbath-breaking, and according to Owen, Sunday games had disappeared 

completely by the time of Elias's death in 1841. Indeed 'when people's minds had 

become unsettled as to their way of spending Sunday, it was not difficult to convince 

them that the sudden death of one of the Sunday players was an undoubted proof of 

God's disapprobation of Sabbath-breaking.' 19

Of the published material available on the gwylmabsantau, most was written 

by local authors during the nineteenth and early twentieth century. One exception is 

Richard Suggett's article of 1996, which explores these historical festivals more 

critically and assesses their social significance.20 While Suggett accepts their 

communal role, he also emphasises the general unruliness that was frequently 

evident. Many violent confrontations took place between neighbouring parishioners 

and 'there can be no doubt about the ferocity of these encounters ... several wakes 

were discontinued following "accidentall" murders.' 21 Suggett argues that mabsant 

festivities, rather than uniting communities, served to exacerbate their differences by 

heightening parish competitiveness and antagonism. He cites the theft of the maypole 

in the Vale of Glamorgan as one example of this local rivalry, when inhabitants of St 

Nicholas travelled to nearby St Pagans armed with clubs,22 while other violent inter- 

parish exchanges included savage games of football and bando, which heightened 

any existing local tensions by encouraging brawling, bad feeling and much conflict. 

Suggett notes the difficulty in determining the extent of the influence of 

Nonconformity upon the fortunes of the mabsantau, and is reluctant to accept rather 

exaggerated claims such as a single sermon by the Reverend John Elias being
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responsible for ending all Sunday festivities in Flintshire during the 1820s. He sees 

little evidence to suggest that the reform ofmabsantau, and popular culture and its 

often rowdy nature in general, was as a direct result of pressure from the clergy and 

gentry, whose presence at parish wakes and their readiness to participate far from 

demonstrates an overwhelming urge to banish such activities. Rather, the author 

believes that it was the revellers themselves who abandoned folk sports, which 

eventually lost their social function owing to the march of industrialisation and its 

accompanying new and attractive forms of entertainment. 24

Contrary to Suggett's opinion, Trefor M. Owen's lecture 'What Happened to 

Welsh Folk Customs?' views the chapel as the primary cause of the mabsantau 's 

erosion and their replacment with more respectable activities. Owen views the 

religious revival of 1859 as crucial in the formation of a new counter-culture which 

suffused Wales with Victorian Nonconformist values and prejudices - 'a mixture of 

respectability, temperance, self-help, evangelism and liberal politics.' 25 The paper 

also discusses the onset of industrialisation in nineteenth-century Wales, which 

played its part in depopulating the countryside and the demise of its associated 

rituals. Meanwhile, the origins and development of the gwylmabsant and its Celtic 

counterparts are charted by T. Llew Jones in the Welsh journal Llafar Gwlad, where 

an unnamed source is quoted as referring to the event as Satan's festival, on account 

of its frequently riotous nature. 26 There are frequent allusions to broken gravestones27 

and barred windows28 in churchyard sports: confirmation enough of over-enthusiastic 

and boisterous behaviour.

Evidence of sport in the literature increased as the nineteenth century 

progressed, when county and local historians began to examine rustic recreations in a 

little more detail. Scholars such as Edward Williams (better known by his bardic 

name lolo Morganwg) and Peter Roberts, wrote on traditional customs,29 and while 

certain writers were keen to mark their passing, in reality such customs continued 

well into the industrial period. lolo Morganwg makes some interesting references to 

recreations, such as a detailed list of holidays and customs, including sports,30 while 

Peter Roberts's The Cambrian Popular Antiquities of Wales31 alludes to many 

popular rural entertainments, with particular regard to the game of fives. A primitive 

form of tennis, using hands rather than rackets, fives was often played against the 

church steeple and the unconsecrated north wall, stone seats being placed in the 

churchyard to accommodate spectators. Even those religious leaders who denounced
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sport as sinful did much to preserve in their literary works details of the types of 

pastimes so popular with the majority of the population. Similarly, government 

reports concerned with social improvement contain several references to customs, as 

closer examination was made of age-old pursuits on account of continuing religious 

and administrative pressure.

Fives, also known as ballplaying, is an example of one activity which 

developed from a rural game to the structured, codified sport of handball. It was 

popular throughout the year, and literary references to the game go back as far as the 

fifteenth century, when it was alluded to in a cywydd (Welsh poetical metre) by Guto 

ap Siancyn entitled Y Bel ('The Ball'). 32 Fives was rather like a primitive form of 

squash, in which the palms of either hand took the place of a racket and struck a ball 

onto a facing wall. The ball then had to be returned either before it hit the floor or 

after a solitary bounce. Matches were contested by men and boys, and although 

doubles and singles matches were common, there was no set number of competitors. 

A variant of fives was stool-ball, which was similar to cricket, but played without bats 

and using a stool instead of a wicket. Proficient fives players were widely revered, 

such as Dr Ifor Lewis, from Llantrisant, Glamorgan, reputed to be the game's most 

outstanding exponent. During the 1870s Dr Lewis threw an open challenge to any pair 

brave enough to take on himself and Richard 'Dick Ted' Andrews from nearby 

Nelson, for a prize of £1,000. 33 Even vicars and their wardens took part, and at 

Llandybi'e, Carmarthenshire, it was recorded how: 'one would hit the ball until it 

rebounded over the churchyard wall to the road and ... the other would jump after it 

and back in time to keep the ball going'. 34

At the Llangyfelach revels, which took place in early March during the 

nineteenth century, north-wall ball playing featured among a diverse sporting 

programme which also included hop-skip-and-jump contests, and pitch-and-toss, 

while Saint Cennydd's Day three-day celebrations at Llangynydd, Gower, at the 

beginning of July, also included fives. 35 So prevalent was the game across the 

country that it was termed a 'national pursuit' in 1811 by Edmund Hyde Hall. 36 hi 

Wales, fives gradually developed into the modern game of handball, which was 

played on purpose-built courts, often connected to public houses. Courts of varying 

dimensions were erected during the nineteenth century, especially in south Wales, 

and were either one- or three-walled. Singles and doubles matches were both 

customary, and were controlled by a referee and an official marker. Although the
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exact rules differed between localities, play continued until a competitor failed to 

return the ball. It was only possible to score points on one's service and scores were 

usually marked on the front wall in full view of the spectators. Proficiency at 

handball elevated a parishioner's social status and, with large bets often placed on the 

games' outcome, matches generated great local interest.

Other activities possessing strong Welsh roots were quoiting and bando, 

which, although not exclusive to Wales, were particularly popular during the pre- 

industrial period, and beyond in the case of quoits. Bando resembled the modern 

games of hockey and hurley and was played across Wales, John Elias (1774-1841), 

the famous Calvinistic Methodist preacher from Pwllheli, Caernarfonshire, and 

politician David Lloyd George (1863-1945), raised in Llanystumdwy, 

Caernarfonshire, being keen players in their youth. 37 The 'extraordinary barrenness' 

of ash and elm was noted by a traveller from Cowbridge to Pyle in 1797, on account 

of the making of bando bats in the area from these hard woods. 38 The game involved 

striking a ball with a curved club, called a 'bando', across a fixed area of play, before 

attempting to drive it into the opponent's goal. Matches were traditionally held 

between parishes, and the players of the two teams, which were generally all-male, 

took it so seriously that they were known to train in advance. The rules were never 

standardised, and were often determined immediately prior to a game by agreement of 

both sides.

According to Edward Matthews (1813-92) of Ewenni, the game was so 

popular in Margam, west Glamorgan, that no-one above a year old would be seen 

without a bando stick and some 3,000 spectators were known to attend matches. 39 

Indeed, by the latter half of the nineteenth century bando had become primarily 

associated with Glamorgan. Its prominence at Margam inspired a nineteenth-century 

ballad entitled 'The Margam Bando Boys',40 celebrating the team's proficiency and 

wide renown. Other team games paled into insignificance, the ballad claims:

Let cricket players blame, 
And seek to slight our fame, 
Their bat and wicket can never lick it, 
This ancient manly game.

Our fame shall always stand 
Throughout Britannia's land; 
What men can beat us? who dare meet us? 
Upon old Kenfig's sand?
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As Gareth Williams explains, bando 'survived in the Aberavon area until the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, when the death in 1876 of Theodore Talbot, captain 

of the Margam Bando Boys and heir to the Margam estate, coincided with the arrival 

of the Mansel, Avon Vale, and Taibach tinworks'.41 The game was quickly 

superseded, as the employees turned instead to the new sport of rugby.

Quoits was also popular in the south. This ancient game involves the throwing 

or pitching of an iron ring toward an iron pin situated on a small pitch, or quoit bed. 

Chwarae koeten 'playing quoits' was included in John Walters of Llandough's 

dictionary of 1794,42 and despite a decline in popularity during the mid-nineteenth 

century, when, according to the North Wales Chronicle,43 the 'fine, manly' game of 

quoits had become connected 'most unjustly we think ... with vulgarity and 

intemperance', its fortunes had turned by the 1880s, as it began to attract female 

participants as well as male. Quoits became particularly well supported in Bridgend, 

Merthyr and Rhymney, where Dr Thomas Jones recalled watching 'the pond'rous 

quoit obliquely fall' , 44 By the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century it was 

prevalent among miners in the south, while in the north, farmhands were known to 

play using horseshoes. Llanelli, Carmarthenshire, was the home to a world champion 

quoiter in 1895,45 and the following year Wales competed internationally for the first 

time.46 Although quoiting's profile was consistently overshadowed by the large 

spectator sports, such as cricket and football, the game survived and matches are still 

held today in the Carmarthenshire area.

Although primarily the domain of the working man, rural sports were not 

exclusively a male preserve. Many events were open to women, and then, as now, 

sports were an effective means of meeting a partner. Seasonal revels offered 

numerous opportunites for courtship among both the lower classes and the gentry. 

Mixed country dancing was a favoured courting activity, with men and women 

known to line up at the maypole strategically, in order to stand by the partner of their 

choice. The maypole was itself a fertility symbol, and May Day celebrations 

constituted a Celtic spring festival celebrating birth and growth. For the elite, the 

transition from Welsh dances to fashionable English dances at the hunt balls during 

the early nineteenth century was generally believed to lessen one's chance of meeting 

a potential lover.47 For whereas traditional Welsh country dances were deemed 

conducive to match-making, owing to their relative simplicity, the newly introduced 

quadrilles meant that 'the whole time and attention of the performers are occupied in
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"doing the figure'",48 which left little opportunity to talk and flirt. The lower classes, 

meanwhile, continued their familiar dances regardless, which provided plenty of 

opportunity to relax, enjoy oneself and talk to the opposite sex. Impressing the 

womenfolk was a feature of most sporting activities. Success at cock-fighting, for 

example, increased the social prestige of the birds' owners, as well, it was said, as 

their attractiveness to females,49 while the victorious barefist fighter at Pentrefoelas 

hiring fair, Merionethshire, even at the turn of the twentieth century, won the right to 

walk the prettiest girl home. 50 We know that women were keen spectators at male 

sports; at one bando match in the Vale of Glamorgan the wife of one of the players 

concealed the ball with her petticoat until her spouse arrived to retrieve it. 51

Folk football was one of the most popular seasonal sports, and it was 

frequently reported in contemporary papers (offering villagers a rare chance to 

participate as a team). The earliest known instance of the Welsh term pel droed 

('football') dates from 1593 when it appeared in a poem by William Middleton,52 

while in 1629, Robert Lloyd, the vicar of Chirk, alluded to the nation's predilection 

for the game, regrettably, even on Sundays. 53 hi the absence of clearly marked 

pitches, teams played between parishes, well-known landmarks serving as goals or 

ends. The lack of standardised rules and referees meant that a game like football, 

which was widespread across the country, often differed slightly from parish to 

parish. Although the basic framework of a match was similar nationwide, the number 

of players per side was not always the same and numerous variations existed 

depending on the area. Footballs were traditionally made from pigs' or bulls' 

bladders, or, occasionally, balls of wool or twine, and the reminiscences of one Rhys 

Cox, who flourished at the turn of the eighteenth century, illustrate the sometimes 

riotous elements of the game:

As a youth, my whole object was to excel in the two chief games of that 
time - football and tennis. Scores of us assembled near Llandrygan 
[Anglesey] on a Sunday morning ... and near the churchyard entrance, 
about the hour of service, down with the ball and away with it, everyone 
with his kick, taking it backwards and forwards, until sunset found the 
players sometimes on the Malltraeth Sands, sometimes on the Gader Point, 
from which it could be kicked into the sea in the direction of Gogarth 
Head or Bardsey Isle. Numbers of players would be left here and there on 
the road, some having limbs broken in the struggle, others severely 
injured, and some carried on biers to be buried in the churchyard nearest to 

where they had been mortally injured. 54
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At a twelve-a-side Easter match, also in Anglesey, in 1734, between Llanbadrig and 

the combined forces of Llanfair-yng-Nghornwy and Llanrhwydrys, over four 

thousand spectators witnessed continuous play for some three to four hours, during 

which one goal each was scored. Despite the frequently savage nature of the 

encounter, the sides parted 'as good friends as they came, after they had spent half an 

hour together in cherishing their spirits with a cup of ale .. .[before returning home] ... 

having finished Easter Holydays innocently and merrily.' 55

While rural sports and the associated celebrations were usually not 

fundamentally violent, the presence of strong drink, feasting and large crowds often 

gave rise to heated exchanges followed by riotous behaviour. Alcohol-induced 

excitement and loss of control frequently spilled over into the activities themselves, 

and publicans were partly to blame for sometimes offering drinks as prizes to 

winning athletes. The victorious twelve-a-side football team at the Mynydd 

Pysgodlyn sports in 1780 received a bottle of gin each,56 and athletes retiring to the 

tavern following a sporting contest was not uncommon. An increased involvement by 

publicans in sports events since at least the sixteenth century, and probably earlier, 

also encouraged drunkenness,57 for these money-making entrepreneurs were 

extremely influential in the development and maintenance of festivals, often for their 

own financial ends. Not only did many start offering their facilities for communal 

gatherings, but they also created bogus saint's day festivals to encourage additional 

revelry. Inevitably, church services rarely figured in these celebrations, such as at 

Llansanffraid-ym-Mechain, Montgomeryshire, during the early nineteenth century, 

when the elected 'Mayor of the Wakes' drank solidly in a local public house from 

Sunday night to the following Wednesday. 58 Whether alcohol-generated or 

otherwise, brawling was another unsavoury element attached to seasonal sports, and 

so intense were activities like cock-fighting and bull-baiting, that proceedings 

frequently descended into chaos. Fierce inter-parish rivalry is described by Edmund 

Hyde Hall59 in Caernarfonshire's Shrove Tuesday football matches. Fighting often 

ensued, and the gambling, so integral to the proceedings, did nothing to help the 

highly-charged atmosphere.

At Llanwenog, south Cardiganshire, during the early nineteenth century, most 

villagers attended the annual Christmas Day football tussle known asy bel ddu ('the 

black ball'). This was played between the men of the Blaenau and those of the Bro
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(the 'Hills' versus the 'Vale'), and victory was so prized that a player 'would as soon 

lose a cow from his cow-house, as the football from his portion of the parish'. 60 With 

brawling commonplace, it was hardly surprising that football was generally 

condemned by the Nonconformists from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, who 

sought to rid Wales of its worthless, and even sinful, sporting pastimes. Pulpit attacks 

on football led, in some areas, to matches being supplanted by Sunday school 

festivals, and in the 1830s, the Llanwenog match, like several others, was stopped 

when 'a venerable Nonconformist minister preached against it, and the people listened 

to him'. 61 Windows were shuttered to avoid any damages at annual Shrovetide 

encounters in certain south Wales towns, and in one particular match the play was 'in 

some sort what the battle in the Platanistas was to the Spartans, or even what the 

Isthmian and the Nemean games were to the whole of Greece.' 62 hi 1865, the 

obstruction of a highway and the breaking of a town gas lamp during a Shrove 

Tuesday football match in Pembroke was deemed serious enough to be brought to the 

attention of the Pembrokeshire Petty Sessions, and although no one was arrested, the 

yearly contest was subsequently moved to a nearby field to lessen the chance of 

accidents. 63

Early football relied more on physical strength than skill, rather like one of its 

precursors, cnapan. This was a team game vaguely similar to modern rugby and was 

popular in Wales allegedly until the middle of the nineteenth century (although there 

is a lack of contemporary sources to confirm this), particularly on Sundays and at 

seasonal festivals. Inter-parish contests, played by men, took place on the sands or 

large tracts of land, using a hand-size round ball, usually made of wood. The ball, the 

cnapan, was thrown in the air to begin a match, and whoever caught it as it fell, 

carried it, either on foot or on horseback, in the direction of their opponents' district. 

Play continued until the ball was taken so far by one team that it was impossible for 

the other to run it back to the opposite parish that evening. Hurling the ball and 

running with it formed the basis of the game and, there being no 'goals' as such, a 

ball was sometimes moved as far as two miles from the start of play. The only 

detailed evidence relating to cnapan is found in George Owen's A Description of 

Penbrockshire (1603),64 in which the author provides an account of the game, which 

he claims, had been popular in the area since 'greate antiquitie' and used by the 

ancient Britons to improve their strength and stamina as training for war. According 

to Owen, a rather incredible 2,000 competitors sometimes took part, and owing to
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cnapan's riotous and savage nature, competitors discarded their clothes, apart from a 

light pair of breeches, for fear of their being ripped to shreds during the match. Rules 

were kept to a minimum and, owing to the lack of a referee, games were often 

violent. The horsemen were free to assault their opponents with cudgels, as were the 

footmen, who also used their fists for the same purpose, and also threw stones at the 

horsemen. Competitors often ended the game with multiple injuries, yet, if Owen is 

to be believed, remained cheerful throughout and bore no long-term grudges toward 

the opposition.

Injury and death were customary in the animal sports of the pre-industrial 

period and of these, the most popular appears to have been cock-fighting, which was 

prevalent in Wales at least until made illegal in 1849.65 Prevalent among all social 

classes, it was originally introduced into Britain by the Romans, and taken up by 

royalty in Tudor times, following the building of a pit for Henry VIII. Some of the 

medieval Welsh bards were warm patrons of cock-fighting, as demonstrated by the 

English englyn:

A cock out of stock like steel - with his head,
As hard as an anvil,
Unparallel'd in peril,
A sour heart and a sure heel. 66

Both covered and outdoor pits were used for cock-fights; the former being circular or 

octagonal, high-walled and with an interior of some 18 to 20 feet in diameter. 

Fighting surfaces included sand, a cask and flagstone, with cobblestone seats for 

spectators. Open-air pits comprised a circle surrounded by a ditch, around which 

supporters crouched to prevent birds from escaping. Bouts were especially prominent 

during Easter and May and as betting was rife, matches often descended into fighting 

and pandemonium. Birds followed a strict diet and training programme, and before a 

contest, were trimmed and combed. They originally fought with their natural weapons 

of spur and beak, but metal spurs were introduced during the seventeenth century, in 

order to bring bouts to a swift and decisive conclusion.67

One of the most eagerly anticipated events on the cock-fighting calendar was 

the Welsh Main, which, despite its title, was also held in England. This rigorous test 

was fought a maximum of four times a year, owing to its severity, and only the best 

birds competed. Proceedings commenced with about sixteen pairs of cocks, which
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were set against each other until one half were killed. These head-to-head battles 

continued until only a single cock was left standing and large amounts of money were 

staked on the outcome. John Harris, the Cornish cocker (d.1910), remembered a main 

held in south Wales between Bristol and Aberdare, in which the thousand-strong 

colliers and furnacemen supporting the local birds 'insisted on counting in Welsh, 

tried to fix the result and were inclined to be generally nasty.' 68 Other popular 

contests included 'shying at cocks', which involved setting the bird in a pit and 

aiming at it with pieces of wood. Throwers were given three chances to knock the bird 

over and then catch it before it rose to its feet. Another type of bout was named 

'thrashing at cocks', in which the bird was placed in a hole in the ground before being 

struck with a flail by blindfolded competitors. The 'awkwardness of their blows and 

the dipping of the bird's head' 69 generated much merriment and whoever succeeded in 

killing the bird took it home for supper, hi preparation for a similar event, entitled 

'throwing at cocks', owners trained their birds to jump aside to avoid missiles thrown 

by nearby contestants. The winner was whoever struck and caught the cock before it 

rose to its feet. Interestingly enough, Myrddin Fardd's testimony of this latter event, 

as practised in Caernarfonshire,70 is in all respects identical with Brand's account of a 

'throwing at cocks' contest at Heston, Middlesex.71

Charms thought to protect and safeguard their owner were sometimes used in 

cockfighting. These included the writing of biblical verses or cryptic words and signs 

on pieces of paper small enough to be slotted into the steel spurs attached to the birds' 

legs. A verse commonly employed for this purpose was: 'Taking the shield of faith 

wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked.' An even 

stronger charm involved placing into the steel spur a crumb from the consecrated 

bread left on the communion table following a religious service. For maximum power, 

this crumb should be removed from the church at midnight. Superstitious owners also 

believed that birds fed with soil acquired from under the church altar would become 

unbeatable, and capable of killing all opponents set against them. Such spells and 

charms were annulled, however, if the contest took place in the hallowed ground of a 

churchyard, where battles were fought honestly and could not be touched by any 

external forces.72 Few rural sports, cock-fighting included, were free from betting, as 

spectators assembled to cheer on the participants both for entertainment and monetary 

reasons. Even ministers of religion enjoyed an occasional flutter, such as the 

Reverend William Bulkeley, who, in 1734, described in his diary the annual Whit
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Tuesday cockfight at Llandyfrydog, Anglesey, when bets were made by spectators, 

himself included, on the outcome.73

That same year, in Llanbadrig, bets were placed on the result of a bizarre 

challenge by a village schoolmaster, who sought to run a set distance before a 

neighbour picked up 120 stones placed a yard apart. 74 Professional running and 

walking races, known collectively as pedestrianism, often attracted a gambling 

element, and were at their most popular in Wales during the mid-nineteenth century. 

Pedestrianism events were open to anyone who was willing, for the right price, to trek 

over fields or turnpike roads, often for several consecutive days. Placing money on 

the outcome was customary, and for those used to poverty and hardship, victory, in 

these frequently extremely demanding challenges, could mean the difference between 

starvation and survival. An eighty-six-mile return trip from Cardiff to Brecon was 

completed in thirty-three hours by one Bruce Knight in September 1804,75 while in 

August 1825, a certain John Townsend spent six days undertaking a 384-mile walk 

which began in Brecon and ended in Hay-on-Wye.76 For their efforts, talented athletes 

were lauded as local heroes, and none more so than John Davies, who, during the 

1840s, conquered many celebrated English runners and became undisputed Welsh 

champion.77

The most celebrated Welsh runner was Griffith Morgan, better known as Guto 

Nyth Bran. Born in Llanwynno, east Glamorgan, in 1700 and nicknamed after the 

farmhouse in which he lived, Guto frequently demonstrated his phenomenal fitness by
7K

catching hares, rounding up sheep and outpacing horses. He was said to have once 

covered seven miles on foot on an errand for his mother in the time it took for a kettle 

to boil. Guto's racing successes were many, and following a pre-match sleep on a pile 

of warm manure so as to relax his limbs, he was prepared to challenge anyone, 

especially over his favourite distance of twelve miles. One of his victories, in 1737, 

was over an Englishman named Prince, in which Guto was so confident of his ability 

that during the first few miles he was supposed to have stopped to talk to spectators en 

route. Despite such initial dawdling, Guto was said to have completed the course in an 

astonishing and rather incredible time of 53 minutes. His career was ended there and 

then, however, for the hearty congratulations and back-slapping heaped upon him by 

his sweetheart Sian, proved too much for Guto's exhausted body and he dropped 

dead.79 A gravestone was erected in Llanwynnno churchyard, which can still be seen 

today, along with another commemorating his life in a verse by Gwilym Glanffrwd:
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Rhedegwr gorheinyf a gwrawl - cawr 
Yn curo'n wastadawl, 
Oedd Gruffudd, e fydd ei fawl 
Wr iesin yn arhosawl. 80

(He was a grand and courageous runner,
A giant who was always victorious;
May the praise for radiant Griffith's good name be eternal.)

Although most pedestrians were adult males, a small minority of women and 

children took part, such as the seven-year-old boy who, in March 1839, ran the seven 

miles from Risca to Newport, Gwent, in forty-five minutes for a sovereign wager, 

beating the Tredegar coach as he did so. 81 In 1867, two men and a woman named 

Mrs Rowlands raced over a four-mile course between Cardiff and Penarth, south 

Glamorgan. On nearing the end, Mrs Rowlands put 'the spurt on' to win by 200 yards, 

and reportedly felt so fresh on finishing that she promptly challenged any spectator to 

take her on over twenty-four miles! 82 While pedestrianism undoubtedly boasted many 

dedicated athletes, it also attracted its fair share of dubious, untrustworthy characters, 

whose actions tarnished the sport. Swift-footed amateurs entering races under false 

names and match-fixing dented its reputation, as did general unsportsmanlike 

behaviour, such as that manifest during a race on the Swansea Sands in 1848, when 

the Welshman Jackson, 'The Flying Tailor', achieved victory by pushing over his 

opponent Mr Knock 'by a clever dodge' halfway along the course. 3 It was precisely 

this seamy side of pedestrianism, which engendered fierce attacks from ministers of 

religion and contrasted sharply with the emerging amateur sports and their emphasis 

on fair play, that increasingly discredited the sport. The formation of the Amateur 

Athletic Club in 1866 and the codification of its official rules eventually sealed the 

fate of professional pedestrianism, for although it coexisted with athletics for a time, it 

was ultimately forced out of existence. By the 1890s, standardised athletics events 

were becoming ever more popular in Wales, while the fortunes of pedestrianism fell 

into sharp decline, leading to the sport's virtual disappearance by the turn of the 

twentieth century.

Like pedestrianism, pugilism possessed strong monetary associations, 

embracing betting and prize money, which was initially donated by the gentry. The 

substantial cash prizes on offer undoubtedly appealed greatly to competitors, who,
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mostly drawn from the lower classes, were in desperate need of the money. Large 

crowds assembled to witness the bouts, held at a variety of venues, such as fields, 

sands and local fairs, and in 1823, the whole Vale of Llangollen turned out to witness 

the surprise defeat of Ned Turner, then 'pugilistic prince of Wales', by Inglis, a bed- 

maker. 4 hi 1824 some 4,000 spectators attended a two-hour fight over 103 rounds in 

Monmouth, in which a quarryman, Parry, beat his opponent, Powell, for a £60 prize. 85 

The lack of a predetermined number of rounds led to lengthy and exhausting fights, 

for there were few actual rules, and rounds continued until one combatant was 

knocked to the floor. Fatalities were commonplace, newspaper accounts detailing the 

plight of pugilists' widows, left with young children and totally dependent on the 

parish for financial support. As the nineteenth century progressed, the sport gradually 

lost credibility, and as fights were held on secluded mountain tops, away from the 

eyes of the law. Police officers were frequently called on to attend such contests and 

make arrests for breach of the peace. The withdrawal of gentry support helped seal the 

fate of pugilism, and although barefist and glove fights were held simultaneously in 

Wales during the 1860s, the former had disappeared by the end of the century.

A rather more respectable activity, enthusiastically supported by the elite, 

especially during its early days, was cricket, which possibly derived from rural bat- 

and-ball games such as stoolball and tip-cat played in churchyards or any available 

open spaces.86 The oldest reference to cricket in Wales appears to be that found in a 

song dated 1719 and known by its first line, 'Of noble race was Shinking', which 

continues:

Her was the prettiest fellow,
At foot-ball or at Cricket;
At Hunting Chace, or nimble Race,
Cots-plut [God's blood] her cou'd prick it. 87

At this time cricket was an unorganized folk game usually played on any available 

open space rather than a specially marked pitch. There is an unconfirmed report of a 

match played at Pembroke in 1763,88 while the oldest printed instance of the Welsh 

word cricced dates from 1772.89 It appears that cricket was one of the ways in which 

Welsh gentry mimicked their English counterparts, as they patronized the game 

enthusiastically and set about forming teams. Such involvement led to the refinement 

of batting and bowling techniques as the eighteenth century progressed, and the first 

reliable record of a match in Wales. This was contested on 4 August 1783 at Court
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Henry, near Llandeilo, for 50 guineas, between 'the Gentlemen of the East side of the 

Cothy [river] and those of the West: to play 11 a side'. 90 In addition to gentry 

participation in cricket, the youth of Swansea had also formed a team during the early 

1780s, the earliest details of a competitive match appearing in 1785. As the new 

century arrived, so further sides were founded, including those at Cardiff, 

Carmarthen, Tenby, Merthyr, Aberystwyth and Aberdyfi by the 1830s; towns which 

would all have possessed an English middle-class element. Rules developed slowly, 

probably in line with an increase in competitive matches, and although overarm 

bowling did not generally emerge until the later nineteenth century, an Aberystwyth 

exponent 'puzzled' his Pembrokeshire opponents with it as early as 1838. 91 By the 

1850s the game had become more formalized, and the coming of the railways to 

Wales at this time and the resulting comparative ease of travel saw a further growth in 

the number of cricket clubs. Aware of their predominantly sedentary lifestyles, 

twenty-six gentlemen formed the 'Merthyr Early Cricket Club'in 1848, and members 

proceeded to practise three times a week for two hours, beginning at 5.00 a.m. at the 

sound of a bugle, in order to prepare themselves both mentally and physically for the 

day ahead.92 Players began to become more committed, such as those involved with 

the South Wales Club between 1859 and 1886, which was the forerunner of the 

Glamorgan county side formed in 1888. Whereas cricket had initially been dominated 

by the affluent, in that costly subscriptions were required in order to join clubs, it 

developed to attract all players from all backgrounds, and by the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century had spread to the working classes. 93

The gentry, intially at least, took an active interest in seasonal celebrations, 

despite their being mainly attended by the masses. Many are the examples of local 

landowners who supported parish activities, either out of genuine interest or in order 

to maintain their own public profile, by donating prizes, money to a local fund or by 

loaning a field for play. Wealthy families, such as the Wynns of Wynnstay, 

Rhiwabon, Denbighshire, were frequently mentioned in the local newspapers, and 

lauded for their generosity to the common folk. According to the North Wales 

Chronicle in January 1869, the Honourable C.H. Wynn 'kindly encouraged manly 

sports and innocent recreation',94 while in Bangor, Gwynedd, toward the end of the 

century, the town's athletic sports were patronised, amongst others, by the mayor, 

Lord Boston and Lord Penrhyn. Whether sport was actually controlled by such 

luminaries, however, is a highly debatable point. 95 Sports have been accredited with
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inadvertently acting as an effective method of social control by keeping those 

involved in good humour,96 and in a period when external government authority in the 

daily running of the parish was nonexistent, it has been argued that the wealthier 

classes subtly used rural sports as a means of containing the common folk, (see 

chapter 3 for examples). Even if the latter became rowdy, at least the gentry knew 

where they were gathered and could keep watch on proceedings, evidence suggesting 

that unruliness was tolerated as long as order was restored at the end of each event. 

The gentry probably realised also that without regular opportunities for entertainment, 

energies would be exerted elsewhere, with potentially dangerous effect. In his Tours 

of North Wales (1816), Edward Pugh at one local wake, praised a recently passed law 

which forbade horse-racing for a plate of 'less value than £50.OO',97 for, in his 

opinion, this discouraged gambling that would 'impoverish the lower orders'. Pugh 

rather patronisingly cast a jaundiced eye over such events, recalling the barbarity and 

immorality of wakes in former times. Although the gentry themselves were known to 

enjoy typically lower-class sports like cockfighting and bull-baiting, they nevertheless 

maintained a certain distance from the masses by indulging primarily in socially 

exclusive activities, such as hunting and shooting. The gradual withdrawal of gentry 

support from 'common' rural sports and the mabsantau as the nineteenth century 

progressed, owing largely to the increasingly unwholesome reputation of those 

pursuits, contributed dramatically towards their eventual decline. This desertion by 

'honourable' members of society, coupled with the disapproval of the new breed of 

middle classes, intent on reforming traditional pastimes, meant that although 

festivities continued regardless for a time, they were gradually either updated or 

became outmoded. A division between polite and popular culture was forged, as the 

gentry moved away from activities which they had once encouraged. 98

Another social group that turned its back on rural sports were reformist 

ministers of religion, as the strong association between alcohol and physical 

recreations proved particularly difficult for them to accept. Although clergy 

involvement in parish sport had a long history, whether announcing forthcoming 

sports events from the pulpit, assisting with their preparation (church officers 

'sometimes ... helped us for a full hour until the sexton had to go to duties'),99 or 

participating themselves, as was the case for example in mid-eighteenth century 

Anglesey, 100 combining religious and secular activities did not always come easily. 

The congregations' ability to enjoy athletic pursuits in the sacred graveyards, where
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they were surrounded by 'memorials of mortality', 101 often made ministers rather 

uncomfortable, as did the subsequent retiring to the tavern. According to Nesta 

Evans, sport was only accepted, and even tolerated by the church, on account of 

religion's inability to 'replace its fading attractions by any sufficiently vital urge of 

its own'. 102 It seems that some ministers attended sporting events in the hope of 

exerting a calming and controlling influence over proceedings, by restraining the 

excesses of the participants. Parishioners would probably have been less likely to act 

violently in front of religious leaders, who sometimes also visited public houses in an 

attempt both to moderate alcoholic consumption and to forge a stronger link between 

the Church and the people. 103

For every minister who attended sports days, another campaigned diligently 

against all secular diversions, attacking the unlicensed revelry and alcoholic over- 

indulgence which were an all-too-frequent accompaniment. These disapproving 

ministers discouraged all forms of games, and from the early eighteenth century 

onwards, were aided by several religious revivals which sought to quash such 

allegedly idle, worthless, and sinful pastimes. Continuing religious assaults severely 

affected sport, although fortunes varied greatly from area to area. Religious reformers 

were intent on emphasising the sanctity of the Sabbath, the very day in which many 

games were played, and indiscriminately attacked local customs so beloved by the 

working classes. The Reverend Charles Wesley was happy to record the cessation of 

the Dinas Powis revel in 1741, 104 while according to the letters of William Morris of 

Anglesey, by 1758 the old semi-superstitious games and recreations were gradually 

being superseded by foot races, boat races and horse-racing. 105 Anglesey squire 

William Bulkeley commented on the 'insufferable superstition' 106 of the Llanelian 

wake in a diary entry for July, 1734, and in April, 1737, denounced the gambling 

which proliferated on these occasions. 107 Similarly, the aforementioned diary of 

William Thomas is peppered with scathing attacks on popular recreations, which, in 

the writer's opinion, engendered nothing but 'vice and wickedness'. 108 hi September 

1764, for example, he describes how the horse-races held at Stalling Down, near 

Cowbridge, Vale of Glamorgan, generated great noise and rioting and contibuted to 

'ruining and poverty' 109 Clergy pressure succeeded in suppressing many a sports 

event, such as the communal football match held annually at Llanbadrig until at least 

1749, 110 unless ministers deemed them acceptable. In 1811 Edmund Hyde Hall took 

pleasure in recording the recent disappearance of customs he dubbed 'fooleries', 111
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which had been effected, in his opinion, by the growing intelligence of the people, 

along with the civilising influence of Methodism. A manuscript shows that one John 

Hughes believed that this civilising process led to the extinction of the Dolhiryd 

mabsant, Llangollen, during the early nineteenth century, 112 a process which had, 

according to Edward Pugh in his tour of Wales in 1816, also taken place in other parts 

of the north. Pugh recalled the local wakes of thirty years earlier thus:

Had certain tourists travelled in those days, and accidentally witnessed 
such a scene [ie fighting with sticks and stones] they would, probably, 
have represented the Welsh as a set of savages, barbarous as the caffres of 
Africa, and entire strangers to the laws of civil society; forgetful of the 
most disgraceful mobs and riots, which now and then infest other parts of 
the kingdom. 113

Judging by written testimony, disregard for the Sabbath and all it represented 

continued well into the nineteenth century, and grievances were often aired in the 

local press. A letter to the North Wales Chronicle in 1872 lamented on the fact that 

young men and women indulged in 'many unfit games for this most solemn and 

sacred day', rather than attend a place of worship, 114 while a visitor to Dolgellau in 

1893 wrote to the Cambrian News to express his disgust at witnessing a tennis party 

playing on a Sunday, and hoped that 'that was not a proof of how Sunday was spent in 

Wales.' 115 The shameful neglect of the Christian message at the Llandaff fair, Cardiff, 

during the late nineteenth century upset the American writer Wirt Sikes, United States 

consul in Cardiff from June 1876 until his death in 1883, 116 who witnessed a presiding 

'huge mob, crushing and swearing and tearing', through alcoholic over-indulgence, 

whose 'only idea of fun [was] to sustain one prolonged and lingering yell'. 117 This 

regrettable behaviour led to the fair's swift demise, although rather than blame 

alcohol entirely, Sikes also cited the unwelcome rowdiness of outsiders from 

neighbouring parishes. Similar behaviour was described in a poem, published in 1841, 

which condemned the annual Bangor gwylmabsant and all those involved in it. 118 The 

author wholeheartedly attacked such ungodly pursuits as donkey racing and chasing 

pigs, and was furious that sports were being taken more seriously than the Christian 

gospel. The clergy were not always successful in quashing certain sports, however. 

Despite such vehement opposition, some sports continued unscathed, such as the Whit 

Monday Amlwch regatta at Bull Bay, after two evangelists called for it be abandoned
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in June 1863, 119 and the Carmarthenshire Hunt Week and Steeplechases, which 

continued until the late 1860s in spite of some twenty-five years of vicious pulpit 

condemnation and mounting financial difficulties. 120 While ministers and moralists 

alike were only too eager to disparage sports for the masses, they shied away from 

criticising those enjoyed by the social elite.

Religious opposition to sports coincided with the march of industrialisation 

and urbanisation, which increasingly undermined traditional sports from the mid- 

eighteenth century onwards. As employers expressed concern over the potentially 

detrimental effect of games and recreations on production rates, emphasis on labour 

discipline criticised the new breed of industrial labourers for spending precious time 

and energy participating in these futile activities. Industry became ever more linked 

to success, and social advancement required concentrated hard graft rather than rural 

festivities. Although Edmund Hyde Hall noted at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century how 'in the more mountainous and secluded parts of the country, yet 

unbroken in upon by the promiscuous commerce, a considerable difference of 

manners may prevail from what obtains along the coast, where everything is in a state 

of rapid alteration', 1 ' things were moving apace. The passing of the Highways Act in 

1835 prohibited games on public highways (a setting where once they had 

flourished), while the forces of 'militant teetotalism, religious revival and industrial 

revolution' 122 all played their part in the decline of the traditional calendar. In an 

increasingly industrialised society, maximum industrial and economic success meant 

less leisure time, and the 1845 Enclosure Act hindered the cause of rural sport by 

enclosing fields formerly used for games. Buildings erected on open land as a result 

of urbanisation also contributed to fewer playing spaces, and as migration from 

countryside to town progressed rapidly over the years, so fewer people remained in 

rural villages to participate in the old customs.

The development of sport was significantly affected by industrialisation, 

which led to games assuming a new structured appearance complete with rules and 

regulations and the formation of sports governing bodies. This was no overnight 

transformation, however, as, for a period, traditional and contemporary coexisted. 

The rise of modern sports, such as rugby and association football, based on rural 

play, was accompanied by increased uniformity in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century to become structured like the new working day itself. With the growth of 

easier and cheaper railway travel, greater mobility broke down rural insularity; more
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villages met each other for pre-arranged matches, which required common rules and 

regulations. The subsequent growth of organised games fitted perfectly with the new 

discipline so dear to employers' hearts, which, they believed, was the way to success 

and prosperity. As Richard Holt emphasises: 'The paradox, of course, was that in 

order to survive these ancient games had to take on the organizational forms of 

modern sports'. 123 A continuity from rural to urban was still evident as late as end of 

the nineteenth century, when at annual sports days, climbing the greasy pole featured 

alongside modern hurdle races. Many mabsantau were still being held in the 1860s, 

sometimes in parallel with formalised athletic events, which in itself demonstrates 

their stamina and resilience. Newspapers continued to cover folk sports during this 

period: in December 1862 the Cambria Daily Leader praised the St Pagans' 

Christmas sports for the 'healthful vigour of character in a people', 124 while in 

February 1868, the Leader enthusiastically proclaimed the Carmarthen Hunt Week 

and Steeplechase to be 'emphatically the week of the year', 125 attracting reporters 

from those eminent English publications Bell's Life and The Field. At the Lampeter 

athletic sports of 1869, the age-old putting-the-stone event was contested alongside 

120-metre hurdles races, 126 while the 'rustic' sports held at People's Park, Llanelli, in 

April, 1870, increasingly belonged to a bygone era far removed from the more 

modern activities. 127

The idea of a specific field of play developed during the 1870s, and with the 

formation of organised clubs, grounds were built to accommodate teams and their 

supporters. The founding of sports governing bodies, such as the Football 

Association of Wales in 1876 and the Welsh Rugby Union in 1881, heralded a new 

era in which sports were centrally controlled and consequently lost any regional 

peculiarities. This sense of control over sport increased with the erecting of purpose- 

built stadia, which contained the action as never before. The reform and 

reorganisation of local government during 1880s and 1890s imposed common 

standards and legislation which were alien to more haphazard and non-regulated rural 

sports and leisure pursuits. Rather than becoming extinct, however, traditional games 

continued in a new guise, elements of which form the basis of popular sports to this 

day. In today's sports, the role of the gentry is greatly diminished from what it was in 

pre-industrial society, and it is to that role we now turn.
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Chapter 3 Gentry Sports

In pre-industrial Wales, the ownership of land determined one's wealth, and until the 

onset of industrialisation, power and opulence were the preserve of a handful of 

aristocratic families and the more numerous gentry. Significant numbers of the latter 

first emerged in the country during the fifteenth century, and proceeded to establish 

themselves apace by land purchases, intermarriage and acquiring influence in local 

government. By the close of the seventeenth century, the gentry were the main 

employers, and until the final quarter of the nineteenth century, Wales was dominated 

by great estates. The contrast between the gentry and their tenants manifested itself in 

every area of life and the power of the former was seemingly unassailable. It was the 

gentry who represented their counties in parliament and expected their tenants' 

support. However, with the onset of industrialisation and the creation of huge wealth 

from the 1870s onwards, their hold over society began to ebb. This gradual 

undermining of power had been building up for several decades, as increasingly 

wealthy coal-owners and copper smelters began to acquire the financial upper hand, 

as the pulse of the economy transferred from land to industry. The role of the gentry 

was transformed and with it their former monopoly over Welsh society. Following the 

passing of the Reform Act of 1884, which gave the vote to tenant farmers, farm 

labourers and industrial workers, and the Local Government Act of 1888, the gentry 

lost their previous grip both in local government and over society in general.

Renowned landed families in agricultural Wales included the Wynns of 

Denbighshire, Montgomeryshire and Merioneth, the Bulkeleys of Anglesey, the 

Penrhyns in Caernarfonshire, the Vaughans of Trawscoed and the Pryses of 

Gogerddan in Ceredigion, the Mansels of Margam, and the Morgans of Tredegar, all 

of whose estates were farmed by rent-paying tenants. With the gentry's land being 

transferred down the male line, wealthy families were safe in the knowledge that their 

financial assets were secure and that poverty and hardship should never cross their 

path. They owned numerous mansions and parks, farmed vast acres and took 

hundreds of pounds in estate revenues. These payments supplemented their income 

and enabled them to maintain a lavish lifestyle. Thanks to their totally unearned 

income from the land, which was leased out to and farmed by various tenants, the 

gentry of pre-industrial Wales were not required to attach themselves to business or 

any form of employment to make money and were free to enjoy a life of leisure. They
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could afford a comfortable existence far removed from the lower orders and, thanks to 

their riches, enjoyed a privileged education, as well as plenty of recreational time, 

during which they took part in a wide variety of country sports. Indeed, participation 

in certain sports was an integral element of gentry upbringing.

Sport was a passion for the gentry and central to their very being. The 

prosperity of country sports was largely dependent on factors such as types of land 

tenure, farming techniques, innovations in transport and changes in sportsmen's 

equipment, along with the number of animals present on each estate. Financial assets 

determined one's leisure experience, and certain sports, like game shooting and 

hunting, were associated purely with the social elite. During the late seventeenth 

century field sports were normally quite spontaneous activities, small groups 

assembling to take part following little preparation. As the eighteenth century 

progressed, however, they took on a new structure and uniformity, and from the early 

nineteenth century onwards the development of tracts of land specifically for sport 

began to take place. Sports which were practised exclusively by the gentry, such as 

archery, enabled participants to openly display their wealth and to mix with other 

families of an equal standing, hi the case of hunting, large sums of money were 

invested in improving the breeding of horses and hounds in order to maintain 

standards and uphold the family tradition. Other sports, such as horse-racing, 

appeared to be capable of uniting social classes, giving the invariably false impression 

that rural communities were working together in a stable environment in a 

harmonious and trouble-free manner, hi reality, however, the gentry utilised most 

sports to emphasise the distance between themselves and the supposedly inferior 

lower orders. Even though all classes attended horseraces, they did not necessarily 

mix, stands and enclosures being erected to separate the gentry from the masses.

Although the gentry's sporting involvement was largely confined to socially 

exclusive activities, this landed class were also known to support the recreation of the 

lower orders. Rather than ignoring traditional folk games, they often attended rural 

sports days and donated prizes. Indeed, certain activities, such as boxing and cock- 

fighting, were enjoyed by all sections of society, with the gentry regularly seen at 

local bouts and gambling heavily on the outcome. Those recreations which appeared 

to have been arranged without gentry assistance, for example, the traditional cnapan 

and bando matches, although rowdy, did not always descend into chaos. There 

appears to have been a few basic, albeit flexible, rules to bando, and occasionally a
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referee, although 'the greater portion of the players simply followed the ball at their 

own sweet will'. 1 While there is no mention of the gentry even attending bando 

games, let alone participating, there is evidence that they took part in cnapan matches. 

During the latter half of the sixteenth century, George Owen of Henllys, 

Pembrokeshire, was himself a player in what could be extremely violent games, often 

staged to satisfy wagers made by onlookers. Parishes would do battle against each 

other before large, excited, crowds, comprising an array of the social scale, from 

'tapsters to merchants, mercers and pedlars.' 2 According to Owen, the presence of the 

gentry did not always ensure social deference. On one occasion a '"gentleman of 

note" ... was anxious to take part for the first time in a match, and had mounted 

himself, as he conceived well, upon a big gelding, and cherished ambitions of 

perchance getting away altogether with the knappan.' 3 However, the horse was not as 

fast as he had hoped and the gentleman was required to pass the ball to another 

member of his team. One 'bucolic summoned the "gentleman of good note" in the 

usual fashion to deliver the knappan, but the latter, scorning so ill-looking a fellow, 

made no response, but held on his way.' 4 The lower orders evidently did not always 

revere the gentry, although the presence of a wealthy individual at folk games could 

earn their respect, and lessen the chance of a future revolt against their supposed 

superiors.

The very attendance of gentry families at a sporting event could help to 

maintain their popularity and raise their profile, and sometimes keep them afloat 

financially. Judging by his diary entries for 1760, George Williams of Aberpergwm 

enjoyed many rural recreations, attending cockfights, and meeting with some 

gambling success. 5 At the athletic sports held following the 1779 corn harvest at 

Golden Grove, Carmarthenshire, Richard Vaughan gave a six-shilling prize for a 

labourers' sack race,6 while in July 1794, gentry-owned game cocks from Llanarthney 

were successful at a Haverfordwest cockfight.7 The diary of Elizabeth Baker8 records 

how the writer came to Wales circa 1770 to manage mines near Dolgellau, owned by 

her father. Interested in Welsh social issues, Baker regarded the annual cockfighting 

match between two of the gentry, Messrs Vaughan and Corbet in 1799, as truly 

barbaric. 9 That all classes appreciated sports for enjoyment's sake meant that, in 

theory, recreations could succeed in unifying men and women of all backgrounds, 

which was a situation unthinkable in relation to other social pursuits. The gentry's 

association with the sports at least created an impression of social harmony, whether it
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really existed or not, for how much mixing they actually did with the masses is 

debatable. It is also uncertain as to whether the gentry actually enjoyed the sports or 

merely got involved in order to keep the peace and increase their personal popularity. 

Gentry were frequently called upon to sponsor public events and often received 

invitations to provide financial support. Subscribers to the Monmouth Hunt races 

during the early nineteenth century were treated to a dinner and ball at the end of the 

day, 10 while at the Mold races of 1800 a communal breakfast at the local Black Boy 

tavern was held beforehand. 11 The liberality of patrons was often evident, as at the 

Aberystwyth Hunt Week in March 1863, when the owners of Gogerddan estate 

prepared tables of food every day. 12 During the 1880s, E.G. Philipps of Picton Castle, 

Haverfordwest, was bombarded by letters requesting financial assistance. In 1880, for 

instance, these included funding requests for the Haverfordwest athletic sports, the 

Carmarthenshire Hunt Steeplechases and the annual dog and poultry show. Philipps 

was also invited to the archery shooting at Carew. 13 Four years later he received the 

following letter:

Some time ago you promised me that you would become a subscriber to 
the Haverfordwest Cricket Club. As we have lately laid out a lot of money 
in repairing the pavilion, we are rather short of funds. I collected £40 
towards the amount required but we are still short. Lord Kensington and 
Sir Owen Scourfield, each gives us £5.57- a year towards the Club, and 
would it be asking too much of you to become a subscriber for a similar 
amount?

Put in such a way, it would have been extremely difficult for Philipps to refuse.

Despite such apparent harmonious relations, however, continuing wider social 

tensions made it extremely difficult for the gentry to be accepted happily by the lower 

classes. The latter must surely have begrudged being universally condemned by moral 

and religious reformers for their involvement in cruel animal sports such as cock- 

fighting and bull-baiting, while the gentry pursued equally savage sports, such as 

hunting, without fear of criticism. The difference was that while the masses were 

deemed uncivilised and brutal and were disparaged for following primitive lifestyles, 

the elite families enjoyed their pursuits on private ground without much damage to 

their respectability.

Foxhunting was the most popular of the hunting pastimes, and involved horse- 

riders, along with a pack of trained hounds attempting to catch and kill the fox, after
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chasing it across country. The great expense of the animals' upkeep and the dog- and 

horse-breeding could only be afforded by the wealthiest landowners and, thus, one's 

wealth was outwardly expressed in the ownership of horses and hounds. Hunting was 

regarded as an important status symbol and an essential component of a heritage and 

tradition which was required to be upheld down the generations. Participants revelled 

as much in the sport itself as the opportunity it provided to parade their social status. 

The gentry enjoyed one long round of hunting, shooting and dining, and regarded 

these pursuits as an enjoyable, yet essential, perk which came with their wealth. The 

hunting year culminated in the eagerly anticipated hunt week, comprising a series of 

social events, the highlight of which was the hunt ball.

Large estate owners could afford their own packs and huntsmen, such as those 

at Gogerddan, Golden Grove, Picton Castle and Stackpole Court. Only the wealthiest 

could continually spend lavishly on what was fundamentally no more than, but also 

much more than a recreational pursuit. Hunting was, after all, regarded as a social 

class identifier. At a subscribers' meeting for the Pembrokeshire Hunt in Februrary 

1893 it was calculated that on average a pack of hounds hunting only once a week 

cost £500 a year, while packs hunting four days a week required some £2000 to be 

maintained proficiently. 15 The gentry were fortunate enough to be able to spend 

money on bettering the breeding of their horses and hounds and employed staff to 

care for them appropriately. Indeed, huntsmen and feeders were common fixtures at 

the houses of the wealthier gentry. It was also necessary to purchase equipment such 

as guns, often from English craftsmen. Artefacts frequently bought included dog- 

collars, hunting whips, lashes, silver spurs, and in the case of John Vaughan, a 

member of the Carmarthenshire Blue Coat Hunt from 1775, riding crops engraved 

with his crest and motto. 16 Not all the gentry were staunch supporters of hunting, 

however; Thomas Johnes kept no foxhounds at Hafod during the late eighteenth 

century, in case they disturbed the wildlife which he took pleasure in seeing on his 

land. 17

The Williams Wynn family of Wynnstay, Denbighshire, was one of the most 

influential in the country during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and was very 

heavily involved with the everyday running of local society. By the nineteenth 

century they were the most landed family in Wales, possessing 150,000 acres in 

Denbighshire, Meirioneth and Mongomeryshire. 18 Politically, they were represented 

in Parliament both in Denbighshire and Montgomeryshire, and were generally

60



considered enlightened landlords. 19 They were patrons of various sports, and their 

interest in horses and hunting was particularly renowned. The stables at Wynnstay 

were built in the 1730s for the 'Great Sir Watkin', who was killed while out hunting 

in 1749.20 A family pack was established in 1778 by the then baronet, only for it to 

disband shortly afterwards and revive in 1793. 2I According to Baily 's magazine, 22 Sir 

Watkin, a 'prince of sportsmen', devoted his life to the Wynnstay country, 'and the 

result needs no telling; his Whitchurch Saturdays draw crowds of the best men that 

Shropshire, Cheshire and the Welsh border counties can produce, and every farmer, as 

well as every landowner, combines to preserve foxes for Sir Watkin.'

For those unable to maintain their own packs, regional hunts fitted the bill, 

which by the mid-eighteenth century were being established to attract all sections of 

the upper classes, from peers to the petty gentry and the clergy, who did not maintain 

their own packs, like the richest landowners. These subscription packs were run by 

several individuals, who joined together to maintain them. Amongst the earliest were 

the Tivyside Hunt Club, formed in 1736, which, along with the Gogerddan Hunt, 

dominated the Cardiganshire hunting scene. The Tivyside Hunt took place on the 

meadows and vales of the Teifi and for much of the nineteenth century its members 

included Welsh and English gentlemen, businessmen and professionals. Thus, its 

status remained particularly high and it was considered both socially and politically 

significant. A poem written in December 1895 in praise of a Tivyside Hunt at Troed- 

yr-aur mentions the fine weather, the copious amounts of drink and the pack's success 

in finding the fox immediately. The verse records the names of the hunters in person:

There goes gallant J. Howell
John Francis is out, and going like steam;
Men talk of the Pytchley, and also Tom Hughes,
And say that those foxhounds can run like deuce;
But give me George Bowen's right cheery voice,
And the Tivyside Hounds would be always my choice. 23

Two of the oldest hunts in Britain were those founded in Anglesey in 1757 and in 

Holywell, Flintshire, in 1767, the latter under the patronage of Earl Grosvenor then, 

according to the Sporting Magazine in the 'zenith of racing celebrity'. 24 Although it 

was known as the Holywell Hunt, horse-racing took centre stage, and the town was 

one of the first to stage flat-racing. Membership was confined to fifty, and a stringent,
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yet common, selection process took the form of a black-ball ballot, whereby two 

black balls meant exclusion from that elite group.25 Membership restrictions were 

also often linked to wealth, with clubs refusing subscriptions to tho those not deemed 

rich enough. In the Anglesey Hunt, meanwhile, there were, at the outset, around 

twenty-five subscribers, each paying five shillings, which covered both the hunting 

costs and the linked social activities such as banquets and balls. 26 The hunt soon 

developed into a county institution, anticipated eagerly by the gentry, who revelled in 

the annual meets and all they entailed. According to the London magazine, Bell's Life, 

in November 1838,27 the Anglesey Hunt was maintained with 'unprecedented glee 

and spirit', attracting 'a large assemblage of the beauty and chivalry of the island.' 

The chase was followed by a grand procession of ladies and gentlemen on horseback, 

accompanied by a long train of carriages in which sat many finely dressed ladies. 

Although monetary gifts were occasionally given to the poor,28 members appear 

primarily concerned with the lavishness and exclusivity of the event.

Conviviality was an integral element of gentry sporting occasions and large 

amounts of money were spent on entertaining guests. Subscriptions were taken out for 

these social events, in order to provide financial backing for the hunts and all related 

activities. 29 Balls and feasts generated considerable mirth and merriment, for gentry 

sport was deemed incomplete without the accompanying evening's entertainment. 

This was often musical and could feature strolling players, minstrels and a variety of 

instrumental interludes. Such entertainment presented opportunities for socialising, 

and mixing with the opposite sex, thus meeting potential marriage partners from one's 

own elite circle. 'Much beauty and fashion' attended the Llanrwst Hunt of 1823, 

according to the Sporting Magazine, 30 as women took up their usual position of 

spectators. Generally, gentry women relished the chance to mix with their male 

counterparts while enjoying a day's leisure, and although they sometimes took an 

active role (in archery, for example), they were usually admired for their appearance 

rather than their sporting competence. Numerous pictures were painted and poems 

composed to commemorate gentry gatherings, and pages of print extolled their 

virtues. The Art Department at the National Museum and Gallery, Cathays Park, 

Cardiff, for example, contains a large collection of watercolours and oil paintings, 

featuring subjects such as an archery meeting at Gwersyllt Park, Denbighshire, and 

the Llanharan Hunt, while a collection of Welsh- and English-language hunt ballads
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housed at the Museum of Welsh Life celebrate renowned nineteenth-century hunts 

and huntsmen.31

The sheer thrill and enjoyment of hunting is captured in many contemporary 

sources. In a letter from George Roch, Butter Hill, Haverfordwest, in December 1837, 

to H. Webley Parry, Noyadd Trefawr, Newcastle Emlyn, Roch enthused: 'I have had 

up to this time much capital sport. On Friday week back I had ... the very best run I 

have ever had with any pack.' 32 A letter to Bell's Life in March 1837,33 extolled the 

virtues of the Haverfordwest hunt. Judging by the tone of the piece, the author was 

eager to dispel the opinion that the Welsh terrain was second-rate:

You perhaps are not aware that this country has long been famous for a 
small but good breed of horses, and it would astonish a stranger to see 
how they get over this strong, and, for want of draining, deep country ... 
There are packs of harriers in this country inferior to none ...

A poem composed to commemorate the Carmarthenshire Hunt and Steeplechase 

Week of February 1851, when the stewards included several local luminaries, 

conveys an idyllic setting and a town where pleasure reigned supreme.34 The event 

included banquets, balls, banquets, and card parties and according to a Carmarthen 

Journal reporter, 'a more zealous sportsman than Mr Powell, of Maesgwynne, the 

esteemed master of the Hunt, is not to be found'. 35 The reporter continued by noting 

the efforts of the stewards, whose 'excellent arrangements' were to be commended. 

D. Jones, Esquire, of Pant-glas, showed, in particular, an 'unbounded liberality', 

winning him the highest regard from all classes. 36 The enjoyment of hunting was also 

conveyed in a November 1861 issue of the Cambria Daily Leader, in which a reporter 

commented on the 'gayness' of Haverfordwest hunt week, but added with more than a 

hint of sarcasm, 'what with hunting all day and parties and balls all night, our 

aristocracy are having a hard time of it'.

From the 1850s onwards the improved and more comprehensive railway 

network in Wales enabled greater and easier travel around the country. The gentry 

took advantage of this development by extending their hunting range. During this 

period the Gogerddan hounds would often be put on the morning train to Machynlleth 

or Strata Florida, where they could enjoy a day's sport before returning home in the 

evening. 38 The terrain of the Welsh countryside was evidently well suited to hunting 

and, judging by the tone of a piece in the North Wales Chronicle39 in 1870, its sheer
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hilliness would surely have appealed to English country squires of the Midlands, used 

to miles of flat, open country. Thanks to the cheaper rail travel, there was more 

opportunity than ever before for all classes to attend the hunts, as the masses joined 

with the gentry in a communal entertainment. Kate Davies recalls in her memoirs, 

Hafaufy Mhlentyndod (1970),40 how the day of the meet was one of the biggest 

events in Pren-gwyn, Cardiganshire, and a day when the older boys were even 

allowed to play truant from school. On the sound of the hunting horn, parishioners 

gathered in the village square to witness both the local farmers and members of the 

gentry on horseback, ready for the off. Many farmers followed the hunt on foot, 

carrying long cudgels, including a character named Dafi Gwarcefel, who urged on the 

dogs pursuing the fox with the words 'dragiwch e, 'nghwn bach i, dragiwch e', ('drag 

him, my little dogs, drag him').41

Hunting reminiscences were occasionally shared with the readership of local 

newspapers. The Cambrian News of February 187542 lamented the decline of 

foxhunting in Cardiganshire, where less than a generation ago the sport had been 

enjoyed in the Aberystwyth area, recalling especially the 'splendid runs and fantastic 

achievements of the Gogerddan Pack'. The absence of a pack of hounds in the 

neighbourhood meant that the gentry were forced to find alternative, less satisfying 

entertainment. The pleasure of foxhunting was noted in the article 'Recollections of 

Sport with the Tivyside Foxhounds',43 in which the author 'Rouge et Noir' waxes 

lyrical over the pursuit. The 1883-84 season was a 'vintage year', he recalls, and, in 

all probability the best ever enjoyed by the Tivyside hounds, with a total of forty-two 

foxes killed. The author praised the way in which the hunt fused social classes, and 

recalled how every farmer and labourer in the neighbourhood joined in on foot using 

their own tools. A man on foot was just as good a sportsman as his 'more fortunate 

neighbour on horseback; it is all a matter of opportunity,' he concludes.

Hunts were often accompanied by horseracing, a sport which had taken place 

in Wales since the medieval period. By Tudor times it was practised in royal circles 

and by the local gentry, with horses raced for large stakes, for the gambling element 

was essential to the whole occasion. The Chirk Castle manuscripts note that races 

were held in Wrexham prior to 1700, when subscriptions toward their maintenance 

were paid by the Myddleton family.45 By this time gentry families had begun to 

organise their own meetings, thus imbuing them with a family atmosphere rather than 

that of a county event open to all. Horse-racing depended greatly on gentry funding,
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but although it was initially limited to wealthy families, by the eighteenth century, 

with an overall improvement in the organisation of events and in horse-breeding, its 

appeal gradually spread downwards. One of the earliest meetings was that at 

Haverfordwest, where races were held annually over four days in late July and August 

on Portfield Common from 1726.46 During the final decades of the eighteenth century, 

Haverfordwest was the centre of racing in south-west Wales and a course patronised 

frequently by John Vaughan of Golden Grove. Expensive prizes were frequently 

awarded at the meetings, such as the silver gilt stirrup cup in the form of a fox's head, 

donated by the Hon. William Edwardes and Colonel Colby, then stewards at the 

Haverfordwest races, in 1795. Interestingly, Edwardes, of Johnston, Carmarthenshire, 

continued hunting until the age of of 86 - evidence enough of the gentry's enduring 

attraction to the sport.47

As horseracing's popularity grew in Wales and England, courses became 

widespread and the sport not only attracted a mixture of social classes but also drew 

together town and country residents.48 Welsh riders often travelled east to races, and 

meetings on the border at Oswestry were particularly popular. Although the exact age 

of the town course is uncertain, the Chirk Castle accounts mention a race as early as 

1719, at which subscriptions were collected from the gentry to hold future race 

meetings.49 It was said that no other racecourse had such spectacular surroundings as 

Oswestry's Cyrn-y-Bwch.50 It was ideally situated for the squirearchy of either 

country, and elevated figures such as the Williams Wynns (who donated eight silver 

cups between 1776 and 1785), the Myddletons of Chirk Castle, the Grosevenors and 

the Ormsby-Gores made their presence felt, often as stewards, hi 1776 the 

Shrewsbury Chronicle noted that: 'This ... being the Barrier between the Kingdom 

and the Principality, we have the greatest reason to presume this meeting will prove 

the dawn of a greater communication and more lasting harmony between the 

gentlemen of each.' 51 As well as generously donating fine prizes, the Williams Wynns 

also won much silverware themselves. Among the commemorative horse-racing 

trophies belonging to them was a decorative George II double-handled cup and cover, 

engraved on one side with the family crest and on the other with Tamdon Plate / Won 

by Spot, March 9th 1731.' 52 Many stirrup cups in the shape of a fox's head have 

survived, again engraved with the family coat of arms and inscribed with such texts as 

'Success to foxhunting and all friends round the Wrekin.' A silver gilt punch bowl 

costing £185 was was supplied to the Wynns by Thomas Heming of London in 1772,
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inscribed with details of recent victories of Sir Watkin's racehorse Fop, at the Chester 
Races. 53

Donations by the Williams Wynn family were spread over several courses 

during the eighteenth century, namely those at Bangor, Chester, Conwy, Holywell, 

Oswestry, Overton, Shrewsbury and Wallasey. The Wynns were also influential in the 

maintenance of the races, and considering their loyal financial support, it was just as 

well that the family received some £30,000 a year in rent. 54 Such prolific expenditure 

only stalled when the fourth baronet's overspending on building projects forced him 

to economise in other areas. In 1781, his Oswestry solicitor Francis Chambre, wrote 

to him rather anxiously: 'I believe there will be only your Cup to run for this Year for 

we cannot raise another plate and I am upwards of Thirty pounds out of Pocket in 

hard money since these [Oswestry] races began'. 55 The prizes continued, however, 

with the Wynn racing colours of green with red sleeves and black cap prominent on 

numerous major courses, and Bell's Life noting the Wynnstay plate of 50 sovereigns, 

given by Sir Watkin Williams Wynn to the Wrexham Races in 1834. 56

There is no doubt that horse-racing was Britain's main spectator sport during 

much of the nineteenth century, when, aside from rents from proprietors of gaming 

booths and refreshment tents, most prize-money was derived both from entry fees and 

the valuable subscriptions and sponsorship from the local elite. In 1830 the Racing 

Calendar listed 125 flat-racing courses in Britain,57 the success of meetings 

depending primarily on the ability by organisers to secure sufficient funds from the 

gentry towards course maintenance, prize money and related entertainment. The 

aforementioned growth of the railways, which led to cheaper travel and aided the 

spread and development of so many spectator sports, enabled even the less wealthy to 

attend horse-races, as the lower orders grasped such occasions as an ideal opportunity 

to escape from their monotonous daily toil. Despite this broad-based support, the 

upper classes continued to be segregated from the masses, for while the latter watched 

events unfold from the beer tents and food stalls, the elite viewed proceedings from 

their carriages or in the stands. Subscription was expected of the gentry, and failure to 

support a local meet refected badly on the entire family. As the aristocracy had 

created horse-racing, so they were expected to continue to provide financial backing, 

and the success of Welsh courses, at least up until around the mid-1870s, depended on 

their renewed contributions.
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As hunting and racing gradually opened up to all classes, one sport that 

remained confined to the gentry was shooting. Thus, the huge divide between tenants 

and their masters through this activity was perpetuated. In 1863 Sir Watkin Williams 

Wynn enjoyed exclusive rights to fifty miles of grouse shooting within four miles of 

his home. The prevaling chasm between classes was largely due to the prevalence of 

the Game Laws, which legally entitled country gentlemen to shoot without 

restrictions. Following the first act of 1671, tenants were prohibited from shooting on 

their own land, whether for food or to safeguard their crops.59 Great resentment was 

felt by the lower orders, as the laws ensured that the hunting of game, especially 

hares, partridges and pheasants, was limited to landowners only, so restricting 

fieldsports to a tiny minority. Legislation became more prolific during the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, and with each new act, discontent among tenants was 

heightened further.

General social unrest during the late eighteenth century and beyond did 

nothing to improve the sporting relationship between rich and poor. The lower classes 

possessed few rights and comforts and small farmers were hit especially hard during 

the Napoleonic Wars, when their grazing rights were lost, rents rose, and corn became 

scarce and very costly. A continuing tension was reflected in the disaffection incurred 

by the Enclosure Acts, some seventy-six of which relating to Wales were passed 

between 1793 and 1815, when large areas of the countryside were modified by the 

building of new farmsteads, hedges, fences and access roads. 60 Such a development 

proved expensive, and although enclosure facilitated scientific breeding by grouping 

various animals together, many small farmers and tenants were unable to afford the 

necessary costs. Consequently, some suffered from a lack of land for their grazing 

cattle, which led to great economic difficulty. Their fortunes were not aided by 

several wet, poor harvests between 1795 and 1800 and again between 1808 and 1812, 

which adversely affected their crops. This decline in prosperity was coupled with a 

steadily rising population increase in Wales, which placed additional pressure on the 

already struggling resources of the countryside. In 1839 south Wales experienced a 

period of great civil unrest, largely as a result of the heavy tolls required at the ever- 

increasing toll-gates erected on the turnpike roads. Gates were being built at an 

alarming rate, as the trusts which owned them attempted to avoid bankruptcy. 

Although the ensuing Rebecca Riots continued from 1839 to 1844, the gentry all but 

ignored such disturbances, preferring to live their privileged lives in full confidence
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that their estates would thrive and prosper. Not surprisingly, extreme poverty resulted 

and continued until the end of the 1840s. With the passing of further enclosure acts at 

the turn of the nineteenth century, game was increasingly regarded as property, and 

poachers considered thieves. Farmers, freeholders and tradesmen suffered greatly and 

felt alienated from the gentry owners, for, having been loyal to their masters in the 

past, they perceived enclosure as a means of furthering the privileges of the elite. 61

Certain sports were, thus, enjoyed at the expense of the less wealthy, who 

suffered immeasurably when the fields and hedges where they farmed were frequently 

trampled over by gentry packs. Yet, if any damage occurred, the responsibility for 

repair fell to the tenant. That the gentry appeared to care more for their hunting dogs 

than their tenants was noted by the interlude writer Thomas Edwards, better known as 

'Twmo'rNant' (1739-1810):

Wel, mae nhw i'w canmol draw ac yma, 
Am roi cynhaliaeth i'w cwn hela; 
Maent yn llawnach o flawd, mi glywais son, 
Yn eu bolie na thlodion y Bala.62

(Well, they are to be praised here and there,
For giving sustenance to their hunting dogs;
They are more full of flour in their stomachs, I have heard,
Than the paupers of Bala.)

On another occasion, he condemned the feasting, drinking and general immorality of 

the gentry following a hunt ('Dechreu yfed am y gorau, ac agor eu cegau/1 frolio yn 

anaele y cwn a'r ceffyle') (Starting the race to drink the most, rejoicing excessively in 

the suffering of the dogs and horses). 63 The balladeer Ywain Meirion (real name 

Owen Griffith, 1803-68) also referred to the unfairness of tenants being forced to keep 

and maintain their masters' hunting dogs, only to be punished if they dared use them 

themselves:

Rhaid fotio wrth ei gais mewn lecsiwns'r un llais
A chadw'i gwn hela rhag ofn tryma' trais,
Ac os lladdaf bry, caf ddialedd pur ddu,
Neu saethu cyw ffesant, i'r carchar fe'm cyrchant
Er cymaint o'm porthiant a lynciant fawr lu64

(One must vote on his request in elections 
And keep his hunting dogs for fear of violence, 
And if I kill a fly, he will take his revenge,
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Or shoot a young pheasant, I'd be taken to jail 
Even though I feed the dogs well.)

Similarly, in December 1864 a letter from a local farmer to the Bridgend Chronicle^ 

bemoaned the actions of horsemen who regularly rode over his wheat. Citing the 

current high price of corn, he stressed how difficult it was to pay the rent even when 

full crops were produced, and if acres continued to be ruined by 'inconsiderate and 

reckless huntsmen, the sooner the better they have to farm their own and their 

relations' land.' The writer called on farmers to make a determined stand against this 

blatant violation of human rights and thus protect their wheat from future devastation. 

As well as riding roughshod over tenants' crops, landowners tended to confine 

rabbits, which often damaged the grass, to their tenants' land, as these animals 

interfered with the rearing of pheasants. It was hardly surprising that tenants protested 

about their arrogant treatment by the gentry, as even the once loyal newspapers began 

to condemn gentry sports; the Carmarthenshire Hunt Week, according to a Cambria 

Daily Leader reporter, bore the brunt of years of widespread opposition, both from the 

pulpit and the platform.66

Another socially exclusive activity during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries was archery, practised in Wales since at least the tenth century, when the 

Laws of Hywel Dda recorded the cost of buying a bow and arrow. It was the Welsh, 

following the Norman Conquest, who were the first to use the longbow efficiently in 

war,67 while the twelfth-century traveller and writer Giraldus Cambrensis commented 

on the arrows used by Welsh soldiers for military purposes. Archery, presumably for 

the sake of entertainment, was one of the activities included in the twenty-four Welsh 

feats, which first appeared in print c.1500. When firearms became the norm during the 

sixteenth century, leading to the decline of longbows for military use, the use of 

longbows was transferred exclusively to the gentry as a pastime. By the seventeenth 

century archery as a sport had become fashionable with leading county families in 

Wales, for instance the Wynns of Gwydir, Llanrwst, Conwy, who had been involved 

in shooting matches for some time.68 This surge of interest led to the establishment of 

the first Welsh archery society in 1787, namely the Royal British Bowmen, which 

coincided with a general neo-medieval Gothic revival of all things Welsh. 69 This late 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century renaissance took place in response to the 

growing industrialisation of society, and harked back to a supposedly romantic 

medieval past.
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The Royal British Bowmen was the oldest and most prominent of Welsh 

archery societies, with a membership that included most of the leading families of 

north-east Wales and some from Lancashire and Cheshire. Founded by Sir Foster 

Cunliffe and Sir Watkin Williams Wynn (1749-89), the society held its opening 

meeting at Cunliffe's home, Acton Hall, near Wrexham, in February 1787, when it 

was decided to hold shoots fortnightly during the summer months. 70 The Williams 

Wynns also held their own archery fetes, as in September 1846, when the event 

included a dinner for four hundred of the gentry, an evening ball and a band. It was 

said to have exceeded the splendour of previous fetes, and among the distinguished 

guests were the earl and countess of Powys.71 Future British Bowmen meetings were 

occasionally patronised by royalty, with members of the royal family often donating 

prizes. The prince of Wales, later George IV, became the society's patron in 1787, 

which led to its adoption of the prince's badge of three feathers held by a crown and 

the motto 'Ich dien' (T serve') as its own. 72 George IV was, in fact, largely 

responsible for the eighteenth-century archery revival, being patron of various 

societies of skilled bowmen and laying down a set scoring method.73 In what were 

occasions marked with much pomp and ceremony, Martin Johnes describes how, 

during their visits to the various country houses for archery meetings, members 

'marched two and two to the shooting ground, the music playing a new march 

composed for the occasion, and colours flying. On their arrival at the ground, a royal 

salute of twenty-one guns was fired.' 74 So seriously was the shooting taken that rules 

were devised to maintain sobriety, and dinners were restricted to cold meats and 

vegetables.

A particular feature of the Royal British Bowmen was the collection of 

specially composed songs commemorating the competitions. Reginald Heber, better 

known as a hymnwriter, was bard or laureate between 1823 and 1826 and many of his 

compositions still survive. Rather than concentrating merely on the day's shooting, 

poems also covered the accompanying social activities and were often recited during 

the evening's entertainment. An article discussing the Royal British Bowmen 

appeared in the Wrexham Advertiser in August 1862, which revels in Wales's 

illustrious history, and links its success on the battle field with this sport. According to 

the correspondent: 'Perhaps no sport of modem times is more associated with the 

early history of this country and the heroic deeds of her sons than that of archery; and 

it is not surprising to find many patriotic spirits anxious to preserve, in their
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amusements, the victories which British bowmen have gained.' 75 We note the 

deliberate historical use of 'British' rather than 'Welsh' here, in an age when the 

British Empire promoted Englishness on a global scale rather than any Welsh or 

Scottish aspirations. As Johnes notes, the songs mentioning ancient Wales and the 

British bow 'drew on the traditions of Celtic Wales, bardic recitals and the romantic 

antiquarianism of the era. Britishness and Welshness were interchangeable as political 

terms and the ancient Britons were equated with modern Britain.' 76

If measured by the number of clubs in existence, archery enjoyed its heyday in 

Wales between the 1860s and 1880s, with the majority based in the south. 77 This 

enthusiasm was, in all probablity, another aspect of the modern sporting revolution. 

Membership remained confined to gentry families, and more than one club could be 

joined. Contests for both sexes were frequently held and archery's popularity 

continued until the late nineteenth century, when it was superseded by sports such as 

croquet and tennis. This eventual decline was anticipated in a Cambrian report of 

August 1861,78 which disclosed the desertion of the toxopholite ranks from the 

Glamorganshire Archery Society. This was the result of the growing enthusiasm for 

guns during of the period, reflecting the continued improvement in shooting 

equipment and the formation of local volunteer militias in response to a continued 

threat to Britain of a possible French invasion.

Of the other popular nineteenth-century gentry sports, coursing, namely the 

chasing of hares with pairs of dogs, was widely practised. As in foxhunting, meetings 

were managed by gentry masters, who organised others to control the participating 

hounds. A Beaumaris coursing meeting of February 1871, held by permission of Sir 

R.R. Bulkeley, which attracted many gentlemen from Caernarfonshire and Anglesey, 

saw eighteen hares caught, much to the delight of the baronet. 79 Many hares were also 

killed in a coursing match of February 1873, held in the Tanat Valley, by permission 

of Sir Watkin Williams Wynn. The sport was followed by an impressive spread at the 

Wynnstay Arms, and an evening of toasts and songs.80 A similar event took place two 

years later at Brynllys Farm, near Borth, Aberystwyth, held thanks to the support of 

Sir Pryse Pryse of Gogerddan. 81 Many local gentry were present and with hares being 

plentiful, an excellent day's sport was enjoyed. 82 Pryse Pryse was also involved in 

other local sports, such as cricket, and his son, of the same name, played for 

Cardiganshire Cricket Club and regularly threw open the family home to provide
83

refreshments following recreational events.
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While the gentry generally monopolised the above, and were determined to 

exclude the involvement of lower classes, the game of cricket was, by the mid- 

nineteenth century, an exception to the rule. Initially, however, it catered for the elite 

only, the earliest known reference to the sport in Wales being found in a 

Carmarthenshire letter dated 12 July 1783, as mentioned earlier (pp.42-3), from 

Richard Jones, Pant-glas, to John George Philipps, Cwm-gwili. The evident 

familiarity of cricket to the writer and recipient (it being described as a 'favoured 

game'), implies that the game had been played for sometime. Jones states that a 

number of local gentlemen were ready to take on an opposing team organised by 

Philipps84 and by the end of the eighteenth century, cricket was a popular game 

among the gentry. When Wrexham Cricket Club, intended for local gentlemen who 

were keen on the 'manly game', was formed in 1836, the man at the helm was the 

ubiquitous, and then veteran, Sir Watkin Williams Wynn III, (1772-40), 'who is 

always most anxious to support both by his purse and countenace everything adding 

to the interest or recreation of the inhabitants of Wrexham.' 85 The late Professor 

David Jones suggested that cricket was one of the alternative recreational pursuits 

encouraged after the Rebecca Riots as a distraction from more subversive activities - 

'as if young farm labourers and urban apprentices could not be trusted with the small 

amount of free time at their disposal' 86 - as boisterous sports like Shrove Tuesday 

football went the way of old New Year's Day celebrations, and cricket joined the 

more respectable Rechabite perambulations, formally organised excursions and 

temperance events. While cricket matches enjoyed renewed popularity in the 

aftermath of the Riots, there was still 'some class animosity' and it was only from the 

1860s, according to David Jones, that organised cricket began to attain widespread 

support. 87

Initially it was believed in some quarters that only through class segregation in 

cricket could harmony be maintained. The exclusiveness of Carmarthenshire County 

Cricket Club, for instance, meant that tradesmen and the working classes were 

debarred, 'such exclusion' being one of the club's main objects, 'since experience had 

proved how harmony and good feeling in county matches could not well be 

maintained without it.' 88 Such elitism began to disappear as the century progressed, 

and as the game began to merge different social ranks, such as farmers and gentry. 

The structured and organised game of cricket appealed to labourers who sought a new 

restraint and self-discipline absent in the traditional rural sports, which often
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threatened social order. The gradual success of the growing pressure for a shorter 

working day from the mid-nineteenth century also provided the masses with new 

opportunities to experience sporting activities. Despite an increase of lower-class 

involvement, however, cricket clubs still thrived on the support of the gentry and 

aristocracy. Many 'respectable and influential' 89 men were behind the formation of 

the Porthmadog Cricket Club in 1864, while in 1877 the Aberystwyth Cricket Club 

ball was notable for its smartly dressed artillery officers and a collection of ladies 

whose 'smiling faces and pretty dresses ... made the evening's enjoyment 

complete.' 90

With the development of organised sports during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, gentry interest in folk pursuits dwindled and gradually 

disappeared. For many years the gentry's love/hate relationship with Wales and its 

culture had passed through several phases, having begun with the Act of Union in 

1536, if not before, when the Welsh elite deserted their indigenous culture to become 

more concerned with imitating their English neighbours. Such anglicisation inevitably 

led to a general neglect of all things native, as links were gradually lost with language, 

religion, politics, arts and culture, and the wealthy families distanced themselves from 

the common people. Articles in the press frequently referred to the 'Englishmen's' 

love for sport, even when blatantly referring to participation by the Welsh gentry, 

such as that which appeared in the North Wales Chronicle in March 1861, which 

commented on 'the love of Englishmen for field sports' when referring to the 

celebrated north Wales foxhounds of Sir Watkin Williams Wynn. 91 Although the elite 

were still prepared to patronise elements of popular culture by the eighteenth century, 

they did so almost as compensation for their inability to fulfill their previous 

obligation to support cultural, literary and musical events. Their continuing interest in 

leisure and sporting pastimes was an outlet for asserting their patriarchal obligations, 

which fitted with their own inclinations.

Although the parish festivals for the rural population still flourished, often 

independently of gentry support, as late as the 1860s in some areas,92 they were 

frequently targetted by the upper classes as excuses of the unruly behaviour of the 

lower orders. Owing to the improved economic climate from the mid-nineteenth 

century, and the resultant surge in population in industrial areas, an increasing number 

of generally urban middle-class moral reformers began to attack rural pursuits, 

regarding them as detrimental to the quest for a civilised, better behaved and more

73



orderly and respectable society. Pressure to banish such activities even came from 

within certain sections of the labouring classes, which pushed for improved moral 

behaviour and condemned the brutal and bloody elements of folk sports. In response, 

country gentlemen reasserted their position by abandoning general parish events and 

continuing to practise their own sports, away from the masses. Although there were 

some exceptions, such as the continuing support of parish events by local luminaries 

such as Sir Pryse Pryse, Aberystwyth, and the Hon. C.H. Wynn, Bangor, 93 the gentry 

became more selective in their rural pursuits, and concentrated on a narrower band of 

activities, in order to isolate themselves further from the agrarian population and seek 

to maintain their status as natural leaders of society.

Following an extended period of apathy towards national traditions, a renewal 

of gentry vigour took place during the second half of the nineteenth century, when a 

readiness to celebrate and reclaim Welsh roots was promoted by several high-profile 

patriots. These included Augusta Waddington Hall (better known as Lady Llanover, 

1802-96), and the aforementioned Watkin Williams Wynn, whose keen patronage of 

Wales's culture served to inspire and invigorate the national consciousness. By this 

time, the gentry were aspiring to assert and express their continuing influence in the 

community, for although they were becoming increasingly marginalised from society 

at large, they still wished to play a part. With regard to sport, it appears that they felt 

gratified at being invited by the rising middle classes (who were largely responsible 

for organising modern sports), to play a role in the new movement of structured 

pursuits. These games, such as rugby and soccer, had arrived in Wales from England, 

and were quickly garnering support west of the border. Rather than actual physical 

involvement, however, the gentry's role in the new model activities was usually at 

figurehead level, (Sir Watkin Williams Wynn, MP for Denbighshire, for example, 

helped to found the Welsh Football Association in 1876),94 as the elite, once again, 

were requested and pleased to lend their prestige to popular sports. While these 

benefactors were invariably and inevitably male, the participants in the sports to 

which they gave their support were not so gender specific.
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Chapter 4 'Buxom and Lovely as the Bounding Doe'?: Women and Sport

During the Victorian period, women's involvement in sport in Wales, as across 

Britain, was marginal. Whereas traditional folk sports do not appear to have 

discriminated against female participation, their gradual transformation into organised 

activities, coupled with emergence of Victorian ideals from the 1830s onwards, meant 

that the primary role for most wealthy women at least, was to produce offspring, care 

for a family, and to embrace all that being a 'lady' entailed. Business and 

management affairs were exclusively male concerns, and as females were considered 

physically and mentally inferior, few were given the chance to air their views 

publicly. Not surprisingly, such gender-specific roles extended to participation in 

sport, and women's peripheral and primarily passive sporting role reflected their 

inferiority in all social spheres. Sport, it was commonly believed, was designed for 

men, and, for a time, women were virtually helpless to challenge this theory. While 

the upper-class woman was expected to fulfill domestic and social duties rather than 

be overly concerned with athletics, her lower class equivalent was either looking after 

a family or immersed in demanding physical labour.

A female's athletic involvement thus differed markedly according to her social 

background. Distinct class differences were evident, for the Victorian period saw a 

rising middle class on the one hand, with its fortune obtained from industry and 

business, and on the other an industrial working class whose labour created such 

wealth. A stark contrast existed between classes in the roles that were allotted to 

women: for the working classes, endless hours of hard physical toil, and for the better 

off, a sedentary existence with virtually no contribution whatsoever toward the 

management and administration of civil society. As John Hargreaves has stated, the 

growth of leisure in the mid- and late-Victorian periods has tended to concentrate on 

the male experience and has highlighted a 'veritable democratization of leisure' 1 

which, in reality, only benefited middle- and upper-class women. In complete contrast 

to their lower-class sisters, who were cast in passive roles and lacked any chances to 

become involved in recreations, moneyed Victorian women were untroubled by hard 

physical labour and received ample opportunities for leisure pursuits. The latter 

enjoyed a life of luxury, with relatively few duties to undertake. Most prided 

themselves on looking feminine, and this manifested itself no more clearly than in the 

types of clothes they wore. The wealth and status of these women did not generally
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stretch to their receiving an education, however, and consequently they were 

considered mentally inferior to their male counterparts. They were also considered 

physically fragile, and were rarely given the opportunity, during the early Victorian 

period at least, to indulge in vigorous athletic pursuits.

In contrast to the refined and dignified nature of gentry pursuits, the boisterous 

pre-industrial rural games of the masses (as seen in chapter one), were spontaneous 

and often rowdy affairs. Not for the latter the repressed primness of the well-to-do, 

but rather the rough, communal celebrations revolving around the agricultural 

calendar. Occasions such as May Day, Harvest and Christmas were annually 

commemorated, as were local parish saints at the gwylmabsantau. Villagers took part 

in a wide variety of athletic diversions, which provided welcome relief for both sexes 

from the monotony of their daily labour. Although not as numerous as male events, 

women's competitions were often held, such as running races, pony races, and the 

rather intriguingly named 'grinning' contests. A women's foot race is mentioned in 

the eighteenth-century letters of William Morris of Anglesey, who wrote about his 

two children to his friend John Owen:

Daccw Robin a Siani einof wedi myned i wylmabsant newydd Penrhos, 
echdoe yr yttoedd. Ei droi a orug ar y plwyfolion, oddiar y Sul mal pawb 
eraill, a rhoddi ariant crysa, ffunneni, etc., i bobl yrfed ai beinw am redeg 
am y goreu.2

(Our Robin and Siani went to the new parish-wake at Penrhos; it was held 
the day before yesterday. The parishioners changed it from a Sunday like 
everyone else, and gave money, shirts, kerchiefs, etc., to men and their 
womenfolk for competing in foot races.)

Running races also took place at the Cardiganshire Sports held at Cwmhwyar Downs, 

near Llandysul, around the same period:

Several maiden plates were also run for, by country lasses, some of whom, 
'buxom and lovely as the bounding doe' seemed to outstrip the wind. It is 
a matter of great regret to us, that unaquainted with the names of these 
damsels, who with light and guileless hearts and blooming faces, amused 
the spectators by their agility and eagerness in the pursuit of finery, we are 
unable to introduce each winning fair one to the particular notice of our 

readers.3

The exuberance of athletic participation sometimes spilled over to the 

spectators, and female onlookers were sometimes lacking in sophistication. At the 

rather uncivilized Anglesey gwylmabsant in 1799, 'the common people delighted in
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nothing except sport and carnal pleasures', with the men playing football 'all in their 

pants and shirts' and from the sidelines 'the women in scores contended and yelled at 

the top of their voices; in their excitement and wild rage they ... cast their shawls, 

their hats, their caps, [and were] more formidable in aspect than hags.' 4

Women of the lower orders appeared to think nothing of participating in 

games considered by the wealthy as exclusively 'male'. According to the Oswestry 

Observer, at the beginning of the nineteenth century in south Cardiganshire women 

happily joined the men for a riotous Christmas Day football match between the 

neighbouring parishes of Cellan and Pencarreg. Men discarded their coats and 

waistcoats before play, and women their gowns, and sometimes their petticoats, and 

the game became so violent that it almost degenerated into a full-scale brawl. 

Unsportsmanlike behaviour was also recorded in the article 'Hockey in South Wales 

in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth centuries', in which the author discussed the 

game ofbando, normally a male preserve, 'though the fair sex occasionally joined in'. 

The competition at one match proved so fierce that eventually only two sturdy players 

were left standing, the others being either too fatigued or too injured to continue. So 

great was the excitement that suddenly the spectators ran onto the pitch and closed in 

on the two competitors, who continued to play vigorously until the ball was driven 

into the crowd. On noticing that the ball was flying close to her husband's goal, the 

wife of one of the players managed to cover it with her petticoat. This ploy was soon 

detected by the same player's mother, who, incensed by the wife's tactics, started a 

fight. Although the paper does not divulge how the matter was resolved, it 

demonstrates that women were certainly not always innocent bystanders. 6

The press often adopted a derisory tone towards female athletic talent, or 

rather their lack of it. A letter opposing pedestrianism in the Cambrian in December 

1815 7 questioned the wisdom of a man who attempted to undertake an arduous fifty- 

mile walking challenge 'with his son, and I dare say we shall soon hear of some other 

who has undertaken the same with his wife.' Judging by this disparaging tone, it was 

evidently unheard of at that time for a female to indulge in such a manly pursuit, and 

God forbid any who tried. Although the general public perception of one Margaret 

Evans, who lived during the eighteenth century in Llanberis, Caemarfonshire, and 

was allegedly the finest hunter, shooter and fisher of her generation, is unknown, the 

listing of her varied sporting talents by the Sporting Magazine in 1799 indicated the 

rarity of such athletic talent among the female sex. Aside from those activities already
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mentioned, Evans also excelled in rowing and wrestling, and took on male 

competition in the latter even at the advanced age of seventy years. 8

Women were known to eagerly discuss sports events, even if they did not 

always take part. After the annual Pen-y-bont-fawr fair in Powys, one woman revelled 

in the fact that her husband's shirt was bloodier than another's following a fist fight. 9 

Women's role in rural sports days, be it active or passive, continued well into the mid- 

nineteenth century, as the events themselves began their decline. A running match 

between Swansea and Neath ladies, for a pound of 'real souchong' tea, was held at 

the Whit Monday sports at Crymlyn Burrows, Swansea, in 1851, a day which also 

included wrestling, leaping, jumping in sacks, and 'shooting for a good pig'. 10 hi 

what must have been one of the last vestiges of seasonal activities before they yielded 

to more structured events, the North Wales Chronicle 11 in September 1870 recorded a 

race for 'old women' amongst the athletic sports on offer at Porthmadog, indicating 

that old age proved no barrier to participation amongst the masses.

Like most other areas in Victorian society, organised sport, when it arrived, 

was dominated and controlled by males, who convinced women that their fragile 

bodies were unsuitable for physical exertion. Participation in strenuous activities was 

allegedly beyond the realms of acceptable female behaviour, for such creatures were 

designed solely for non-strenuous, domestic occupations. During the early Victorian 

period only the bravest or most foolish of middle- and upper-class women risked the 

wrath of the superior sex by choosing to participate in athletic pursuits. Those 

sufficiently single-minded women who were determined to do so were then forced to 

decide whether they should strive for their best possible performance and risk 

compromising their femininity, or to adhere to Victorian ideals and compromise their 

athletic ability. An overly athletic woman was considered too masculine and, while 

powerful and dynamic play was acceptable for men, women who contested hard, long 

tennis rallies, for example, as they sweated and panted to achieve victory, were 

frowned upon. Women's appearance was generally the primary concern, and 

newspapers often commented on their looks rather than their athletic capabilities.

One of the main barriers preventing Victorian middle- and upper-class women 

from becoming proficient athletes was the type of dress that they wore for sport. 

While the masses were known to participate 'divest of their upper garments', 12 such 

behaviour was not acceptable for the elite. Instead of donning a loose-fitting outfit 

providing freedom of movement, until the late nineteenth century they squeezed
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themselves into tight-fitting corsets, bustles and several layers of petticoats. Such 

garments were dangerously restrictive, yet as adhering to strict dress codes were 

obligatory in most sports clubs, and there was little choice in the matter. 

Contemporary dress severely limited movement, and with Wales no exception to the 

general rule, women's progress in sport was far from easy.

In the Victorian era, when appearance was all-important and overstepping 

rigid dress codes could permanently blemish one's reputation, the clothes worn both 

in daily life and for sport were of great significance, for the more elaborate the 

designs, the richer the wearer. Athletic efficiency and practicality of dress took second 

place to fashion, and a stringent system of morals prevailed which dictated a woman's 

every move and determined how she appeared and behaved in public. Thus, women 

cared too passionately about the latest styles to make any sacrifice of personal 

adornment for the sake of athletic pursuits, and preferred to suffer great discomfort 

rather than risk losing their respectability. As a result, the transition to lighter outfits 

essential for improving their game was slow. Balancing a straw boater on one's head, 

crippling one's feet in a pair of cumbersome boots, or struggling under the weight of 

heavy garments all limited movement acutely, and it was not until the emergence of 

more energetic sports from the late nineteenth century onwards, such as cycling, golf 

and tennis, that women began to realise their athletic potential and start to loosen 

corsets, shorten skirts and rebel against social convention.

Close-fitting garments, such as steel and whalebone corsets, placed 

considerable strain on the heart and respiratory system, caused heat loss in warm 

weather and often led to fainting. This prompted medical experts to pronounce the 

'fair sex' as too delicate for concerted athletic activity, recommending they did 

nothing more strenuous than brisk walking. By the 1840s hooped petticoats used to 

support the shape of the skirt, known as crinolines, were worn by women for all 

occasions in daily life, including sport. These gave the growing volume of their skirts 

an artificial means of extension, and although they freed the legs in doing so, 

nevertheless caused severe problems of mobility. Any deviation from these clothes 

which were deemed suitable for sport instantly raised eyebrows, especially among

'respectable' society. 13

For many Victorian women sport was primarily for socialising and courting, 

rather than an arena for athletic skill. Here was a chance for both sexes to mix in a 

friendly and non-threatening environment where the main purpose was relaxation and
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enjoyment, and many are the paeans to the sportswoman's grace and charms, hi 1834, 

topographer Thomas Medwin, waxed lyrical at his sighting of a maiden fishing near 

Cader Idris:

Her nut-brown locks were surmounted by a broad, flat, straw bonnet; her 
little hand was armed with a delicate fly-rod, and in her train was an 
attendant maid, who carried a basket. She favoured me, as I passed, with a 
look that almost tempted me to address her, or to worship her - or rather 
she was 'Too fair to worship, too divine to love', for she seemed to me 
like one of the deities of the streams, or the personification of Diana. 14

The girl then began to fish, as the author, mesmerized by her grace and beauty, 

swooned over her effortless casting of the rod, with the fly dropping 'like a flake of 

snow on the water'. He continues theatrically: 'Romeo says he wished he were a 

glove on Juliet's hand. I should have liked to have been the rod, to be clasped between 

her fingers, or to have been a fish, for I would certainly have risen if I should have 

had to die for it the next moment.' 15 There follows a verse inspired by his muse, 

which continues in a similar vein.

Newspaper contributors too were also apt to extol female beauty, hi October 

1847 a writer for the Monmouthshire Beacon 16 comments on a young man who 

captivated those maidens present at the Monmouth Races some 150 years ago: 'As 

there is no printed list of her rivals, we cannot tell how many fair ones strove for the 

happy fellow's heart, and only state the fact to prove the antiquity of our still vigorous 

Monmouth meeting'. Horse-racing was recalled in a letter from 'Octogenarian' to the 

Wrexham Advertiser in November 1858, 17 which mainly laments the decline of the 

glory days of the annual meeting and the current absence of the nobility. There was 

also a personal yearning for the return of beautiful ladies who, once upon a time, 

when 'the whole affair was respectable, creditable and fashionable ... graced the 

proceedings with their presence' and 'mechanics made it their annual holiday and
1 O

maidens regarded it as their great matchmaking opportunity.'

The Radnorshire curate and diarist Francis Kilvert (1840-79) occasionally 

found time to mention sporting women, and his predilection for archery and croquet 

parties at Clyro meant that he frequently enjoyed the company of the ladies, hi his 

diary entry for 23 September 1871 he mentions 'lovely little May Oliver with her 

bewitching face, beautiful dark eyes and golden curls. She was shooting and had no 

quiver, so I acted as quiver for her, holding her arrows, picking them up, and being
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her slave generally.' 19 Kilvert was occasionally quite condescending toward women 

athletes, sometimes poking fun at their limited sporting competency. His comments 

on the 'skill' of pretty archers, for instance were particularly cynical:

Margaret Oswald told me that as I put my head through the railings to rake 
a croquet ball out of the field on to the lawn, my head looked so tempting 
that she felt greatly inclined to shoot at it. Certainly there would have been 
this comfort that if she had shot at me I should have been very much safer 
than if she had not, because wherever else the arrow might have gone, it 
certainly would not have hit me.20

Those women who dared not participate for fear of being ridiculed or of losing 

their reputations tended to remain on the sidelines, and attended sports events simply 

to parade their splendid attire and to applaud male competitors. Female presence often 

appears to have inspired male competitors. In anticipation of the opening cricket 

match of the 1858 season at Brecon County Cricket Club, the Brecon Journal2 ^ hoped 

for a large crowd of spectators, in particularly of the fair sex 'whose presence in the 

cricket-field always excites the prowess of the rival cricketers, and hits are made, and 

balls are stopped, in a way marvellous to behold, and which would not be attempted 

were it not for the magic influence of "woman's eye" looking on.' Similarly, a 

correspondent for the Aberystwyth Observer in June 1878 remarked: 'The pleasures of 

cricket are not limited to the players alone, for the auspicious weather of summer 

enables numerous spectators to assemble on the ground, and an additional charm is 

added to the scene by the presence of the fair sex.' 22

Women's obsession with conforming to the appropriate Victorian behaviour 

meant that if they did take part in sport they were restricted to 'feminine' pursuits, in 

which restraint and refinement were constantly required. Queen Victoria's comment 

that 'only fast women shoot' 23 did much to deter females from participation, and it 

proved extremely difficult for any potential women athletes to break the mould and 

free themselves from social conventions. As women apparently lacked men's 

toughness and solidity, they were deemed only suited to participating in sport during 

the warmer months, unless the weather was unseasonally mild. In a piece on otter- 

hunting in May 1865, the Aberystwyth Observer24 noted the climate was so balmy, 

that 'even ladies go out on piscatorial expeditions'. The rather patronising tone 

generally adopted towards women by the newspapers reflects the sex's inferiority at 

the hands of the all-powerful males and their perceived suitability for watching rather
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than competing. In a typical report, a Western Mail correspondent described in May 

1869,25 howthe

accustomed sports of young men, such as running and jumping, had all 
been amply provided for in the programme [at Swansea]; but the bad 
weather marred all. The ground was, of course, in anything but good order 
for racing, and there was wanting that great incentive to exertion and skill 
in the bright eyes and encouraging smiles of the fair sex, many of whom 
had fondly calculated upon witnessing the prowess of their lovers, and of 
bestowing upon them one more proof of their affection.

Yet again, women are perceived as timid and docile objects, doting on their menfolk 

and marvelling at their prowess.

The only activities adjudged suitable for both sexes were, unsurprisingly, not 

particularly strenous, and rarely required any sustained aerobic activity. One such 

sport, popular during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was hunting, for it was 

not uncommon for women to be involved in local meetings, either riding, or as lady 

patronesses presiding over the proceedings. Male and female hunt officers often ran 

in the family, the Sparrows of Red Hill, Anglesey, for example, boasting six in one 

generation during the early nineteenth century. The Anglesey Hunt, which was well- 

known across the island (see chapter three), was initially maintained by subscriptions 

of the male members alone, but the women were free to attend the balls without 

charge. 26 Events were often attended by a beautiful and, what was a prerequisite, 

unmarried lady patroness, who was always finely dressed and usually donated 

prizes. 27

Archery was another outdoor sport pursued by both male and female gentry 

and, in its revived form, as part of the medieval gothic revival which Wales 

underwent during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it was practised 

widely from this period onwards. Rather than demonstrating their sporting expertise, 

women customarily used the activity as a fashion show, by displaying their clothes in 

front of their fellow participants while shooting. The poise and deportment essential 

for archery, and the absence of hurried, jerky movements, made it ideally suited to 

women whose prime concern was maintaining the supposedly feminine attributes of 

charm and delicacy. Contemporary archery publications often stressed the 

importance of appropriate attire, and women took great pains to look their best. Here 

was an activity where the Victorian feminine ideal was upheld throughout and every 

opportunity was taken to parade 'a pretty dress upon a fine figure.' 28 Meetings were
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held at stately homes during the summer months, for only the elite could afford the 

entertainment involved, which included sumptuous suppers after a day's shooting, and 

the purchase of an exclusive club uniform.

The earliest archery society in Britain, the Royal British Bowmen, which, as 

we have seen in chapter three, was founded at Acton Hall, Wrexham in 1787, to 

promote a sport which made few real physical demands on its participants. It held 

meetings in Denbighshire, Flintshire and Montgomeryshire between June and October 

and attracted the cream of north Wales society. The society was particularly 

progressive in that it welcomed both men and women members, unlike most others of 

the period. For women, especially, the matter of dress was probably taken more 

seriously than the actual contests, as members applied to the club's clothier, Mr 

Charles Woollam of Wrexham, for uniform materials on subscription.30 The pleasure 

and privilege of settling the female costume fell to the annually selected Lady 

Paramount, who imposed a one-guinea fine should any members deviate from it. 

Only ladies above seventy years-of-age or those in black-glove mourning were 

exempt from the official uniform, which, during the mid-nineteenth century, 

comprised a green merino small-waisted, full-skirted dress cut in V-shapes to reveal a 

pinky-buff lower underskirt and slashed sleeves of the same colours. This green and 

pink combination was mentioned in several of the songs traditionally sung at the 

evening dinner following all competitions, with one composition including the 

following stanza:

Should foreign foes invade our shores, 
They'd find the Buff and Green, 
A loyal band, with bow in hand, 
Had rallied round their Queen.31

Ballads like the above often acted as fascinating social commentary. One, penned by 

John Mainwaring in 1852, lamented the adoption by women archers of more 

masculine styles, which made the sexes look so similar that there was:

No knowing one from the other,
with their vests all be-buttoned, be-frogged and be-tabbed,
why, I spoke to Miss Belle for her brother! 32
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Shooting at different targets from the gentlemen and for separate prizes, the women 

sometimes received prizes as lavish as their costumes. At a bow meeting held at 

Acton Hall in June 1819, the contest for the much-coveted lady patroness's hat was 

won by Emma Cunliffe,33 daughter of Sir Foster Cunliffe, third baronet, of Acton 

Park, Wrexham, who was an enthusiastic supporter of the Royal British Bowmen, 

while the annual prize meeting of North Cardiganshire Archery and Croquet Club in 

August 1872 offered a Russian leather chatelaine as the first prize in the women's 

croquet contest, with second prize a Russian leather glove and handkerchief box.34

Archery meetings were equally popular in south Wales, and although the 

female presence was frequently commented on in the newspapers, little attention was 

devoted to the actual standard of play. At the Neath Grand Archery Meeting of 

August 1859, the local newspaper noted that the 'ground presented an appearance that 

can only be witnessed upon occasions which tend to such a gathering of ladies. Such 

a phalanx of beauty, attired in their archery dress.' 35 As long as women looked the 

part it seemed that little else mattered and as the sport grew in popularity so more 

females attended the regular meetings. 36 A letter to the Star ofGwent in I86037 

advertised a proposed new archery club for Newport, intended for the young ladies of 

this 'progressive' town. 'These young ladies', the reporter continues, 'think that they 

ought to have some source of healthful outdoor amusement and exercise as well as 

their brothers, sweethearts and husbands; and why should they not?' Archery 

remained a popular gentry activity until the end of the Victorian period, as witnessed 

by a letter to the Aberysfwyth Observer in August 1893,38 which praises female 

participation while praising the sport's 'pleasant social exclusiveness' and a Chepstow 

publication of 1898 entitled: 'Archery, by a Lady'. 39

The first open air ball-game deemed suitable for both sexes was croquet, 

which arrived in Wales from England towards the end of the 1850s. Despite initial 

concern by some medical men that the game was unhealthy, involving 'much 

lounging and standing still, and stooping',40 it soon became fashionable. The 

Wrexham Guardian41 in September 1869 reported on how the emergence of croquet 

had led to the selling in local toyshops of complete sets, as the pegs, hoops and 

coloured rolling balls became a feature in the gardens of wealthier families. Initially 

played only by women, when men succumbed to its charm croquet was perceived to 

be a welcome addition to the social round, replacing the smoky atmosphere of billiard
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rooms with the refreshing and healthy change of ladies' company.42 Croquet enabled 

the sexes to mix freely in a safe environment and encouraged serious play (men and 

women competed against each other) as well as some harmless flirting. The game 

made few real demands on physical fitness, however, and acted more as a pastime 

than a vigorous athletic activity. According to The Cambrian in March 1887,43 

croquet was 'only fit for ladies or those whose health did not permit of exercise which 

was in any way violent'. Yet again, women's bodies were considered unsuitable for 

sustained athletic activity, and it was an insult to females that their participation was 

confined to such overly gentle and pedestrian recreations.

One of the reasons organised sports were primarily masculine pursuits was the 

fact that they were first taught in that most male of environments, the public school. 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century sport became a symbol of toughness, 

and female participation in such 'manly' games was not encouraged. As will be 

discussed later in chapter seven, the muscular Christianity ethic of the public schools 

taught gentlemen to stretch their bodies, and when women did begin to take part, they 

largely imitated the boys' public school system. It was only with the introduction of 

higher female education that new opportunites arose, as the sex sought to liberate 

itself from restrictive stereotypes. This development was slow, however, and even at 

the most well-established girls' schools, it took time for activities such as gentle 

calisthenics, practised from the 1860s, to progress to more strenuous physical 

education and competitive games. In November 1868 the Monmouthshire Beacon 

reported on the dearth of girls' outdoor games, which were considered a welcome 

diversion from study and vital for increasing physical fitness. In contrast, boys 

enjoyed a wealth of outdoor team sports, such as cricket, football and rowing, which, 

in some public schools, maintained a higher status than academic work. Girls, the 

Beacon declared, would benefit wholeheartedly from participating in more strenuous 

sports, for the walking and croquet they normally undertook contributed little to 

improving their general health.

Despite initial criticism that strenuous and physically demanding pursuits 

contradicted the feminine ideal, more vigorous activities became increasingly popular 

as the nineteenth century progressed. Pastimes such as croquet yielded to the more 

demanding game of lawn tennis from the 1870s onwards, which, in contrast to the 

former's grace and composure, involved frantically chasing a ball around a court, 

causing participants to sweat profusely in what was deemed an extremely unladylike
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manner. In her article on ladies' lawn tennis in 1890, Lottie Dodd quotes a 

correspondent to the journal Lawn Tennis who voiced doubts over whether a lady 

could ever play tennis 'as it is very hard work for a man, and dress is such a drag'. 45 

Nonetheless, progress was made, notably by the replacement of the heavy boots 

customarily worn by women by light, flat rubber-soled canvases, known as plimsolls. 

These were designed exclusively for sport, and guaranteed a quicker, springier step. 

Sports dresses also began to alter, and despite a London paper's claim, quoted in the 

Cambrian News in June 1884, that 'girls do not really care enough for tennis to make 

any sacrifice of personal adornment for its sake',46 women players appear to have 

embraced the new-style blouses and shorter skirts, which were quite a departure from 

the customary frills and laces. According to the The Field: 'Lawn tennis has taught 

women how much they are capable of doing and it is a sign of the times that various 

games and sports which would have been tabooed a few years ago as 'unladylike' are 

actually encouraged at various girls' schools.' 47 In addition to tennis, these sports 

included hockey, lacrosse and rounders.

Another favourite formal recreation was roller-skating, the techniques of 

which evolved from ice-skating following the development of roller skates in 1760. 

Subsequent design changes during the nineteenth century improved the quality of the 

skates and made it easier for skaters to control their movements.48 Many indoor rinks 

were constructed across Wales during the 1870s, including one at Bangor, which 

encouraged 'agreeable' excitement, 'without being excessive', and that at Portland 

Street, Aberystwyth, the only one to be managed by a woman.49 In August 1878 the 

Cambrian News reported a 'really wonderful' series of entertainments presented by 

Mr C. Fletcher and Madame Lilly at the Aberystwyth rink, which 'must be seen to be 

believed that anything like them can be done on rollers'. 50 Unfortunately, the nature 

of these 'entertainments' are not divulged. Two years previously, the North Wales 

Chronicle, in May 1876, had gone to great lengths to advise readers on correct roller- 

skating dress and praised the sport for introducing more comfortable and practical 

garments:

If the introduction of roller-skating were destined to do no other 
service to society, it would still deserve credit for having corrected 
some of the abuses of modern dress. At the time when it came into 
fashion it seemed as if the extravagances of female vanity were 
bringing the sex into absurdities, not only unpleasant to the sight, 
but absolutely detrimental to health. The heels of ladies' boots were
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growing longer and more pointed from day to day, and the natural 
effects followed in the shape of misshapen feet, corns, ugly ankles, 
and the 'Grecian bend'. At the same time, dresses which had only 
so lately shrunk from the size of balloons to something like 
reasonable dimensions, were beginning to dwindle to so consumptive 
a size about the knees as seriously to interfere with the walking 
powers of the wearer, and utterly to prevent her from taking any 
exercise worthy of the name. Long skirts trailing in the dust and 
mud, blocking up the road for yards behind, were an abomination 
of no new date, but one which it seemed as if no human invention 
would ever put an end to. 51

Who should step in to help remedy such defects but one Mr Plimpton, with his skates, 

to initiate a reform 'which no amount of preaching, praying, argument or admonition 

could effect.' In the Chronicle Plimpton commended the 'obstinate young ladies 

who defied the warnings of doctors, chaperons, and philosophers' and who, with 

increasing confidence, are 'gradually abandoning those eccentricities of costume 

which most impeded their freedom of action.' 53 Dresses gathered in tightly at the 

knees or waist should be avoided, for these made efficient movement almost 

impossible.

The foot being the member 'upon whose strength, comfort and activity the 

success of the skater chiefly depends',54 Plimpton advised that the greatest care 

should be given to the selection of roller-skating boots. Tall and tapering heels 

between the foot and the skate frame were unsuitable, and even dangerous, and, for 

maximum comfort, the smaller the heels the better. Boots with elastic sides were also 

be shunned, as they were ineffective in supporting the ankles should the skater's foot 

twist or turn unexpectedly. This roller-skating expert continued by considering 

appropriate hats, hastily dismissing fur and velvet as 'unshapely ornament', but 

considering any other type suitable, as long as it was free of

those large metal ornaments in the shape of pins, bracelets, 
brooches and beads, in which some of the sex do so greatly 
rejoice. Some most serious accidents have been caused by 
the use of these apparently harmless trinkets, which not only 
inflict dangerous wounds in the case of a violent fall, but also 
if they drop off are very apt to occasion the falls themselves 
by tripping up unsuspicious neighbours.
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Plimpton also recommended that all rinks should provide commodious dressing areas, 

with toilette appliances and hot and cold water for washing after handling oily hired 

skates. These changing rooms should be visited following each session for skaters to 

wrap up warmly before leaving the building, so as not to catch illnesses such as 

rheumatism and bronchitis. The latter might have proved more difficult to avoid at the 

outdoor ice-skating areas, which were fashionable for men and women during the 

winter months. At Tywyn, Meirionethshire, in January 1880, the estuary was 

regularly packed with skaters from all classes,56 while at Machynlleth in 1883 the ice 

attracted large parties of young skaters, both male and female. According to 

Aberystwyth's Cambrian News in January 1893, ice-skating was a 'source of real 

pleasure and healthy recreation during a time when there is not much of either except 

in a favoured place like this.' 57

By the 1890s the tone of most newspaper reports imply that Welsh society was 

realizing that women, like men, required physical activity to enjoy their lives to the 

full, and, rather than stay indoors, should venture outside and enjoy the fresh air. 

Advice from the national press concerning general health, such as that in the 

Aberystwyth Observer in April 1890,58 which advocated a daily walk and spending 

as much time as possible in the open air for optimum physical well-being, must surely 

have boosted female confidence. That February the Cardiff Argus praised the 'plucky 

manner' in which the misses Lewis of Llanishen managed to keep up with the hounds 

on foot: 'It's a pleasure and a treat to have such ladies amongst us; I should like to see 

many more follow their example. It would be the means of prolonging their lives, as 

well as making them more cheerful members of society.' 59 While old-fashioned 

attitudes opposing women's participation continued in some quarters,60 their 

adherents citing doctors' claims that sport was a risk to child-bearing and general 

health, increasingly the view prevailed that athletic involvement improved one's 

physical condition. The more women took part and battled against social pressures, 

the more they contributed toward a change in social opinion.

One of the major contributions toward the development of more active sports 

participation for women was the emergence and subsequent success of cycling during 

the 1890s. Cycling significantly aided the quest for female liberation by providing 

new-found opportunities to experience independence, as chaperons were left trailing 

by the younger riders. By mid-decade, cycling was the height of fashion among the 

upper and middle classes, while the less wealthy contented themselves with hiring
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bicycles at the seaside for a ride along the promenade. The bicycle offered a much 

appreciated new means of transport, and was also ideal for escaping the confines of 

the daily routine and breathing the fresh country air. The cycling phenomenon 

brought with it a new, more confident woman, who risked her reputation by wearing 

'rational dress' at the wheel. As the number of cycling clubs increased, so too did the 

demands for more practical clothing. Following the disappearance of the bustle 

around 1890, new, lighter underwear was introduced and by the turn of the century, 

tailored suits were often worn with light, shirt-waist blouses. The long skirts and 

petticoats still evident, however, caused many accidents, having a nasty habit of 

winding around the pedal and unseating the rider by tangling in the back wheels. 

Describing the perils of bulky clothing, one cyclist complained that 'it is an 

unpleasant experience to be hurled onto stone setts and find that one's skirt has been 

so tightly wound round the pedal that one cannot even get up enough to unwind it.' 61 

Measures to counteract such embarrassments were consequently taken, one of which 

involved sewing two elastic stirrups on either side of the hem for the feet to slip into 

before touching the pedals. Unfortunately, this device also dragged the dress over the 

heels and exhausted the rider. Other techniques designed to cover up the cyclist's 

knees and ankles were the fastening of skirts to the boots, or sewing pieces of shot 

into the skirts to weigh them down.

The Rational Dress Society, founded in America in 1881 and reaching Britain 

in 1893, protested vehemently against garments that deformed the figure, impeded 

body movement, or were in any way injurious to health. The society strongly 

advocated individual taste, convenience, and leisure styles 'based upon considerations 

of health, comfort and beauty',62 such as light underwear, flat shoes, and culottes. In 

Britain, daring middle-class ladies were the first to adopt 'rationals', or the equally 

contentious breeches or knickerbockers, and, at least initially, endured taunting and 

jeering from hostile onlookers. Comments made by John Morgan, editor of the 

Aberystwyth Observer, confirmed that rational dress had reached Wales by the turn of 

the century, although it was still a fairly unfamiliar outfit. In August 1898 Morgan 

remarked:

The other evening I saw a Tandem going along the Terrace with a 
gentleman in front. I thought at first that his companion was also a 
gentleman, for they both wore knickerbockers, but the other portion 
of the rider's dress left me in doubt. A few minutes later I met a
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couple of well-known cyclists, and they said that the second rider was 
a lady wearing a rational dress, or something like that.63

Countering any lingering doubts of cycling's potentially harmful effects, 

Elizabeth Robins Pennell, whose comments in the Gentlewoman were reproduced in 

the Aberystwyth Observer in April 1892,64 stated that some people's worries 

concerning the harmful effects of women's cycling were 'based on ignorance.' She 

continued by claiming that

In the first place, the work is not so hard as it looks. Given a good road 

and no head-wind, a bicycle, after a certain point, goes almost by itself. 

Even hill-climbing, when you understand how to take your hill, need not 
mean over-exertion. If the road is muddy or sandy, then you must exert 

yourself; but the labour is nothing compared to that of dancing all night or 
shopping all day. 65

Nonetheless, several tirades appeared in the contemporary press condemning female 

cyclists, particularly on account of their supposedly revealing clothes. Many men also 

felt that women were overstepping the boundaries of acceptable behaviour by 

invading a pastime that belonged firmly in the 'male' sphere. Details of women's 

incompetencies sometimes appeared in the press, hi October 1895 the Pontypridd 

Chronicle printed details of a bicycle offence at Ystrad, when Alma Jenkins, a harpist 

from Pentre, was fined 2s 6d [12p] for riding a bicycle without lights after sunset. 66 

Elements of the male membership at cycling clubs preferred to distance themselves 

from the women, however. One such was the Defiance Cycle Club, Swansea, which, 

in April 1899,67 met to discuss the possibility of a mixed club. It was decided that, as 

several females had caused some inconvenience the previous year by failing to keep 

up with the male cyclists, they should not be permitted to join. There were many 

Welsh cycling clubs which did cater for both sexes however, and women sometimes 

entered races. 68

Owing to cycling's widespread popularity, the sport continued to receive great 

attention from the Welsh press into the twentieth century, as advertisements for 

related garments and materials became increasingly customary. In a May 1900 

edition of the Cambrian News, Ben Evans and Company of Swansea recommended in 

the 'Fashion Notes' their hard-wearing khaki serge material for cycling dresses, an 

accompanying illustration showing a pepper-and-salt tweed gown and a tweed cycling 

bodice in a 'fashionable wedgewood blue'. 69 As the twentieth century progressed,
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knickerbockers became more acceptable, Cambrian News editor John Gibson noting 

their regular appearance on Aberystwyth women in 1904, and two years later they 

represented the piece de resistance of ladies' tailor, Mr Sevledge. As Gibson 

remarked cheekily: 'There you have it. A man who is a ladies' tailor and breeches a 

speciality. How does he secure a fit? I draw a veil'. 70

Aided by the cycling craze, women gradually distanced themselves from 

Victorian restrictions to embrace a more active social role and seek to end decades of 

subordination by men. Greater participation in sport undoubtedly proved an 

inspiration, and with the new breed of school and college physical-education teachers 

for girls and young women having emerged from the 1870s onwards, female 

confidence grew. Trained mainly at English colleges and spreading their knowledge 

across Britain, these instructors promoted the health benefits of regular athletic 

exercise through activities like formal gymnastics, eurythmics and Swedish drill. 71 

This new enthusiasm for sport had a direct impact on women's dress, for when games 

teaching at schools became widespread during the 1890s, looser clothing was 

introduced to enable greater ease of movement. University women followed suit, 

donning specific sports attire, sometimes called 'walking costumes',72 for leisure 

pursuits and increasingly relishing the pleasures of physical recreation.

The issue of unfettered mobility for women caused continuing concern in 

archery, which, in 1894, was highlighted by one Alice Legh. According to Legh, 

women's dressmakers were veritable tyrants if they failed to provide for the bending 

and raising of the arms, and for turning the head while drawing the bow.73 Such 

requirements should also be considered for women golfers, whose corsets, petticoats, 

full-length dresses and large hats, prevented them from lifting the club sufficiently to 

take a full swing at the ball. Rather than alter women's dress, however, shorter ladies' 

golf links were created, 'not because we doubt a lady's power to make a longer drive', 

stressed Horace G. Hutchinson, 'but because that cannot well be done without raising 

the club above the shoulder.' 74 In February 1895 the Cambria Daily Leader reported 

on the 'new woman' who had that week appeared on the ice at St James's, London, 

wearing an outfit of check tweed. Her blouse bodice was belted with the same 

material, with the 'skirts reaching to the swell of the rather full - one might say baggy 

- inexpressionables. The right and left sections of this garment terminated just below 

the knees, and the draping folds were held up by elastic garters.' Whether on account 

of her dress, or for another reason entirely, she soon became 'a target of the roughs',
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which she suffered for fifteen minutes before complaining to a policeman. 75 

Presumably, this attire had also caught on in Wales.

By the late nineteenth century newspapers such as the Cambrian News were 

enthusiastically supporting women's attempts to escape Victorian confines, for 'laced, 

padded, painted and contorted' 76 women would always be physically unfit. Such an 

enlightened view was hardly surprising considering that John Gibson, editor from 

1873 until his death in 1915, was one of the most tireless crusaders for women's 

rights. In his progressive The Emancipation of Women (1891), Gibson vehemently 

criticized the general perception of women as second-class citizens, and campaigned 

for female liberation and an escape from the 'depressing tyranny of clothes'. 77 

Gibson's motivating and forthright comments would surely have influenced 

Cambrian News readers and proved an inspiration to local women, as it frequently 

found room to comment on women's sporting achievements. In January 1894 he 

reported on a young swimmer named Annie Luker, who had successfully performed a 

high dive at the London Aquarium, 'and so added another to the things women can do
78

as well as men'. According to Gibson, the very fact that the London papers made no 

great fuss of the feat was confirmation enough that women athletes were slowly 

becoming acceptable. Indeed, Miss Luker's performance was described as 'a great 

addition to the attractions of the entertainment at the Aquarium'. 7 The next step 

forward was votes for women and also opportunities to become members of 

parliament themselves. 'Just think of the hereditary noodles who sit in the House of 

Lords' stated Gibson, 'and yet absolutely sane women are not thought to be their 

equals.' 80 It was certainly a great bonus to women to have such respected and 

influential members of the community as Gibson on their side.

By the 1880s and 1890s women were even playing football, although how 

many women's clubs were formed in Wales is uncertain. 81 There was evidently still 

some doubt over whether women's physiology could withstand strenous activity. 

Ladies' football matches did take place, however, such as that in November 1885, 

when a women's touring team arrived in Pontypridd: 'In the morning they were 

driven to the Great Western Colliery, into the depths of which they went on a tour of 

inspection, much to the amusement of some of them and the terror of others.' That 

afternoon, they appeared at Taff Vale Park before a large crowd to demonstrate their 

prowess:
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The novelty of the affair proved a big attraction, and when the girls 
stepped inside the enclosure in red, white and blue blouses and 'knickers' 
the crowd gave a huge howl of delight. The young ladies were not a bit 
abashed - not a bit of it, and did not seem to mind in the least the jocular 
and sometimes indelicate remarks hurled at them. What will the 'new 
woman' do next, I wonder.82

By the 1890s the Cambria Daily Leader was enthusiastically supporting the idea of 

women's football teams, and while it expected some initial criticism, was optimistic 

that the female game would catch on. In the case of rugby however, they were less 

certain:

The football they intend to play is Association, and there is no reason on 
earth why they should not derive every benefit from it. The Rugby game 
cannot commend itself to women, for they are not built for tumbling 
about, and the spectacle of ladies scrummaging with heads down, or 
tackling each other low, is a thing a man should dare not imagine. There is 
nothing in the Association code, however, to make the dear ones 
ridiculous, or to hurt them in any way. On the contrary, it should prove a 
very healthful and useful exercise. Football will await further development 
with interest. Swansea ladies had better attend tomorrow, and see how 
they take to it. 83

Other sports that women began to enjoy were boating, water polo, and quoits   

activities previously deemed out of bounds for the fragile females.84 In addition to 

participation, some women were also involved with organising sports, like Miss E.L. 

Clunes of Moat House, Chepstow, who started a Working Men's Cricket Club in the 

townin!879.85

Alongside modern sports, the rustic sports days, so beloved by previous 

generations, continued in more organised forms until the turn of the twentieth century. 

The bicycle gymkhana held at Bodysgallen Park in September 1897, in aid of 

Llandudno Girls' Friendly Society, which attracted the masses and local dignitaries, 

included such delights as women's thread-needle contests, letter-writing and egg-and- 

spoon races, with prizes presented by Lady Augusta Mostyn.86 At the bicycle 

gymkhana at Tywyn in August 1899 the rather bizarre events included competitors 

dropping tennis balls into flower pots before running between the pots without 

touching them; a parasol race involving opening the parasol before the half-way flag 

and closing it while passing the winning post; and a 'bicycle tortoise race', details of
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which were not divulged. 87 The programme also offered mixed events, in which ladies 

and gentlemen tried their hand at such oddities as the Gretna Green race, in which 

both sexes rode to a table, dismounted and signed their names legibly before riding 

back hand-in-hand; and a mathematical race, when ladies stood at one end of the 

ground, and waited to receive a mathematical sum from the gentlemen on horseback, 

which they must then solve. The gentlemen would then race back with the answer. 

These throwbacks to earlier rural sports events appear to have been well attended, and 

contrasted markedly with the more structured activities which had recently emerged.

By the turn of the twentieth century women had progressed in all areas of 

daily life, and taking part in sport in a previously male dominated sphere proved an 

important element in increasing their confidence and sense of worth. Following 

decades of Victorian restiction, when concepts of femininity and dress hindered 

female advancement, the chance to embrace outdoor sports encouraging movement 

and stamina must have been extremely thrilling. The increasing perception of sport as 

a health promoter contradicted previous medical warnings regarding its potential 

damage posed to the body from participation, while the development of organised 

sport helped transform middle- and upper-class women in particular from passive to 

active members of society, as they increasingly shunned light activities like croquet 

for more demanding pursuits. At a time when the suffragette movement was gathering 

pace, women athletes could not fail to have been inspired by the push for equal 

rights. 88 Women's growing presence in the sporting arena undoubtedly contributed to 

their general emancipation, for it was proof that the 'fair sex' was moving forward, 

and was ready to take on a more varied and fulfilling social role.

In addition to their increasing appetite for sport, as we have seen on page 82, 

women were also regular spectators at sporting events. Newspaper reporters often 

described how competitions were enhanced by the presence of ladies; in 1866 the 

Merthyr Telegraph pondered on the possibility of holding a weekly athletic sports 

day, which would be well attended by the rich. Stressing the benefits of female 

support it stated: 'The only guarantee that would be asked would be, that it should be 

a respectable series such that the highest bred ladies could attend, and grace, with an 

approving smile, without having their nice sense of propriety shocked, or even 

ruffled.' 89 Similarly the Western Mail in 1869, as indicated previously (p.87), noted 

how young men's incentive to perform well at running and jumping was intensified 

by the presence of pretty young ladies, who watched in awe the athleticism of the
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male participants.90 While, therefore, rural Wales was not noticeably less progressive 

than the urban areas in their embrace of men's sports, to many this female 

involvement was the cause of some criticism, especially among the keepers of the 

Nonconformist conscience.
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Chapter 5 'Godless and Foolish Pleasures': Sport and Religion

The Methodist movement became a thorn in the side of the Established Church from 

the mid 1730s, and during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a series of religious 

revivals broke out in which powerful and influential preachers filled the chapels. 

These awakenings generated huge changes in social morality, for they were steered by 

'clergy and pious laymen who wished to evangelise what they saw as the impious and 

ill-educated population of Wales.' 1 The Methodists considered it their duty to 

pronounce Christ's message, to aid spiritual development and to save souls, which in 

turn led to the re-energising of both the Church and Nonconformity. The revivalists' 

stringent views on sports were reflective of the earlier Anglican Puritanism, which 

had emerged in England during the seventeenth century, and had curbed animal sports 

like bull-baiting and cock-fighting. Such views are found in the Welsh publication 

Hyfforddiadau Cristianogol (1675), which stated:

Megis ac y dylech fod yn wyliadurus aroch eich hunain ar eich prydiau- 
bwyd, felly hefyd y dylech fod ar eich difyrrwch. Canys er bod rhyw fath 
o ddifyrrwch yn gyfreithlon, etto yn gyffredinol, yr ydym ni yn barod i'w 
camarfer i ormod rhydd-did, ac i anturio ar bob math o chwaraeon a 
difyrrwch yn ddiwahaniaeth.
Cyfrifid y chwaraeon canlynol yn anghyfreithlon: 'y rhai nid oes na 
challineb y meddwl na chynhyrfid y corph ar waith, megis chwarae disiau 
a rhyw fath ar chwaraeon ar y cardiau.' Chwaraeon peryglus, chwaraeon 
creulon a fydd yn emryn gelyniaeth un creadur yn erbyn un arall, etc. Y 
rheol ymhob chwarae medd yr hen lyfr duwiol hwn yw hon: 'Y sawl ni 
fedro ffrwyno ei wyn, na rheoli ei dafod wrth chwarae, nid yw ef 
gymmwys i chwarae. 2

(As one should be watchful of one's self during meal-times, so too should 
one be during leisure. Although certain types of entertainment are legal, 
generally, we are ready to abuse too much freedom, and to venture to all 
types of sport and leisure indiscriminately.
The following sports are considered illegal: 'the ones without any logic of 
thought or exercise of the body, such as playing dice and any sort of card- 
playing.' Dangerous sports, cruel sports that would encourage one 
creature's enmity against another, etc. The rule in every game, according 
to this godly book is this: 'Those who can not reign their lambs, nor 
control his tongue while playing, he is not qualified to play'.)

Consequently, most traditional customs were discouraged, and as society was warned 

of participating in what were on the whole quite innocent pleasures, so a sense of 

oppressiveness began to prevail. The Methodist Revival emphasised sobriety and 

attacked idleness, allegedly so manifest in the seasonal rituals, games and sports.
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The first Methodist societies were founded in all the southern areas in which 

the new circulating schools had been established. It was no coincidence that these 

schools, set up by the preacher and pioneer in education, Griffith Jones, Llanddowror, 

increased at the same time as the Methodist Revival of 1735 was taking place. When 

the Welsh peasantry began to familiarise themselves with the Bible's teachings as, 

thanks to Griffith Jones, reading skill was disseminated across the country, it was 

possible for religious messages to reach a wider audience. Jones has been described as 

the 'greatest Welshman' of his day and 'one of the chief benefactors of the Welsh 

nation', 3 who devoted much of his life to teaching children and adults to read the 

Bible in their native tongue and contributed immeasurably to the spread of literacy 

through the medium of Welsh. Two of the earliest Welsh books popular with the 

lower orders were Y Bardd Cwsg ('The Vision of the Sleeping Bard'), (1703), and 

Drych y PrifOesoedd ('Mirror of the First Ages') (1716). These were important 

educational sources, and while the former discussed contemporary sins and conveyed 

a poet's idea of Heaven and Hell, the latter encouraged national love and pride.

Preachers Howel Harris (1714-1773) and Daniel Rowland (1713-90) and 

hyrnnwriter William Williams (1717-91) led the Methodist crusade during the mid- to 

late eighteenth century, spreading their religious beliefs across Wales, and inspiring 

others to do the same. Converts sought to begin new and wholesome lives devoted to 

God and also expressed their salvation by themselves preaching to the unconverted. 

One south Walian convert to Methodism was so affected by the preaching of Howel 

Harris in 1738 that he decapitated his fighting cockerels,4 while some years later in 

1784, the diarist John Byng blamed the absence of ice-skaters on Bala Lake during 

the winter months on the Methodists, who sought to do away with such 

entertainment. 5 In order to remove the evidence of any previous associations between 

religion and recreations, alterations were made to church and chapel buildings. In the 

Vale of Clwyd, for instance, stairways connecting the chancels to local taverns were 

removed, as were churchyard ball courts and church wall niches originally designed 

to hold prize ale for sporting winners.

In the reformers' eyes, society needed to be cleansed and valiant efforts were 

required to do so. In 1799, Sion Williams, son of one of the early Methodist pioneers, 

praised their work, for until the revival the spiritual condition of Anglesey 'with 

regard to religion, godliness and morality', in his opinion, was appalling:
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Before the recent Methodist revival broke ... the common people (except 
one in a thousand) had no more knowledge than the wild creatures of the 
Mountains; they delighted in ... playing with dice and cards, dancing and 
singing with the harp, playing football, tennis, mock-trials, and hostages, 
and many other sinful sports too numerous to be mentioned. They used the 
Sunday like a market day to gratify every wicked whim and passion; old 
and young, with no one to persuade or prevent them in their ungodly 
course. They flocked in crowds to the parish churches on Sunday morning; 
not to listen to the word of God, but to devise and relate foolish anecdotes, 
and to entice each other to drink at the wash-brew house of the devil's 
market; and to arrange places of meeting to decide upon the sports to be 
engaged in after the evening service. The lads and young men, by the 
hundreds, kicking the Football ... and belabouring each other more like 
dogs fighting for a bone than men bearing the name of Christians. 7

Physical recreation was commonly considered the biggest threat to the morality of the 

people and was frequently condemned by eminent religious figures such as Thomas 

Charles and Griffith Jones, the former depicting Wales as 'sunk in superstition and 

vice' in the Drysorfa (a journal edited by Charles) in 1799,8 and the latter castigating 

wakes, fairs and other 'impious gatherings'. 9 Parishioners, inspired by such 

luminaries, increasingly turned to church and chapel for salvation, and with prayer 

meetings sometimes purposely arranged to clash with sports days, so the latter 

gradually diminished in number.

The Nonconformist attacks on recreations contrasted greatly with the social 

and religious climate of earlier times (the Puritans notwithstanding), when games 

were frequently played in the churchyards on the seasonal holidays (see chapter two). 

Indeed, by the eighteenth century, sports and games were considered the centrepieces 

of such festivals, as parishioners flocked to these sacred sites to watch or participate. 

These usually took place following the Sunday service, and the literature contains 

numerous examples of local sports days. During the late eighteenth century at 

Dyserth church, Radnorshire, for example, 'a dozen lusty young fellows' played 

tennis against the church tiles, others fives against the steeple, while a fiddler, sitting 

on a tombstone, accompanied dancers. 10 Owing to the long tradition of churchyard 

games, it is perhaps not surprising that despite concentrated religious pressure, 

antagonistic ministerial views towards athletics were not, initially at least, necessarily 

supported by the lower orders. For example, when Howel Harris travelled to 

Monmouth in the mid-eighteenth century to express his opposition to the town's 

annual horse-races, rather than garnering support, his condemnations were drowned 

by a beating drum and a mob hurling stones and profanities.
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Far from denouncing games and sports, some ministers even embraced them, 

and often took part. The Reverend Thomas Davies (died 1753), of Ystradyfodwg, in 

the Rhondda parish, known locally as ' Y Ffeirad Coch', ('The Red Minister'), played 

ball with parishioners, 12 while one cleric from Clwyd combined church duties with 

officiating at important games. The latter's authoritative 'Come, lads, it's high time 

to go to church' 1 sometimes brought matches to a close, while other ministers rushed 

their Sunday morning sermons if games and dancing were scheduled for the 

afternoon. Such was the enthusiasm of the Reverend John Williams while hurrying to 

his local cockpit at Llanarmon Dyffryn Ceiriog following the Easter Sunday morning 

service of 1783, that his exertions led to a fatal collapse. So shocked were the 

parishioners that cock-fighting was subsequently abandoned in the area. 14 As already 

shown (pp. 38-40), cockpits generally tended to be situated in or near churchyards, for 

bouts held in consecrated ground were believed to be particularly conducive to 

negating any spells and charms connected with the birds involved. For the best part of 

a century, until cock-fighting was made illegal in 1849, Wrexham town cockpit was 

owned by the Chester Street Congregational Chapel, and leased out by the trustees to 

the Lion public house. 15 Unsurprisingly, the chapel was only too keen to sever this 

association. Increasingly, bouts were either switched from the Lord's Day to another 

day or scrapped completely.

Although the growth of literacy, along with passionate sermons from the 

pulpit, made the masses more aware of the hostility of Methodism towards popular 

culture, traditional recreations did not all immediately die out. Even by the middle of 

the nineteenth century, while some competitions were eventually halted by 

Nonconformity, such as the substitution of the football match played at Christmas and 

New Year at Crai, near Senny Bridge, with an eisteddfod and literary meetings, 

intended to improve general intellect, 16 others continued unaffected. It cannot be 

denied, however, that by this time, much of the Welsh population was turning its back 

on the old culture and embracing Nonconformity.

Methodism was considered innovative and exciting, and crowds were 

completely engrossed by sermons emphasising a salvation through 'personal 

repentance, holiness and continuous zealous striving against the power of Satan' 17 and 

attacking evils such as 'drunkenness, idleness, lust and debauchery'. 18 With the 

Methodists separating from the Established Church in 1811, chapels sprang up to 

accommodate the growing congregations, as the movement spread to all parts of the
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country. As Methodism swept across Britain, the revival in Wales stressed the process 

of inner conversion among its followers, with the soul's regeneration being paramount 

to its teachings. Religious publications of the period were invariably linked to specific 

denominations, periodicals such as Seren Gomer, first issued in 1814 by Joseph 

Harris, a Swansea minister, articulately championing the Baptist cause. From 1821 the 

Independents produced the monthly Dysgedydd (The Instructor), and by 1850 a total 

of fourteen temperance journals were circulating nationally. 19 So great was the impact 

of the movement in terms of its popular appeal and dramatic style of the preachers 

that, according to a writer for Y Traethodydd in April 1852, the Welshman attended 

chapel 'i chwilio am yr hyn yr a y Sais i'r chwareudy i'w geisio' (to seek for that 

which the Englishman goes to the playhouse in search of). 20

Congregations increased with each revival and by the national awakening of 

1859, Nonconformity had spread to every county, whether rural or industrial. By then, 

outdoor services were a common feature. In Merthyr Tydfil, for example, up to three 

such services were held on Sunday afternoons, and another three on Friday 

evenings. 21 These meetings converted hundreds of people, with one individual, 

according to Evan Davies, selling his dancing shoes and boxing gloves in order to join 

the chapel and improve his character. 22 'Of course', commented Davies, 'it is too 

soon to speak very positively of men who have thus suddenly been brought out of 

darkness into marvellous light', 23 yet, nonetheless, the growth of prayer-meetings and 

the crowded chapels were a positive development. So affected were the people by the 

revival that, continued Davies: 'At our young men's prayer-meetings each heart 

seems to be on fire. ... Even young women, I am told, have been heard to pray with a 

propriety and a purity both of language and of doctrine which is truly admirable and 

astonishing.' 24

While Nonconformity offered ubiquitous prayer meetings, it was much less 

enthusiastic regarding leisure and entertainment, attacking games, sports and most 

other forms of recreation on account of their unholy nature, and the way in which they 

enticed adherents away from religion.25 Nonconformity was particularly concerned 

with bestowing on its followers a certain self-respect, helping them to understand and 

appreciate the Bible's teachings and drawing them from the counter-attraction of 

sport. Among the limited leisure activities attached to the chapels were Bible classes 

and the children's Bands of Hope. By the 1880s almost eighty percent of those who 

attended a place of worship in Wales were Nonconformist, confirming that the
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Church of England proved much less attractive to the masses. 26 The powerful 

landlords, however, remained staunchly Anglican, as did the brewers.

As Nonconformity spread to all areas of daily life, so Welsh culture was 

inevitably influenced by it, as the social life of the people became largely focussed on 

the chapel. This ensured that rather than indulging in supposedly worthless activities, 

such as sports and recreations, members pursued a healthy and respectable lifestyle. 

Nonconformist preachers imposed their way of life on Welsh society, believing it to 

be the only appropriate way to behave, and condemning indiscriminately the evils of 

folk customs and their accompanying gambling and excessive drinking. Sport's 

relationship with the Church became increasingly tense with each religious revival, as 

Church reformers forcefully denounced secular activities. Through passionate 

sermons and fervent prayer, especially during the 1859 revival which aroused church 

members into a frenzy with its potency, religious leaders educated society in what 

they perceived to be the Christian way. Some ministers campaigned diligently for an 

outright ban on any secular diversions, such as the Reverend David Davies, who, 

during his five years at Croes-y-parc chapel at Peterson-Super-Ely between 1852 and 

1857, succeeded in terminating the Llanbad mabsant festival. 'This merrymaking 

was like a hellish jubilee', proclaimed Davies defiantly, in which 'parents expected no 

obedience from their children, and masters little work from their servants until the 

festivities were over. The custom was a source of corruption to local youth.' 27 One 

parson from the Vale of Clwyd believed that while wakes enhanced local patriotism, 

they could also create friction between parishes, possibly leading to fighting and long- 

term feuds. 28 Athletes were praised for deserting sports for Christianity, for, according 

to many ministers, it was totally impossible to combine sport and religion. 

Nonconformity was frequently considered the saviour of society, as it encouraged a 

better way of living and rid Wales of the 'ignorance, vice, swearing, gambling, 

drunkenness and sabbath-breaking',29 generally believed by church and chapel 

members as particular characteristics of sports, fairs and other large communal parish 

gatherings. According to Richard Suggett, however, it is extremely hard to judge the 

impact of the religious revival upon the mabsant, for both denominational histories 

and ministers' biographies are prone to exaggerate the uncivilised nature of 

unreformed Wales and the success of the reformers. 30

While there was undeniably opposition from religious leaders toward most 

aspects of popular culture, it is, nonetheless, difficult to ascertain whether all of them
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adopted this point of view. In public, at least, deacons gradually began to distance 

themselves from sport, although in private many still attended matches. In January 

1859 a letter from a Bridgend resident to the Bridgend Chronicle claimed that church 

attendance in his parish was a mere two percent of the population 'because the Welsh 

people have a decided objection to sporting parsons, and it is an unfortunate fact that 

both our clergymen are fonder of the sound of a gun than an organ.' 31 One Caerleon 

minister was so fond of shooting birds (a leisure pursuit disliked greatly by his 

congregation), that while the '"birds of the air" are fast falling ... there is a 

corresponding fall in the birds of the flock.' 32 Meanwhile, the pious individuals 

spotted going stealthily to the Commercial public house, Porthmadog, in July 1862, to 

watch a pedestrian attempt to walk two miles in eighteen minutes was, according to a 

rather tongue-in-cheek North Wales Chronicle reporter, presumably to 

'discountenance by their presence' behaviour of such a 'carnal and frivolous' nature, 

hi June 1866 a letter to the Carmarthen Journal noted that while at least eighty-five 

percent of the Welsh population were Nonconformists, the religious leaders, at least in 

the Carmarthen area, showed a surprisingly tolerant spirit toward animal sports like 

fox-hunting and steeplechasing. It was one thing for clergy to disparage savage 

activities from the pulpit, but quite another for them to act upon their own message.34

By the latter half of the nineteenth century, it was rather unusual for the 

church to openly promote sports of any kind. Although the nature of sports and games 

changed dramatically during this period, with the instigation of new rules and 

structure from the 1860s onwards reflecting the growth of industrialisation and the 

subsequent new social order, pursuits continued to be undermined and condemned by 

religious leaders. Religious objections to the immoralities of sport did not cease as the 

century progressed, but rather changed course by targetting the modern, more 

organised sports. Despite the building of chapel vestries where ministers allowed 

activities not considered appropriate for the main building, they were much less 

willing to accept sports and games. Although on the one hand they had begun to 

recognise such secular pursuits, it was another matter entirely to actually promote 

them.

Religious leaders were often so convinced of the wickedness of sport that they 

went into print to discourage participation, hi 1870 a poster criticising the Flint Rural 

Sports was damning in its content, and was aimed at frightening townspeople into 

submission. Its message was clear: attend the horse-races and risk God's wrath. The
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poster urged all prospective racegoers to ask themselves several questions beforehand 

in order to satisfy their 'conscience before God'.33 These included issues relating to 

the Bible's attitudes to sports and games, the respectability of those who promoted 

such activities, and the frequent presence at the races of gamblers, thieves, drunkards 

and prostitutes. The poster also queried the integrity of individuals who attended such 

sports, for who could justify spending their time at futile pursuits, rather than 

preparing themselves against eternity? God would surely judge any who attended 

such evil events, for the Flint Rural Sports was certainly no place for dutiful 

Christians. In short, the only way to retain one's reputation was to boycott the sports, 

described as being 'unfit for a man who is responsible to God for all his thoughts and 

actions, and who will shortly appear before Him to give an account of all his 
doings'. 36

While it was widely believed in the nineteenth century that the Church should 

provide recreational opportunities for its members in the form of lectures and 

concerts, and also by organising sports teams like football and hockey,37 such 

opinions caused outrage among the Nonconformists. 38 Far from encouraging sport, 

the common stance of the Welsh chapels was to warn congregations of its perils, and 

its detrimental affects on human character was a continuing topic of debate. Sports 

were said to produce an 'unhealthy excitement of mind and feeling',39 and in 1872 a 

minister wrote to the North Wales Chronicle expressing his concern for the nation's 

young men and women who played games on the Sabbath, and urged employers to 

encourage their staff to attend church or chapel instead.40 Football often incurred 

particular wrath, being blamed for its savagery and for enticing men away from their 

religious commitments. At the Corwen Calvinistic Methodist chapel in February 

1879, a recent local derby between Corwen and Llangollen, was discussed at some 

length.41 This match had gained coverage in the newspapers owing to the alleged 

profanities uttered by the players, and the meeting included a deacon imitating a 

footballer to demonstrate the game's roughness. In retaliation, J. Roberts, captain of 

the Corwen team, deflected these charges in a letter to the Cambrian News,42 adding 

that other issues in Corwen required much more urgent attention from the chapel than 

an innocent game of football. Had the deacons not noticed that the game was being 

played at all the universities, colleges and grammar schools by clergymen and 

students and had become widely accepted? In a scathing criticism of chapel members, 

Roberts claimed that there were evidently:
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a great number of inexperienced persons at Corwen who are about a 
hundred years behind the age. ... Corwen young men, let us take Perry 

Winkle's advice: 'keep our lives clean from mean acts and thoughts, and 

play fair not only in the game of football, but through the game of life and 
we will fear no evil.43

Corwen Calvinistic Methodists were certainly not alone in their castigations of 

football, however. In 1890, football was deemed responsible for corrupting 'minds 

and manners' on account of spectators 'listening to the foul language which stems 

forth from the mouths of some of the observers'.44 Great footballers were deemed 

inadequate in all other areas of life and, also in 1890, the Reverend John Davies, 

Cadle, near Swansea, berated the game's brutality:

O dan ffug-esgus o'r angen am ymarferiad corfforol, cyfarfydda 
gweithwyr caletaf ein gweithfeydd glo, alcan, a haiarn with y miloedd ar y 

maes agored i gicio pel, a chicio eu gilydd mor am! a hyny. Dywedodd 

ymwelydd yn ddiweddar yn Bradford nad oedd y Spanish bullfighting ag 
oedd wedi weled yn Madrid yn ddim mewn bwystfileiddwch yn ymyl 
Yorkshire football match. Ac fe ddywedodd meddyg enwog, ag sydd yn 

byw mewn tref weithfaol, wrthyf yn ddiweddar, fod mwy o ddamweiniau 

yn cymeryd lie yno yn herwydd y football nag oedd yn nglyn a'r holl 
weithfaoedd gyda'u gilydd! 45

(Under the fake excuse for the need for physical exercise, the hardest 
workers in coal, tin and iron mines, now meet in their thousands to kick 
the ball, and as often as not, kick each other. A recent visitor to Bradford 
claimed that the Spanish bull fighting he'd witnessed in Madrid was 
nothing compared to the violence of a Yorkshire football match. A 
famous doctor, who lives in an industrial town, stated recently that more 

accidents are taking place linked to football than in all the work places put 

together.)

Contemporary youth clearly required urgent advice on appropriate and spiritual 

behaviour, in order to find God. This was offered at a meeting of the Welsh 

Congregational Union at Holyhead in 1893, in which the Reverend M.C. Morris's 

lecture 'Araith ar Ddynion leuainc yr Oes' ('Address on Young Men of the Age') 

voiced concern at the growing number of chapel members heavily involved in athletic 

sports, and encouraged youngsters to refrain from the practice.46 Similarly, a meeting 

of Blaenau Ffestiniog Nonconformists in May 1896 agreed that the local chapels 

should grasp every opportunity to stop evil sporting amusements, which were harmful 

to the participants' morals.47 At a general seiat ('fellowship meeting') in Ruthin in
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1896, frustrations were vented at all who'd succumbed to regrettable amusements like 

football, as the chapels vowed to do everything possible to steer its congregations to a 

healthier, more fulfilling Christian way of life.48 In September 1893 a visitor to 

Dolgellau wrote to the Cambrian News49 expressing his shock at seeing a tennis- 

playing party taking place on a Sunday afternoon in front of one of the mansions in 

the Tyn-y-groes valley. He hoped that this was not an example of how Sunday was 

generally spent in Wales.

The chapels considered its primary duty to be to teach the principles and the 

great truths of Jesus. Games should never be played at the expense of attending 

Sunday services, prayer meetings or reading the Bible, for it was these that should 

remain paramount. One article issued a caution to all those tempted by games to 

choose their amusements wisely: 'Os rhaid i chwi gael difyrwch o 'r tu allan i gylch yr 

eglwys, gofalwch ar eifodyn ddifyrwch pur ac uchel >5° (If you have to obtain 

entertainment outside the church circle, ensure that it is pure and high-minded 

entertainment), and condemned all 'uncivilised' activities, unsuitable for upright and 

respectable individuals. Indeed, there are countless examples in contemporary 

religious journals in which congregations are warned to avoid over-exertion in sport, 

although, in fairness, many fall short of denouncing it outright by, perhaps rather 

reluctantly, encouraging moderate involvement.

Since the early days of athletic competition betting and sport had enjoyed a 

close relationship, and for competitors and spectators desperate to earn an extra 

penny, it was the monetary side of matches that often proved most appealing. Under 

no circumstance did ministers condone gambling, which they believed led to 

inevitable ruin. While certain ministers attacked the actual sports indiscriminately, 

others regarded the concomitant activities rather than sports as inherently immoral. 

Alcohol and gambling were the main culprits; winning gamblers were often plied with 

liquor, and events such as prize fights were rarely held without the attendant betting. 

Horseracing's tendency to attract the unsavoury elements of 'gangsters, swindlers and 

blacklegs from all parts', 51 was deprecated in the North Wales Chronicle in February 

1866, while in January 1890, in an article in the Cambrian entitled 'A Swansea 

Clerical Football Player on the Growing Evil of Football Betting', the Reverend 

Alfred Augustus Matthews lamented the worrying gambling element prevalent among 

Christians. He cited the alarming spread of betting across all activities, whether 

horseracing, cards or billiards, or mass recreations such as football. Matthews called
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for its immediate outlawing, to prevent 'bringing about the temporal as well as eternal 

ruination of people'. 52 Interestingly enough Matthews himself played rugby for Wales 

against Scotland in 1886.53 He was educated at Llandovery College and St David's 

College, Lampeter, and was hostile not to sport but to the evil influences spreading 

within it. Gambling was blamed by the Reverend John Davies, Cadle, in 1890, for 

reducing formerly prosperous men to penniless workhouse inmates, and went as far as 

to compare Wales to Monte Carlo, so prevalent was its addiction to betting. 54 Davies 

complained that the rivalry generated by athletic competitions between towns 

negatively affected trade, a view shared by one Mr Bryce in an article in Y Gymraes 

in!896. 55

Gambling and crowd disturbances caused by ruffians had always been 

common at horse-races; even during the early nineteeth century, Wrexham's Gold 

Cup meeting, for example, attracted a worryingly unruly element, despite the presence 

of patrons from the nobility. 56 Such was his consternation at their presence, that the 

vicar of Gresford, himself not wholly against sport, warned his young sons against 

visiting the Wrexham races, on account of their unsavoury nature. Following one race 

meeting at Coed-poeth, Wrexham, 'brasses were torn from the tombs and carried 

away' from the Dissenters' burial ground in Rhos-ddu Road. Consequently, the local 

Nonconformists held meetings in reaction to the annual races, denouncing them as 'a 

source of inhuman cruelty to dumb animals, and of untold demoralisation to the town 

and district.' Despite supporters of the event claiming that these latter comments were 

'the fuhninations of perfervid pseudo-Puritans', by 1862 the races had become so 

unruly that the then vicar, the Reverend George Cunliffe, managed to get them 

stopped. They were, however, revived around 1890.57

Alcoholic beverages also proved a contentious issue for chapel members, and 

so high was excessive beer consumption during the nineteenth century that ministers 

considered it their mission to 'improve' the working classes by suppressing all 

traditional customs involving drinking. Many folk customs having been linked in 

some way to alcohol since their very beginnings, and the public house having long 

been closely linked to Welsh cultural life as a centre for recreation, either in 

organising or hosting games, the censuring ministers were faced with a tough task. 

Teetotalism rather than moderate alcohol consumption was the Nonconformist 

message and, according to temperance pioneers, I Corinthians VI, 10, was proof that 

the Bible did not condone strong drink, it stating that 'No drunkard ... shall inherit the
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Kingdom of God'. 58 It was essential that individuals should maintain a certain 

abstemiousness if they were to progress to the afterlife. The first Welsh temperance 

society was formed in Holywell in 183259 and it was there, in October 1836, that 

Reverend B. Hughes, St Asaph, travelled, purposely to hold a temperance festival 

simultaneously with the annual horseraces. 60 Banners were prepared for the event by 

Hughes and his followers, who donned temperance medals and rosettes and sang 

temperance songs. So intrigued were the locals by the processions that, despite the 

counterattraction of the racing, they stayed in the town to watch and listen to the 

sermons. The horseraces were, consequently, a failure, the gentry who had 

participated reportedly returning to the town that night in shame, realising that the 

public had supported a far better cause. So influential was this first temperance 

festival that the races were stopped, vanquished by an event which continued to be 

held every October for several years afterwards.

From the 1840s onwards temperance demonstrations were often held across 

Wales to discourage hard drinking. These featured processions and speeches by 

leading members,61 which were sometimes followed, ironically enough, by 

recreational activities, as in Merthyr in 1869 when young and old retired to the hill 

top to indulge in 'innocent games until about 8 o'clock'. 62 The influence of the 

temperance movement contributed to the passing of the Sunday Closing Act of 1881 

which prohibited the sale of alcohol on a Sunday throughout Wales. The fact that this 

act was one of the few pieces of legislation that related to Wales exclusively is a 

measure of the strength of Nonconformist feeling, and demonstrates how religion 

helped create a country which was distinctive in its attitudes from its English 

neighbours. Of those who credited sports with promoting temperance, by purportedly 

encouraging a healthy body and mind, why then, asked others, were certain football 

areas, such as Glamorgan, 'so soddened in drink?' 63 Drinking and football were, in 

fact, inseparable, for the men who followed football - 'the football parasites' - were 

customarily found in the taverns 'talking glibly of the games'.64

hi the light of concerted attempts to banish sports, it is perhaps surprising that 

they were not completely obliterated. Yet, far from disappearing without trace, sports 

in Wales continued in the face of revivalism, both in their traditional rural forms and 

following their modernising and restructuring from around the 1860s onwards. 

Although parish festivals and their related entertainment had declined in number by 

the late nineteenth century, it is difficult to determine whether or not this decrease was
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due to religious pressure. The decline might equally have taken place on account of 

the growth of an industrial society, keen to introduce new, organised leisure activities. 

After all, the ministers' campaigns against sport never appeared to have achieved 

universal support, many writers arguing against their sometimes rather narrow- 

minded views. As early as 1811, Edmund Hyde Hall commented on the 'sour spirit of 

Methodism',65 and throughout the nineteenth century and beyond, support for games 

and recreation was often voiced. Those present at the Porthmadog cricket club ball of 

1896, for instance, welcomed the fact that the former 'spirit of bitterness' 66 among 

certain chapel members toward sport had recently abated.

A continuing conflict of opinions for and against sports was prevalent 

throughout the nineteenth century, and by the final decades there appeared an 

increasing number of articles in the secular press67 querying the ideology behind the 

attacks which appeared in religious publications. By this time total support for 

Nonconformist views seems less evident, many newspaper reports and journal articles 

beginning to take a far more liberal view of sport. Perhaps this threat to 

Nonconformity's dominance was behind the more accommodating stance of some 

ministers during this period as they sought to maintain the support of their 

congregations. Whatever the reason, a decline in Nonconformity appears to have set 

in at the beginning of the twentieth century, when, following the short-lived 1904-5 

revival, many industrial workers began to lose faith in the churches as a means of 

social improvement and turned increasingly to socialism, trade unionism and political 

action. With Welsh Nonconformity firmly opposed to 'alien' movements, the gap 

between religion and the common man began to widen.

The churches were, therefore, almost forced to react, if only to keep pace with 

a changing society committed to industrialisation and the march of progress. Thus, 

church members, or at least the more enlightened, became increasingly ready to 

accept secular pursuits, such as sports, if they were undertaken in moderation. 

Religious quarters were slowly coming to terms with the potential merits of 

participation in sport, not only in strengthening the body both physically and 

mentally, but also as a healthy, outdoor recreation for those who spent most of their 

lives in dark offices or airless factories. While there were still those who totally 

opposed sports, it was unacceptable that society was dictated to by their opinions, for 

who was to say that their way was the only path to a decent life?
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Support for sports had long been evident in the local press and, no doubt, 

reflected a widespread view of their benefits. An article on sports sarcastically titled 

'The Manufacture of Wickedness', and published in a September 1875 edition of the 

Cambrian News,6* was one such example. The author responded forcefully to a recent 

meeting in Aberystwyth, held to discuss the affect of athletic sports on morals, and 

during which the speakers had denounced cricket,69 condemned wicked foot-racing, 

slated despicable wrestling and reserved their greatest wrath for the most depraved of 

all, sack-racing:

A cricket match is not, perhaps, thought to be so wicked as a foot-race, nor 
a foot-race as wrestling; but the height of evil is clearly reached in the 
sack-race. A scale showing the degrees of wickedness might be prepared, 
beginning with Sunday walks, and proceeding to swimming, football, 
rowing, cricket, boxing, jumping, foot-racing, wrestling, gradually down 
to the abandoned sack-race.70

The absurdities of such an attitude were challenged by the reporter who stressed the 

importance of keeping fit, and opined that 'it is doubtful whether even the greatest 

sticklers for a gloomy theology will dare to say that cricket and swimming are in 

opposition to the spirit of religion.' 71 The only evils connected to fundamentally 

harmless sports were the accompanying gambling and drunkenness, which he 

claimed, could just as easily be present on a Sunday school excursion, a great 

religious gathering, or an eisteddfod. Athletic participation was to be promoted, for 

what was wrong with strengthening one's body to improve its condition? The 

narrow-minded opinions upheld by the religious community were not only harmful to 

the individual but also to the popular holiday resort of Aberystwyth as a whole, where 

visitors expected to be entertained, not cautioned. Local people who did not wish to 

endure the sight of holiday-makers enjoying themselves should move elsewhere, for 

the continuing censure of these pleasurable activities was severely damaging to the 

town's reputation. Aberystwyth needed more, not less, recreation, if it was to maintain 

its appeal, for, apart from the sea, there was little else to attract people there. This 

Cardiganshire coastal resort desperately required flower gardens, walks, museums, 

reading rooms and the like,72 and if these were provided then the supposedly immoral 

sports would not be the only available option. The writer doubted whether 'there is a 

watering place of its importance in the United Kingdom where so little pains are taken 

to entertain visitors as Aberystwyth.' 73 Perhaps unsurprisingly, this stinging attack on 

the religious community provoked subsequent angry letters in the Cambrian News, 1
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complaining at the newspaper's stance regarding sports and games, and greatly 

regretting the tone of the piece and its 'libellous reflections' 75 on Christian ministers.

In order to maintain public favour, however, churches and chapels were forced 

to accept that an outright prohibition of sport and other pastimes was infeasible, and 

that a compromise was required. The answer, according to the Reverend Daniel 

Rowland of Bangor at the end of the nineteenth century,76 was for these religious 

institutions, rather than attacking all amusements indiscriminately, to distinguish 

between those that were fundamentally immoral, such as gambling, dancing and the 

theatre, and others which were quite innocent, like chess, quoits and ball-playing. 77 

While most sports were in themselves harmless enough, continued Rowland, some 

were often tainted either by their close associations with drink and gambling and their 

brutality, or their enticing of participants away from their domestic and religious 

duties. As long as such undesirable elements could be avoided, sports could happily 

be enjoyed, and life's lighter side appreciated without offending God. As stated in an 

article entitled 'Influence of Religion on Pleasures and Pastimes', which appeared in 

the Cambrian News in July 1879,78 Wales was foolishly denying itself entertainments 

so freely enjoyed in England, for there was nothing to be gained from objecting to 

such delights as cricket, football and wrestling, amongst many others. Nonconformist 

ministers should be allowed to embrace such sports, rather than be reprimanded by 

their flock and have their morality questioned if they took part or even watched. 

Perhaps the day would eventually come when Welsh Nonconformist ministers would 

'make belts of their white chokers, and take the places in elevens and teams, and 

when deacons will excel as longstops and goalkeepers'. 79 While many chapel 

members continued to dismiss innocent games as 'godless and foolish pleasures', 80 a 

growing number were beginning to accept them as harmless and even beneficial. 

During the early 1880s, the majority of the local Calvinistic Methodists supported the 

holding of the college athletic sports in Aberystwyth, endorsed by the college 

principal himself, the Reverend Thomas Charles Edwards. Even those who did not 

themselves choose to participate believed that others should be left to do so 'at 

liberty', 81 for with the principal present the event was sure to retain a certain
87

respectabilty and reasonable standards of behaviour.

Optimum fitness was increasingly adjudged an important component of the 

complete Christian, promoting, as it did, both physical and mental health, and 

ensuring that the individual was suitably alert and well-balanced for efficient learning.
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Following the autumm hurdle races at Tan-y-bwlch, Aberystwyth, in September 1883, 

in a speech at the reception in the Lion Hotel the president, Vaughan Davies, stated 

that nothing was more likely to promote the town and trade of Aberystwyth than 

entertainments similar to those held that day. To cheers of support, he also 

encouraged regattas and athletic sports and dismissed the idea that sport destroyed any 

'appetite for the important things in life'. 83 All work and no play was surely not 

conducive to a fulfilling existence and, therefore, physical exercises were vitally 

important. The Reverend Secretan Jones, of Mumbles, in June 1888 laid out his ideal 

for the youth of the day: 'I want young men to be manly. If they can, let them be 

strong and active, able to endure fatigue, with all parts of the bodily frame well 

developed, and by exercise, self control and perseverance capable of which the 

untaught, undisciplined body is unable to achieve.' 84

At the Porthmadog Cricket Club dinner in October 1892, the Reverend R. LI. 

Hughes, heartily recommended healthy, manly sports, such as cricket, which, he 

believed, benefited the mind as well as the body.85 Physical exercise was increasingly 

deemed necessary as a contrast to such occasions as prayer meetings and Bible 

classes. Concerns were, therefore, voiced in the Cambria Daily Leader^ in May 1893 

at the discouragement of boxing by staff at the Swansea YMCA gymnasium, on the 

excuse that it might cause injury. Although it was considered unsafe by some, others 

believed boxing taught the essential skill of self-defence and, like an organisation 

based on temperance lines, the Swansea Young Men's Mutual Improvement Society 

was formed to accommodate the boxing enthusiasts turned away by the YMCA. 87

Religious objections to sports remained as strong as ever in certain quarters, 

however, and forceful objections continued to appear in the press. Unable to associate 

religion with recreation in any way, Dr John Thomas, in 1889, opposed all church 

connections with games, and condemned the secularisation of the gospel. Far from 

complementing religion, Thomas attacked physical entertainment as completely alien 

to Christianity, stating in Tyst a 'r Dydd in October 1889: 'Byddai yn well genyf \veld 

yr ieuenctidyn yr eglwys danfy ngofal yn myned i ddilyn chwaraeon yn y lleoedd 

mwyafprofedigaethus, na gweld dwyn chwaraeon i gysylltiad a thy Dduw '88 (I would 

prefer to see the youth of the church under my care practising sports in the most 

disreputable places than see sports being associated in any way with God's house.) 

For Thomas and his like, it was not the church's duty to provide athletic pursuits of 

any kind. 89 Religious duties should never be neglected for sport, especially on the
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Sabbath when playing games and then retiring to the public house showed a complete 

lack of respect for the Lord's Day. Dr Thomas regarded sports as one of the drugs of 

the age and dismissed participation in them as alien to man's development. He 

recommended that the money spent on funding such recreations should be given to 

the poor and needy instead. Similarly, the Reverend D.D. Rowlands, Bangor, believed 

that games had spread like a disease, and the churches' standards should never be 

compromised by associating with such regrettable activities. 90

According to the Reverend John Davies, Cadle, in Chwaraeon Profedigaethus 

('Reprehensible Sports') (1890),91 not all sports were to be condemned, and if played 

in moderation were positively healthy. As long as sports did not adversely affect 

parish harmony or were not detrimental to the participants' health, then they should be 

encouraged. While it should be remembered that happiness and entertainment were 

essential to the well-being of all, the church should never condone those sports which 

were immoral and corrupt, such as those involving gambling. If the latter were 

continued, then social standards would slip, leading to a general decline in the 

character of the nation. One of the sports considered unsuitable by Davies was 

football, owing to the potential it posed for grave injuries and even death. With the 

pitch often resembling a battlefield by the end of a match, football was a sport to be 

treated cautiously.

The merits of rugby football were discussed in the Cambrian of November 

1890, in an article by Peter Clare entitled a 'Is Football a Valuable Enthusiasm or a 

Dangerous Frenzy?', in which he based his argument on observations made in the 

ever-busier and growing towns of Swansea and Cardiff. Certainly, most rural 

migrants into such new industrial communities would not have been surprised by the 

level of sporting violence hinted at by the article's title, as they had been well used to 

such behaviour in its rural setting.92 Folk games generally travelled with migrants to 

the new industrial settlements, and it appears that urban outlets did not necessarily 

alter their character significantly, as to cause any great cultural shift. As Gareth 

Williams has pointed out,93 the rougher elements were attracted whether sports were 

in a rural or an industrial environment. Other factors, such as a 'greater concentration 

of wealth in fewer hands, the growth of a landless proletariat, and ... a more class- 

conscious society generally',94 all contributed to a disintegration of previously close- 

knit and loyal communities, ready to stand up for their friends and neighbours. Clare 

examined the attitudes of townspeople toward the game, beginning with the author's
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train trip to a match when he was asked by a railway official 'Are you touched with 

the general madness?' The official continued: 'Going to see the football match, I 

suppose? Look here, I consider it a most brutal game, and that it ought to be 

suppressed. I would prefer any day to see a prize-fight, low as that is, than I would 

look on at a football match.' 95 Clare had heard similar views expressed the preceding 

Saturday afternoon, when, following his attendance of a match between Swansea and 

Gloucester, a fellow traveller who pitied those addicted to rough and dangerous 

football, had equally harsh words concerning football in Cardiff, where, after the 

match, supporters tended to congregate at public-houses and restaurants. For them the 

game was 'a species of mania',96 associated with gambling, drunkenness and 

debauchery, and promoting bad language. So great were its perils that players had 

been known to die from their injuries, while spectators often caught fatal colds from 

standing about in wet grass. Supporters were also susceptible to injuring their 

stomachs from too much hard drinking, and their minds were corrupted by the 'foul 

language which streams forth from the mouths of some of the observers'. 97 There was 

no doubting, however, that football had its advantages. These included enhancing 

physical fitness and general endurance, promoting healthy rivalry and a strong 

competitive spirit and learning how to deal equally graciously with victory or defeat. 

The game also drew participants away from the lure of the tavern. Let these qualities 

continue to flourish, concluded Clare, and away with all football's associated evil 

elements.

By the dawning of the twentieth century a greater toleration and acceptance of 

games was generally apparent, as was a strong decline in the influence of 

Nonconformity. 98 Nonetheless, conflicting opinions still existed regarding the worth 

and relevance of games and sports and, consequently, numerous articles were 

published in the religious press and local newspapers debating this burning issue. 

Although a more enlightened view represented a great step forward in the general 

discussion on religion and games, a continuing concern was apparent among many 

religious leaders that games created a 'ysgamder a chellwair eithafol' 99 ('an extreme 

lightness of mind') and were anathema to the participant's spiritual life. What good 

such puritanical opinions did for the people of Wales, however, was a contentious 

issue, it was argued, for without entertainment and physical release how was 

happiness to be attained? Surely ministers must allow recreations for the health of 

their parishioners, rather than deny them innocent amusements like theatre, dancing
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and football? So incensed was a correspondent of the Rhondda Leader QQ by certain 

narrow-minded religious views that he called for the promotion of 'rational 

recreation', namely the holding of organised sports, particularly among the lower 

classes, to help create a healthy, disciplined and moral work-force. In 1900 the 

Reverend H. Elwyn Thomas published a booklet examining the positive link between 

Christianity and sports entitled Pulpit Talks to Young People m Thomas regarded 

recreation in itself as beneficial, for through it 'tired limbs, or spent nerves, or wearied 

brain, or strained emotion, [it also promoted] refreshment and renewal or power.' 102 

Man was made to work and play, and sports and recreations acted 'like cooling 

showers upon the dusty roads of life to lay the dust, and to make them easier for 

pilgrims to travel'. 103 Rather than censure recreation, religionists should encourage 

them, for, urged Thomas, sports, in moderation, were necessary for a full and rounded 

life, with playing sometimes as worthwhile as praying. As long as sports did not fall 

into Satan's hands, thus stripping them of their Christianity and turning them into evil, 

then they were to be welcomed. Thus, some Nonconformist ministers felt able to 

support certain elements of rural, and later organised, sporting activities, and they 

were even known to rejoice in national sporting success.

A positive, yet cautious, message regarding sport appeared in an article by Ap 

lorwerth, in Y Dysgedydd, which argued that with the chapel possessing an important 

role in forming the nation's character, it should encourage all sports which were 

innocent and legal, as long as they were not practised to extremes. 104 What exactly 

these sports are, however, is never divulged. The author devoted so much attention to 

justifying moderate participation in games and warning against the perils of excessive 

involvement that he neglected to stipulate the type of activities that he believed 

suitable. Interestingly enough, the only occasion he mentioned a particular sport 

directly was when discussing brutality and aggressiveness. Football, the game in 

question, should be avoided at all costs on account of its savage nature, it having 

already been responsible for the loss of many lives. He also cited the uncivilised 

nature of the games of previous generations, that is, the country's rural pursuits, 

which, he claimed, were successfully obliterated by the church. The author, rather 

reluctantly, it seems, stressed the benefits of, presumably, organised sports, in 

strengthening and rejuvenating the body. In order to avoid their destroying and 

poisoning the body, however, they should not be overdone. According to Ap 

lorwerth:
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Yr ydym yn gweld dynion ieuanc yn llosgi allan lamp bywyd yn gyflym 
wrth ymroddi i bleserau - y maent yn heneiddio cyn pryd, ac yn disgyn i'r 
bedd yn anamserol. Y maent yn camddefnyddio pleser, ac y mae pleser fel 
bwystfil rheibus yn troi arnynt ac yn llarpio yn ddamau. 105

(We see young men quickly burning out the lamp of life as they indulge in 
pleasures - they age and die before their time. They misuse pleasure, and 
pleasure is like a rapacious beast turning on them and mauling them to 
pieces.)

As a reflection of the widespread popularity of organised sports at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, a whole booklet was dedicated to sport and the 

church in 1902 which, although printed in England, was presumably written by a 

Welshman, for it frequently referred to Wales. Spirit and Sports: Church and Cheer 

by E.W. Davies encapsulated the continuing dilemma in religious quarters over 

how much support sport should be afforded, as the author considered the Church's 

attitude toward contemporary recreations and the relative merits of a variety of 

athletic activities. With sports so prominent that they threatened to dominate society, 

it was essential for the Church to express an opinion on recreations which, if practised 

in moderation, were healthy and beneficial, but if taken to extremes, left no 

opportunity for prayer and worship. Davies claimed that athletics provided a welcome 

relief from daily work, and had recently increased in popularity owing to shortened 

work hours, the increase in wages, the growth of education, and the intensity of 

modern life and its conditions.

According to Davies, the social worth of sport varied between activities, and 

he singled out the bicycle for particular praise. Its ability to transport riders from the 

smoke of the city into the fresh country air was commendable and, as long as cycling 

was kept to a sensible level, nothing could be better for a well-balanced life. Other 

beneficial activities included quoits, gymnastics, swimming, boating and golfing, as 

well as lawn tennis, in which the presence of 'virtuous ladies' helped keep the game 

respectable. Some sports, on the other hand, were to be avoided, such as the 

'inhuman' prize-fighting, the author citing three cases of the recent death of 

competitors in south Wales. He then commented, rather cynically, on those who 

believed that there was:

nothing downright wicked in knocking a human frame to pulp, and 
making the human face divine an irrecognisable mass of torn flesh and 
broken bones. The blood streams, and the loser pants for breath; the poor
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unfortunate is wan and pale, and sinks gradually out of his pains to the 
arms of welcolmed death; and yet, all is right; because, forsooth, it is 
under the "Queensbury Rules". 107

The barbaric working-class diversions of pigeon-shooting, cock-fighting and rabbit- 

coursing were also attacked. It is noticeable, however, that the equally brutal shooting 

and hunting of the upper classes were described as 'healthy' recreations. Any sports 

involving gambling and drinking were frowned upon by Davies, who narrated a story 

of how the Reverend Dr John Jenkins interrupted a fight at Cefn Hengoed by asking 

the competitors: 'Do you think that the wise Creator gave you those fine limbs to 

punish one another in a cruel fight?' So ashamed were the participants that they shook 

hands and hurried home. 108

With publications such as E.W. Davies's available in England and Wales, it 

was not totally unexpected, therefore, for the religious attitudes towards sports in 

Wales to be discussed across the border. In November 1904, during the last great 

Welsh revival, an article in the Cambria Daily Leader entitled 'Revivalism and 

Football' 109 quoted one Raymond Braithwaite from the Daily Mail who considered 

the damaging effects on Wales should games such as football be relinquished by the 

masses. According to Braithwaite: 'If plucky little Wales abandons the superb 

heroism of the football field ... the outlook before her is black indeed ... Football 

restrains emotion, revivalism lets it loose in overwhelming flood. ... All right minded 

people will join with me in hope that this outburst of religionism in Wales will die 

down before it has had time to sow the seeds of national decadence.' 110 It may be 

observed that the game's roles have since been reversed, as football is now seen 

primarily as an entertainment, emotionally involving both participants and spectators. 

There is no denying that one of the most marked successes of the 1904-05 revival 

was, in the short term at least, the readiness in which pleasurable pastimes were 

abandoned in place of spiritual devotion. 111 On 10 December 1904, a football match 

at Tywyn, Meirionethshire, was cancelled on account of 'one of the teams stating that 

they were about to burn their football, and advising the other team to do likewise', 112 

while in February 1905 one chapel-goer publicly held up a piece of paper with 

'GAMBLER' written on it, stating that 'Judas received thirty pieces of silver. I 

backed the winner of the Derby and received thirty-one. God help me, I have done 

with it.' 113
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Braithwaite and the like need not have worried however, for whereas 

revivalism was once seen as the saviour of the Welsh nation, by the turn of the 

twentieth century it was sport which was truly capturing the people's imagination. 

Although Nonconformity continued to hold on, albeit in a less stringent manner, the 

notion that a life dedicated entirely to God was the only real choice was ultimately 

rejected. Welsh pride and identity began to be reasserted through other outlets, with 

sport, even in rural Wales, an increasingly powerful cultural force, as the 

contemporary religious journals and popular press of the time were quick to 

recognise.
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Chapter 6 Sport and the Press:
Writing and Reacting to Sport in the Nineteenth Century

In view of the scores of newspapers and journals currently produced in Wales, it is 
difficult to imagine a society bereft of such publications. Tlysau yr Hen Oesoedd 
('Jewels of Ancient Times'), printed in Holyhead in 1735 by the scholar, poet and 
cartographer Lewis Morris, was intended to be the first Welsh periodical, but despite 
its lighthearted selection of poetry and prose, failed to stretch to a second issue. This 
faltering start continued with further short-lived Welsh periodicals appearing from the 
1770s to the end of the century, which devoted most of their attention to religion and 
antiquarianism. The first English-language newspaper to be published in Wales was 
the Cambrian (Swansea) in 1804 (a successful organ which ran until 1930), followed 
by the North Wales Chronicle in 1807, and the Carmarthen Journal in 1810. hi 1814, 
Seren Corner marked the earliest paper in the Welsh language, and like the Welsh 
periodicals, was also profoundly affected by the series of religious revivals which 
swept across the country between 1735 and 1904 and undoubtedly coloured the 

population's attitudes. 1

Certain topics bore the brunt of journalistic wrath, with allegedly futile and 
evil secular diversions, such as sport, proving particularly contentious. Sport 
occasionally featured in the broadsheet ballads, another early foray into the printing 
world, which appeared in their hundreds from the seventeenth century onwards. These 
narrative poems, often with the tune supplied, covered topical events, and until at least 
the end of the nineteenth century, the balladeer was an important figure at fairs and 
markets, where he entertained audiences with his simple, yet informative, 
compositions. Even when daily newspapers became generally available, the largely 
illiterate older generation depended on ballad singers for the latest news. Thanks to 
the efforts of the Sunday School Movement from the late eighteenth century onwards, 
and the implementation of several education acts during the nineteenth century, an 
increasingly large proportion of the common people were taught to read. Advances in 
education leading to a greater demand for reading matter, coupled with the abolition 
of government taxes on advertisements and the stamp duty on newspapers in 1853 

and 1855 respectively, resulted in a significant growth in the number of Welsh 

periodicals and newspapers.
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By the 1860s journalism in Wales had become a profession, yet, at this time, 

few, if any, newspapers employed specialist reporters. 2 Sporting events received a 

limited coverage, reports primarily concentrating on upper-class activities such as 

hunting. The Welsh-language press was particularly wary of the social merits of 

physical recreations, and missed no opportunity to voice its concerns. There was no 

stopping the expansion of organised sport, however, and its spread from the 1870s led 

to a corresponding growth of sports journalism. This was the period when 

standardised spectator sports were established, and with the newspapers designed to 

inform the nation about current events, greater coverage was dedicated to team games 

as matches began to be arranged on a more regular basis. Although England's first 

purely sporting publication, the weekly Bell's Life, was published as early as 1822, 

Wales continued to rely solely on its newspapers for sporting information as the 

nineteenth century progressed. Until the last quarter of the century, newspapers in 

Wales generally devoted only a modest amount of space to sport, though it was a time 

when numerous specialist sports weeklies began to appear in England, which enabled 

athletes and spectators to keep abreast of their favourite athletic pursuits. Prior to the 

emergence of telephone reporting from the late 1880s, reporters sent most of their 

sports news by telegram, and not until the latter part of the century did press-boxes 

start to appear on English football and cricket grounds, giving reporters a better view 

of the action. 3 Editors soon realised that sports coverage increased readership, and as 

sport became influential in selling newspapers, so the press aided its development by 

providing free publicity and advertising. In Wales, the establishment of team games, 

such as rugby and football, along with the cycling boom of the 1890s, generally 

contributed to a larger diversity of reporting and a more enlightened attitude toward 

physical fitness. As the editor of the South Wales Daily Post stated in October 1893:

Someone wisely said that a nation was known by its sports. ... Until recent 
years Welshmen showed a lamentable want of interest... A too-rigid 
Protestantism and, during the last sixty years, the Eisteddfod and the 
pulpit, by diverting the attention of our youths to poetry, music and 
theology, drove all our native amusements before them. Now, however, 
the tide of athletics is setting in again.

As indicated previously (p. 16), between 1869 and 1914 the proportion of 

sporting coverage in the Western Mail and in the South Wales Daily News increased

135



by seven hundred percent. This demonstrated a growing awareness by the press of 

specific interest groups, and that it was profitable to target certain audiences in order 

to improve readership numbers.5 With such a marked rise in sports reporting during 

the nineteenth century, it is rather surprising that Aled Jones's otherwise excellent 

volume tracing the history of journalism in Wales6 includes only passing references to 

sport. Although acknowledging that the correspondents' remit was considerably 

broader than religious and political issues (topics that he covers in detail), the author 

fails to elaborate on the 'diversity of human interests' covered in print by neglecting a 

detailed discussion on recreations and entertainment. Jones's only nod to sport is in 

relation to the Welsh-language press, which, in 1900, agreed in 'eschewing news 

about horse-racing and in devoting but little of their space to games of any kind.' 7

Sports coverage, whether match reports or social comment, brought games to 

the attention of readers, perhaps for the very first time, and aided the spread of 

recreations across society. Whatever the personal opinion of newspaper editors 

concerning sport, it was in their interest to cover occasions largely enjoyed and 

supported by the public. Amid the limited earliest reports there appears to have 

existed a genuine enthusiasm, as in that describing the Cardiganshire Sports, held at 

Cwmhwyar Downs, Llandysul, in 1814. According to the North Wales Gazette some 

five thousand spectators, including a long line of dignitaries, turned out to witness the
n

'delightful... inoffensive gymnastic equestrian and pedestrian feats', and the paper 

was keen to underline the event's success. Yearning to become better acquainted with 

the female competitors, the reporter was captivated by their 'blooming faces' and the 

way they ran 'lively as the bounding doe'. 9 Male newspaper reporters revelled in 

discussing women athletes, and appeared to take great pleasure in describing their 

physical attributes. In August 1816 the Carmarthen Journal referred to the numerous 

'cherry-cheeked damsels' who had entered the annual races and gymnastic sports at 

Stackpole Court, Pembrokeshire, which were watched by a large and 'fashionable' 

assemblage of spectators.

Judging by the tone of many reports, newspaper editors frequently appear 

morally bound to inform and educate their readership, which, thanks to the growth in 

literacy and improved schooling as the nineteenth century progressed, comprised an 

increasingly widespread audience from all social classes. This sense of ethical 

obligation is often combined with religious overtones, and with their highly critical 

opinions usually reserved for secular activities such as games and recreations, the
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views of journalists could be extremely influential. According to the Cambrian in 

December 1815, papers were obliged to promote 'the moral interests of the country', 

and, thus, should specify 'what are intended as examples and what as warnings, what 

are proposed for our imitation and what for us to avoid.' 1} Readers would 

subsequently be made aware which activities were respectable and suitable for 

general participation, and which were to be shunned. An example was then cited of a 

pedestrian walker in Blackheath, south-east London, who had attempted to walk thirty 

miles daily:

That matter being concluded, or rather interrupted, it was reasonable to 
suppose that we should hear no more on the subject, but, as if these reports 
had been made for our imitation, a whole race offifty-mile-a-day men have 
arisen, and soon every county will have to boast of its pedestrian 
champion. What before was the disease of an individual is now become an 
epidemic, and where it will end I know not. 12

It was vital, continued the writer, that rather than condoning athletic challenges, 

newspapers should clearly state the foolhardiness in undertaking such absurd and 

damaging activities.

Nineteenth-century newspaper reports tended to be written by educated men, 

whose attitudes to sport invariably depended on the social class participating. 

Whereas the recreations of the gentry were usually praised wholeheartedly, sports for 

the masses were more likely to be criticized or undermined, hi what amounts to pure 

contradiction, correspondents freely disparaged the lower classes for indulging in 

unpleasant recreations, such as cock-fighting or bull-baiting, while remaining only too 

happy to support the blood sports enjoyed by the elite. Gentry-linked animal sports 

were consistently popular with many journalists, who were unable to resist an 

exclusive gathering featuring a day's hunting or shooting. Sports journalists of gentry 

stock emerged during the 1820s, with none more renowned than Charles James 

Apperley, (1778-1843), better known as 'Nimrod', who was bom at Plas-gronow, 

near Wrexham. The second son of the travelling tutor to Sir Watkin Williams Wynn, 

of the Wynnstay estate, near Rhiwabon, Powys, Apperley hunted from an early age, 

and retained this interest while a pupil at Rugby School. On leaving school, Apperley 

joined the Wynn family yeomanry, and following his marriage to one of Wynn's 

daughters, enjoyed a comfortable existence until financial losses in farming and 

horse-breeding resulted in near bankruptcy. In order to scrape some money together, 

Apperley took up journalism and in 1822 was employed by the Sporting Magazine to
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report on hunting. As it was not then considered proper for gentlemen to contribute to 

such a journal, Apperley adopted his nom deplume before spending eight years 

travelling around Wales commenting on all the leading hunts. 13 Nimrod knew his 

subject thoroughly and his lively style helped double the magazine's circulation.

Crowds loved nothing more than savage blood sports, yet although cruelty to 

animals was a recurring issue during the nineteenth century, 14 with the occasional 

exception, journalists tended to ignore such barbarity. Despite the widespread 

prohibition of cockfighting in 1849, other brutal recreations, such as fox-hunting, 

continued unopposed. Correspondents revelled in good-quality animal sports, and 

were sometimes snobbish and disparaging in the extreme toward participants and 

spectators alike if they failed to reach certain standards. A writer for the Carnarvon 

and Denbigh Herald described those present at a fox hunt at Snowdon in June 1837, 

as a 'motley collection of characters of all sorts and sizes - lawyers, lawyers' clerks, 

bumbailiffs, self-dubbed captains, and others, constituting the lazy portion of the 

community'. 15 The anticipation of a new hunting season engendered great excitement 

in a Carmarthen Journal correspondent in November 1844, as he anticipated the 

'fresh cheek, merry heart, and gay voice, shouting Tally-ho! Tally-ho! ' 16 associated 

with the local meet. Hunting, he enthused, hugely benefited the town, and should be 

applauded by farmers and landowners for forging new friendships, good fellowship, 

health and humour. Meets continued through the winter months, thereby lifting one's 

spirits during a season which could so easily become bleak and depressing. The dire 

prospect of a winter without hunting was also considered in February 1848 by the 

Pembrokeshire Herald, which eagerly awaited the forthcoming Carmarthenshire Hunt 

Week and Steeplechases, not least to 'infuse some life and spirit into one of the 

dullest of the dull towns in the United Kingdom'. 17 All social classes attended the 

Castle Martin Steeple Chase of March 1848, at which, according to the Herald, the 

ladies who 'graced the field on horseback' added 'not a little, by their sweet smiles, to 

the pleasures of the day.' 18 Interestingly enough, the spectators were said to have got 

along well with each other, from the wealthy aristocrats to the poorest in the locality. 

In reality, it is doubtful whether the classes would have mixed from choice.

Archery meetings proved a favourite with correspondents, for not only did 

they attract the cream of society, both male and female, they also offered the chance 

to admire the ladies' finery. At a bow meeting at Pen-y-lan, near Overton-on-Dee, 

Flintshire, in September 1829, the North Wales Chronicle praised the shooting quality
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of the women competitors, and noted how they stole the heart of many of the youths 

present. 19 When the Royal British Bowmen met at a Denbigh mansion in 1834, the 

ladies were so adept in the use of the 'winged shaft' that any gentlemen who 'dare 

attend such dangerous archery [should] ... take care of their hearts.' 20 During the mid- 

nineteenth century a succession of detailed archery reports appeared in the Cambrian, 

relating primarily to the Glamorgan Archery Society, and often employing 

exaggerated language to emphasise the beneficial effect on all competitors. 21

Despite the occasional condemnation of sport, especially in relation to the 

lower classes, the benefits of participation to overall health and fitness were realised 

quite early on by the press. By about the 1840s, the idea of sport as a means to 

improving oneself was given frequent currency in sports reporting. In May 1840 

'manly sports' (or those enjoyed by the wealthier members of society), were extolled 

by the Monmouthshire Advertiser, for what could offer 'better opportunities for the 

exercise we speak of than the pleasures of a boat; a glorious pull for some half dozen 

miles, a return home, and a sound night's rest?' 22 Such exhilarating activity, and the 

inhaling of fresh air, was far more satisfying than staying indoors, especially if one 

had already spent the working day in an office filled with tobacco smoke. The best 

way to successfully dispel the tension of work was to escape outdoors, and to take 

part in such healthful activities as sailing, bowling, or archery. According to the 

Carmarthen Journal in July 1846, physical recreation strengthened and enhanced the 

human frame, by maintaining bodily functions and promoting good humour. The 

reporter emphasised the game's beneficial nature by dubbing it 'health's favourite 

child and joy's adopted son'. 23 Sport was occasionally referred to in the Welsh 

ballads which survive from the 1840s, such as those which praise the racing successes 

of the pedestrian John Davies. These only mention the fame accorded to the winning 

athletes, however, rather than any physical benefits which might be achieved through 

athletic participation.24

Involvement in a variety of sports was recommended by the Monmouthshire 

Beacon in October 1850, in order to 'healthfully excite ... all the organic functions of 

the system' 25 and to lead a long and fulfilling life. Advanced age was no obstacle, and 

in a report using politically incorrect language, the Carmarthen Journal 

correspondent cheered 'Go it, cripples' when describing a foot-race on Hirwaun 

Common, Aberdare, in 1854, between two veterans aged 64 and 62. Several hundred 

spectators assembled, and if the paper is to be believed, the tortoise-like competitors
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took twenty-five minutes to complete 600 yards.26 The more often outdoor 

amusements were enjoyed, it was argued, the less likely people would resort to the 

theatre or tavern, and nothing was more conducive to health than gentle exercise and 

country air. Towns possessing sports facilities, such as gymnasiums, generated well- 

toned, strong and robust youths, who preferred to exercise their bodies than visit 

alehouses. More public playing fields were required, for adequate space to enjoy 

various recreations undoubtedly improved general well-being. The extent to which 

practising sport remained rooted in social class was underlined by the Wrexham 

Advertiser, in June 1857, when it lamented a general lack of opportunities for 

recreations like fives and quoits, for 'we are only sorry that such games are not 

provided for the mechanics and labouring portion of the townspeople'. 27 hi May 1858 

the Star ofGwent included details of Aberdare's recent rustic-sports day, along with 

a lengthy poem rich with religious overtones condemning the participation of women 

and stressing that the path to heaven could never be found through a running race. The 

very existence of such a sports day in a town so central to Welsh industrial 

development is interesting in itself, confirming that rural sports continued in an urban 

setting despite the various social transformations that were taking place around 
them.28

Sports enjoyed or promoted by the gentry continued to guarantee their high 

standing and respect in the newspapers well into the 1850s and beyond. As mentioned 

earlier (p. 13 7), the reporters' frequent questioning of the moral values of sport for the 

masses, while positively encouraging gentry pursuits, such as chasing or and killing 

animals, demonstrated a blatant class bias, and emphasised a wide gulf between the 

social groups. In September 1857, the Carnarvon and Denbigh Herald editor frowned 

upon the 'loose, low and debasing character' of the Holyhead public sports and their 

'immoral tendency' 29 - comments which would never have been applied to the 

recreations of the elite. The correspondent did acknowledge, however, that what 

appeared vulgar to certain sections of the community, him included, might be entirely 

acceptable to others. It was, he conceded, difficult to judge lower-class amusements 

when not oneself coming from the same background. Similarly, the Star ofGwent, in 

September 1857, contrasted the 'humanizing' outdoor recreation of the upper classes, 

serving to 'invigorate the body and exhilarate the mind', with the physically 

'brutalising' and mentally 'enervating' activities of the masses. 30 To demonstrate his 

point, the author cited a recent prizefight at Newport, which was held before a crowd
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of spectators at the Sunderland Inn. Despite a shilling-and-sixpence entrance fee, the 

tavern was full, and the motley group present swore and cursed shamelessly. After a 

long wait, Johnny Broom, one of the pugilists, appeared, only to refuse to fight, 

claiming he was unwell. Unsurprisingly, the crowd were extremely disgruntled and 

vented their feelings by rioting. 31 Fighting and rowdiness did nothing to help the 

cause of lower-class pastimes and were all too evident during the nineteenth century. 

Some quarters blamed the press for encouraging the social evil of gambling, on 

account of its invariable (and indeed corrupt) presence at the sports matches reported.

It is clear, therefore, that noticably contrasting language and terminology is 

evident in the nineteenth-century press between respective descriptions of gentry and 

mass sports. A typically derogative tone is present in a report in the Merthyr Express32 

in 1868, in which a fatal prize fight at Clwydyfagwyr, Merthyr Tydfil, was described 

as 'one of those brutal displays which the lowest grade of humanity honours with the 

appellation of "the noble art of self-defence", and we regret to say that a man's life 

was sacrificed to gratify the vicious tastes of a mob whose whole existence may be 

summed up in the words drink and violence.' In comparison, when the 

Glamorganshire Archery Club met at Dunraven Castle, near Llantwit Major, in 

August 1858, the respectability and charm of the whole occasion is evident in the 

Star ofGwent's report regarding the specially erected marquee and the presence of 

two bands.33 The club's final Grand Bow Meeting of the season took place in 

'delightful' weather at Singleton, the residence of Mrs J.H. Vivian, and the sport 

which ensued was 'worthy of the days of chivalry'. 34 Meanwhile, at the annual stag- 

hunt at Welshpool in November 1860, the earl of Powys provided a 'splendid buck', 

and, rather than frown on the cruelty of the event, the North Wales Chronicle lauded 

its 'absorbing interest' and ability to 'restore health and strength and ... impart 

animation to the human frame'. Hunting enabled one to discard personal concerns and 

anxieties and to recapture one's youth with a cry of 'Tally-ho'. Welshpool was to be 

applauded for offering such decent recreation, claimed the reporter, and, with it, the 

opportunities for socialising and inheriting 'qualities which citizens like to see in an 

English yeoman' [!]. 35 In July 1861 the Chronicle reported on the distinguished set of 

gentlemen who formed the Holyhead hunting party, featuring Lord Hill's otter 

hounds. Many sports lovers attended the meet, and the reporter showed no hint of 

disgust at the cruelty to the animals involved. 36 According to a Chronicle
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correspondent, the following year, a conversation in south Wales had, allegedly, gone 

thus:

'Where, my lad, do you go on a Sunday?' To chapel, Sir'. 'But why don't 
you go to church?' Tis the religion of great folks, Sir'. 'My advice to 
Churchmen and Dissenters' advised the reporter: 'Do good, but let the 
hunting field be the pleasure resort of 'great folks'.37

Although the gentry zealously guarded the exclusivity of their sports, interestingly, a 

reporter for the Brecon Journal in May 1861 advised the young men of Brecon to 

shake off their laziness and to swap the public house and turkish bath for a game of 

cricket, for if the latter was good enough for the 'very highest in the land', then it was 

also suitable for the masses. 38

Just as the language used by reporters differed depending on the sports 

covered, so it often softened to the point of sentimentality when discussing women 

athletes. At an archery meeting reported by the Wrexham Advertiser in August 1862, 

the hosts took great care to ensure the comfort of the guests, and the targets were 

placed at a sixty-yard range on the lawn in front of the hall. 'It was a pleasure to 

observe', commented the Advertiser, 'that the ladies who entered into the competition 

generally proved themselves better shots than the gentlemen.' 39 The reporter also 

admired the female archers at the Royal British Bowmen meeting at Gwersyllt Hall, 

Denbighshire, in August 1863, for when bowshooting received the attention of the 

fairer sex, 'it becomes doubly interesting', hi July 1866 the Merthyr Telegraph 

called for the organisation of a 'really respectable series of weekly athletic sports', 

ideally supported by the upper classes and attended by the ladies, who would be able 

to watch with an 'approving smile, without having their nice sense of propriety 

shocked, or even ruffled'.41

By the 1860s and 1870s even titles professing not to be particularly concerned 

with sport had begun to devote columns of text to the subject, whether encouraging or 

critical. Rural sports were, by this time, increasingly overshadowed by organised 

entertainment and reporters often appear keen to ignore traditional versions of sports 

for the sake of more modern variations. Rather surprising, therefore, is the Merthyr 

Telegraph's claim in April 1865 that the bloodthirsty rural sport of pugilism was 

'highly intellectual and refined', 42 especially when, a year later, the Aberystwyth 

Observer reported the recent death of a boxer in a London ring. The Observer's editor
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supported the verdict of manslaughter passed on the dead man's opponent, but 

queried the reasoning behind a shameful recreation in which two lives were risked 

during every bout. Such contests were 'more savage, more degrading and brutalizing 

than Rome exhibited at her lowest stage of decadence' and should be illegalised, the 

paper declared.43 In an uncharacteristic attack on the moneyed classes, a letter 

published in the Aberystwyth Observer in May 1865 commented on the castigation of 

cockfighting, while cruel upper-class sports passed unnoticed. The hunting of a 

timorous hare by a pack of fifteen hounds, until it either fainted or died, was 

considered highly dubious, as was the hare's subsequent demise, which was often 

accompanied by a shrill scream, rather like a human voice. With all creatures equally 

feeling of pain, how could a hare's death be distinguished from that of a cockerel? 

One activity which straddled the sporting transition from rural to industrial, 

and which also attracted considerable press attention, especially in south Wales, was 

pedestrianism. This precursor of amateur athletics was open to all social classes, and 

reached the zenith of its popularity in the principality during the mid-nineteenth 

century. Athletic success led to increased social renown, and for working-class 

citizens not lucky enough to receive gentry patronage, pedestrianism offered a rare 

opportunity to achieve fame and fortune, owing to the large sums of money staked on 

race results. The feats of an English champion pedestrian, nicknamed the 'London 

Sailor Boy' and capable of running 'as fast as his shadow', were covered by the North 

Wales Chronicle in July 1862. Set to star in the forthcoming Cricieth and Ffestiniog 

fairs, the prestigious athlete had previously appeared at the Commercial Inn, 

Porthmadog, when he had drawn a larger crowd than the great triennial gathering of 

the Calvinistic Methodists. This previous visit had thrown the town into a 'perfect 

frenzy of delightful expectation':

Staid widows left their washing tubs with the youngest child in their arms 
and ran full speed to the Commercial; grave deacons of chapels were seen 
stealthily going to the spot in order to discountenance by their presence, I 
presume, such carnal and frivolous proceedings, and even respectable 
tradesmen with their heads teeming with visions of 'profit and loss', 
managed to be just passing by at the time, and wanted to know all about it, 
and what was 'going on'

The reporter colourfully refers to the disapproval of the deacons, as spectators were 

subsequently treated to an 'ugly' showing, for there had never been a more ungainly 

looking walker. Despite his unusual technique, the Sailor Boy completed a distance of
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two miles in thirteen-and-a-half minutes, although the accuracy of the course distance 

was questioned. Once the collecting saucer appeared, for his efforts to be financially 

rewarded, the spectators dispersed extraordinarily quickly. Other unusual events 

included trundling wheelbarrows, gathering potatoes, hopping and walking 

backwards. Wheelbarrow races and the undescribed, intriguing sounding treacle- 

steeping roll competitions were included at a sports day in Beaumaris, Anglesey, in 

January, 1842, to honour the birth of the prince of Wales. Taking place on the green, 

the event also offered prizes for greasy-pole climbing (some boys filling their pockets 

to rub sand and chalk over the pole, but to no avail), and picking up by the mouth ten 

shillings placed in a tray of flour.46

A mixture of rural and urban sports were competed for at the Grand Olympic 

Festival, organised by the Athletic Society of Great Britain, which was held at 

Llandudno, between 25 and 28 June, 1866. The event took place in a field near the 

town centre and was covered enthusiastically by the North Wales Chronicle, which 

listed participants in full and provided lengthy descriptions of the competitions. 

Designed to promote athletic and manly exercises, it was one of a series of six such 

festivals; the other five taking place annually in Liverpool from 1861 to 1865 and 

again in 1867. The diversity of sports on offer, open to gentlemen amateurs alone, 

included swimming, running, pole-leaping, boxing and Indian club exercises, as well 

as a sailing contest from Liverpool to Llandudno to end the proceedings. Seventy- 

seven medals were awarded in total, with one special gold medal presented to the 

individual who had demonstrated the greatest athletic proficiency during the course of 

the four days.47 A similar enthusiastic relish for sporting pursuits was shown in the 

Carmarthen Weekly Reporter in 1868, when a correspondent praised profusely one 

Adams, champion velocipedist of England. Steering his contraption through the 

Carmarthen streets, Adams demonstrated great skill and dexterity, with each 

accomplishment so controlled and effortless. 'With one leg in the air behind him, he 

propels the bicycle with the other; then jumps off and leaps on again side-saddlewise; 

then off again, and vaults into his saddle, the bicycle meanwhile being in motion', 

marvelled the reporter, evidently impressed by such ability. 48

The new organised sports were stimulated especially by the rise of the middle 

classes, and as the importance of the gentry dwindled, so did their sporting influence. 

Despite this decline, certain events, such as hunting and the primarily upper-class 

horse-racing, remained popular. In 1867, the Swansea Journal cited the Daily
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Telegraph turf correspondent, Hotspur, who had contrasted the behaviour of the 

gentry and the masses at the Carmarthen Steeplechases. Rather ungraciously branding 

Carmarthen as 'remote, unfriended, melancholy' and 'slow', and 'a very difficult 

place to exist in from Monday until the expiration of the "Hunt Week'",49 Hotspur 

dismissed the meeting as rather primitive, for although the local elite indulged in the 

customary balls, dinner parties and general socialising, the lower orders only 

overdosed on whisky and other alcoholic beverages. This opinion was supported by 

the Journal, for despite the presence of the 'principal gentry of Carmarthenshire', the 

majority of those participating:

apparently enjoy steeplechasing immensely, as they tear about in the 

wildest manner, and shout indescribably in their own vernacular during 

the progress of each encounter. Their chief felicity, however, evidently 

consists in getting miserably drunk; and they leave the course with dazed 

eyes, stolidly staggering and sulkily inebriated. 50

The profile of games played by the lower classes was greatly raised if a 

worthy member of society showed his/her support in print. A letter from the 

gentleman sports enthusiast John Graham Chambers (1843-1883) of Hafod, near 

Aberystwyth, to the Aberystwyth Observer in 1864 represented the county's middle 

and working classes, and stressed the need for regular athletic sports in the area. 51 

Through such correspondence, Chambers hoped to garner local help in order to 

arrange such events, and, thus, promote healthy participation. Chambers was born in 

Llanelli and educated at Eton and Cambridge, where he became an avid organiser of 

sporting events. His boundless enthusiasm for sport saw him help found the Amateur 

Athletic Club (later Association) in 1866, draft boxing's Queensbury Rules in 1867, 

stage the F.A.Cup Final, and also institute championships for billiards, boxing, 

cycling, wrestling and athletics. 52 The case for local sport was also aided by the 

presentation of athletic equipment to parishes by eminent local individuals. As 

reported in the North Wales Chronicle, in January 1869, the Honourable C.H. Wynn 

donated a football by one of the best London makers to the Bangor team, thus 

encouraging the game and promoting it among common folk.

Respected academic institutions were equally important in spreading the cause 

of sport. During a lecture at the Royal Institute of South Wales, Swansea, in 1886, 

entitled 'Cricket and Kindred Sports: Their History and Influence', a letter from the 

squire of Penlle'r-gaer, Mr (later Sir) John Llewelyn, was read, which sang the praises
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of cricket, football and other athletic sports which helped shape the national character 

of 'hardiness and independence'. All persons should strive for physical fitness, and 

the younger generations should be encouraged to participate, for sports inculcated 

temperance, discipline and good temper, which were essential attributes for the 

smooth running of society. It was heartening to note, stated the correspondent, that 

sports were now being held regularly; 'and who shall say the popularity of our sons' 

performances is on the wane when we see such numbers coming to witness a Saturday 

afternoon's matches between any of our larger towns. Long may it continue'.

Women remained a talking point, and usually not for their athletic capabilities. 

In 1868 a Swansea Journal correspondent fell for the women who witnessed the 

Mumbles Athletic Sports from their carriages, their 'recognising nod, or tiny 

handkerchief waved in admiration, [being] prize enough to endure for a lifetime, and 

fires the recipient's heart with the noblest ambition'. 55 In July 1869 the Star ofGwent 

reporter covering the Newport Regatta, excitedly spoke of the ladies who were 

'gradually ripening into nautical proclivities. Their pretty lips ... are becoming 

seductively eloquent in their advocacy of the regatta'. They even demonstrated an 

'irresistible power of sorcery' in winning 'coin from reluctant purses'. 56 One of the 

main attractions offered by Aberyswyth roller skating rink during the 1870s was the 

promise for meeting members of the opposite sex. Aside from the fitness benefits it 

offered, the rink was an ideal location for the occasional flirtation. According to the 

Aberystwyth Observer in November 1875, it benefitted women as well as men, and 

even if the former were a little slower to learn to skate, the reporter claimed rather 

patronisingly, they made up for this shortcoming with their ultimate proficiency and 

grace.57 As women increasingly ventured into unknown domains, by attempting 

'male' sports, so their activities saw the introduction of more tailor-made equipment.

Many reporters discussed sport very knowledgably by the 1870s, and some 

even managed to connect it with the day's social climate. Sport was seen as an 

antidote and an evil in equal measure, as papers fought among themselves to 

determine its relevance to society. Whereas there were some 'blind fanatics whose 

keen eye detects "sin" in cricket or pole leaping',58 others applauded sport, believing 

it capable of expressing 'all the practical requirements of good society'. 59 In July 

1871, the killing of a bird during a pigeon shooting event was emotively likened to a 

public execution in a letter published in the Cambrian News 60 Falling to the ground 

riddled with shot, birds which remained alive were subsequently disposed of by dogs
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and children with stones, a practice which, apparently, added 'zest to the 

enjoyment'. 61 According to the writer, it was beyond comprehension how humans 

could associate themselves with such carnage. A writer for the Aberystwyth Observer 

in July 1874 recognised the stresses and tensions of working life and recommended 

participation in physical recreations:

In these days of constant hurry and incessant activity, when the transaction 
of ordinary business of life is marked by a rapidity of action and 
speediness of despatch which were well-nigh unknown to our easy-going 
ancestors in the last generation, it can scarcely be denied that it is a matter 
of paramount importance that due attention should be devoted to the 
pursuit of manly sports. The strain upon the minds of men, in fact, is 
generally far greater at the present time than it was during the last 
century.62

Amid such debates concerning the merits and demerits of sport, tongue-in-cheek and 

disparaging comments occasionally crept into reports. In 1859 the North Wales 

Chronicle^ included a jocular report of a chase of 'Mr Reynard' at Wrexham, and a 

sarcastic correspondent for the same paper in 1874 covered a pedestrianism event at 

Denbigh, involving William Richards, the 'celebrated backward walker', who 

allegedly walked fifty miles, partly backwards, in twelve consecutive hours. Such a 

'thrilling announcement' stated the latter writer was capable of elevating a 'certain 

class of persons' to the 'seventh heaven of delight', and the event succeeded in 

attracting large crowds.64 Richards left Denbigh at Sam, and wearing his professional 

tights, later successfully accomplished his arduous task.

As newspaper circulation increased, so too did editorial influence, and, with 

editors determining the character and overall content of the papers, their personal 

opinions inevitably coloured reports. John Gibson, the first editor of the Cambrian 

News, very much determined the flavour of the paper's content, and was generally 

supportive of athletic activities. An Englishman who immersed himself fervently in 

Welsh matters, Gibson took up the post in 1873, and used the paper thereafter to 

champion his, for the period, sometimes controversial ideas. These were also aired 

through his book, The Emancipation of Women, which promoted female rights. In 

relation to sport, Gibson criticised the lack of recreational facilities at Aberystwyth 

during the mid-1870s, partly as a result of the strict religious character of the town. 

Several debates had previously taken place there concerning the morality of athletics, 

which proved a constant source of worry to church and chapel leaders. Ministers
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attacked these reputedly time-wasting, not to say evil, activities, from leisurely 

Sunday walks to the more intense and often brutal boxing and wrestling. Gibson 

responded to such condemnations in a September 1875 editorial entitled 'The 

Manufacture of Wickedness',65 as already shown (p.l 19), in which, rather than 

blaming participation in sport for any antisocial behaviour, he pointed his finger at the 

associated activities of gambling and drunkenness. These regrettable pastimes 

dragged down the good name of sport, and, he concluded, should be stopped 

immediately. In July 1879 Gibson castigated the puritanical outlook of the churches 

and chapels in their seeking to suppress the lighter side of life. What made such 

narrow-minded attitudes particularly galling was the fact that in England, sporting 

pastimes could be enjoyed without complaint. Gibson was annoyed that religious 

leaders interfered in non-religious issues, such as in May 1881, when Calvinistic 

Methodists condemned the university college's athletic sports. 66

As the profile of sport steadily increased, so too did the extent of newspaper 

coverage, and by the 1880s, it was not uncommon for editorials to be devoted to sport, 

whether they were complimentary or derogatory. In December 1883, a Cambrian 

News editorial, entitled 'Horse racing at Aberystwyth', lamented that

From first to last these races seem to have been characterised by the worst 
features of this particular form of amusement, the rider of one 'pulled' the 
animal so as to prevent its winning. The rider of another horse has been 
'warned off all racecourses where the Grand National Rules are in force. 
An action was entered by another person who took part in the races to 
recover some money he had deposited, and the individual sued had, we 
suppose, to refund the money out of his own pocket. As far as we can 
judge there is not a creditable incident in the proceedings from beginning 
to end. The races themselves appear to have been mere shams, and some 
of the owners of riders of the horses are accused of having acted in ways 
which to any other department of life would not be tolerated ... It will, we 
fear, be some time before the public hear the last of the trickery and fraud 
which characterized the Aberystwyth horse races. 67

Owing to such regrettable behaviour, the editor warned against holding another such 

meeting, for fear of a repeat performance. In his opinion Aberystwyth would be better 

off abandoning local horse-racing until memories of the 1883 races had faded. 

Similarly, the Cambrian criticised the sprinkling of lower-class individuals who held 

a coursing match on Swansea Sands in February 1886, and, with two greyhounds and 

several rabbits took part in an hour's 'sport', before a crowd of unemployed
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spectators. It would have not, of course, dreamt of complaining about coursing 

meetings held by the gentry.

Antagonistic views were continually shown towards certain sports, such as 

boxing, which struck a nerve of many opinionated correspondents. Owing to its 

aggressive and violent nature, boxing was frowned upon by the religious element in 

society. Rather unexpectedly, therefore, a letter to the Cambria Daily Leader in May 

1893, as indicated previously (p.121), expressed concern regarding the negative 

attitude shown by the Swansea Young Men's Christian Association towards the sport. 

Although organised on temperance lines, this society encouraged all forms of 

recreation, apart from boxing, which they feared might cause injury. In the 

correspondent's opinion, however, boxing training should be allowed, as a relief from 

the monotony of everyday work and a welcome change from public meetings and 

Bible classes. No wonder that a rival, non-religious young men's club, recently 

formed in Swansea, was poaching YMCA members. A year later, the Leader boasted 

of Swansea's growing boxing talent, and described the 'uppercuts', 'counters' and 

'knock-outs' which had become familiar to every street boy.70 Such participation 

sparked considerable disgust, however, for in June 1895, the Leader published 

resolutions against boxing from York Place Baptist Chapel and the Gospel 

Temperance Union. According to one Dr Rawlings, the press itself had encouraged 

this 'brutal habit', which he considered to be merely a revival of the savage 

prizefights of old. Rawlings regarded bull-fighting as preferable to boxing and fully 

supported those Christians who wished to ban the latter sport. The training of boys as 

young as fourteen should certainly not be encouraged.

An Aberystwyth Observer editorial in April 1895 warned that rough and brutal 

behaviour was becoming increasingly evident during the town's football matches, 

'and unless very firm steps are taken to repress the evil it will soon be unsafe for 

players to enter the ground, except in suits of mail, such as were worn by warriors in 

the days of bows and arrows and clubs'. 72 It was rather worrying that certain players 

preferred to push opponents rather than concentrate on playing the ball, thus ignoring 

the rules and marring the beauty and skill of good play. Poking fun at the puritanical 

leanings of chapel people, the Cambrian News noted their opposition to dancing in 

April 1896. In cricket parlance, whereas once they cried 'no ball' and tried to give it 

the 'bye', such opinions had since been 'run out' as people gradually realised that 

there was no shadow of 'wicket'-ness in it.
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The participation of women in sport was still far from the norm even in the 

last decade of the nineteenth century, and there remained a staunchly conservative 

element regarding the physiological and emotional suitability of a female to cope with 

the strenuous demands of such physical activity. Attitudes were slowly changing, 

however, and an increasing acceptance of female athletes was reflected in the 

contemporary newspapers. In June 1886 the Cambria Daily Leader was happy to 

promote a women's quoits match, albeit in the drawing room rather than outdoors like 

the men. The ladies' version of this previously all-male game was designed to suit 

'the lily-white hand of a lady'. 74 Women still primarily adhered to the rather static 

sports, in which great physical exertion was not required. In a humorous report 

featured in the Leader in October 1887, readers were informed that, according to 

available records, at least one man had died playing the primarily female game of 

croquet. 'This is not so surprising', the writer continued, 'for few men have spent an 

afternoon in the latter ghastly pretence at enjoyment without several times 

contemplating suicide.' 75 As quoted earlier (p.98), a rather condescending tone was 

also adopted by the paper in March 1894, when discussing women's physical 

unsuitability for playing rugby. Women were not built for tumbling about, and they 

should leave such scrummaging and tackling to the men. Association football, on the 

other hand, was considerably more acceptable, for there was nothing in that game 

which could injure women or compromise their appearance. On the contrary, the 

newspaper continued, it should be regarded as a most beneficial form of exercise. 76

Sports-related newspaper advertisements were occasionally directed toward 

women, and during the 1890s the Aberystwyth Observer contained many diagrams 

and descriptions of the type of clothing and games equipment available. In July 1891, 

for example, lady lawn tennis players exposed to the sun's rays in summer, were 

advised to purchase 'Rowlands' Kalydor' ointment, for immediate relief to the skin, 

with its ability to freshen, rejuvinate, and to remove sunburn, tan and freckles. 77 

Reflecting the decade's cycling craze, bicycle advertisements were especially popular, 

such as that appearing in the Observer in March 1897, which showed a Rudge 

Whitworth bicycle, held carefully in position by a woman dressed in hat, long dress 

and heeled shoes. 78 Advertisments for the Welsh-made 'Mona' bicycles during this 

period depicted women in Welsh national costume,79 although whether this was 

actually worn by any cyclists is doubtful.
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The huge popularity of cycling, particularly amongst women, generated a 

surge of interest in newspapers throughout Wales. There was no more excited a 

reporter than John Morgan, proprietor and editor of the Aberystwyth Observer. 

Morgan's column 'Cycling Notes', which ran from 1898 to 1901 and which was 

written under the pseudonym of 'A Novice', waxed lyrical over the delights afforded 

by the wheel, and a considerable amount of print was devoted to the exploits of local 

riders. Morgan's amusing and light-hearted comments paid close attention to women 

cyclists, especially in relation to their feminine charms. Indeed, the editor appeared 

preoccupied with the 'fair sex' and prefered to concentrate on the recreational and 

social element of cycling rather than the competitive. He recounted tales of women 

cyclists rescued from dangerous falls by gallant males, discussed cycle parts and how 

to maintain them, and whispered of cycling courtships, involving wistful glances and 

melodramatic gestures. 80

The summer of 1898 proved a particularly busy time for Morgan. In April he 

likened the bicycle to a woman's dress, on account of the numerous extras apparent in
o 1

both, while in May he attempted to refrain from overstressing the allure of female 

cyclists for fear of being rebuked by the local people. One had to be most sensitive 

with regards to women, he ventured, for 'a person I knew once described a lady as the 

fairest of fair cyclists. The effect was instantaneous. Every girl of his acquaintance cut
o-l

him. I do not wish to alienate the few friends I have.' Despite such concerns, 

Morgan recounted a most pleasant meeting with a 'sweet cyclist', with whom he 

'exchanged confidences and experiences'. 83 His sentimental language demonstrates a 

passion, both for the bicycle and for the ladies, as demonstrated in a later column 

when he recalled an idyllic spring evening amid lush countryside. Nature's beauty, 

Morgan noted, was shown in the hedges 'clothed with leaves of different hues', the 

abundance of violets, and the setting sun which suffused the 'western sky with gold, 

and cast ... light and shade over hill and dale'. 84 In view of such splendour, it was no 

surprise that such scenes made 'most young men's fancies turn to thoughts of love'. 85 

Morgan's opinions on women occasionally remind the reader of the changing 

expectations of the sexes' roles during the period. During one meeting with two 

female cyclists, discussion turned to the types of bicycle lamps available. Spotting 

that Morgan's own lamp needed polishing, one of the ladies said: 'If you had a wife 

she would polish it nicely for you'. 'I don't think she would', said the other, 'it is not 

the place of a wife to clean bicycle lamps'. 86 Morgan was evidently rather proud of
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his 'Cycling Notes' column, for in July 1898 he boasted that the Observer's 

circulation had increased since its commencement. 87 Indeed, it was not Aberystwyth 

residents alone who appreciated his musings, for by the end of the century they had 

caught the attention of a London newspaper. In January 1899 Bicycling News 

commented:

The cycling writer of the Aberystwyth Observer is evidently a 'gone coon', 
and ought to be married or introduced straight away. In last week's notes 
he says: 'On the road I met one of the fairest of fair cyclists. I have often 
seen her on the way to Penllwyn and Cwmrheidol. Her sweet voice and 
bright smile would dispel the dullness of the darkest December day.' Good 
gracious! The next time he meets her on the way to Cwmrheidol, he 
should introduce himself and show her the 'par'.88

Cycling, like all other mass recreations of the late nineteenth century, was a 

widespread phenomenon, and possessed no particular 'Welsh' elements. Indeed, if a 

general survey is made of the sports reported across the century, there is little in print 

to demonstrate any sense of Welshness in Britain's recreations or to suggest that 

sports of the period were used to promote national pride and identity. In an era before 

the onset of powerful sporting rivalry between nations, some reporters even referred
* . RQ

to Wales as 'Merrie England' when discussing its recreations. Aping English 

techniques and using England as a role model appears to have been very important, 

and even the language used by the press was often anglicised, and unlike that spoken 

by the Welsh common man - most of whom spoke Welsh, anyway. In 1860, the 

Welshman glorified the recreations of its English neighbours when discussing the 

Carmarthenshire Hunt Week and Steeplechases, an annual event which gratified 

'those instincts of our nature which are said to be peculiarly English ... Nowhere in 

the civilised world are field sports, and the somewhat undemonstrative pleasures 

connected with them, more thoroughly enjoyed than in this homogenous nation'. 90 A 

year later, the Merthyr Telegraph mooted the possibility of organising horse-races at 

Blackwood, Gwent, for if it was possible for English courses, such as Goodwood, 

Epsom and Newmarket, to flourish, why not try the same in Wales?91

Predictably, the anglicised gentry were fond of referring to the 'good old 

English sports' played in Wales, as did Walter Powell, Maesgwynne, 

Carmarthenshire, at a public dinner in 1863. Reported in the Welshman, 92 Powell
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praised events which encouraged chivalry and courage, so prevalent in all country 

gentlemen, and God forbid, that the activities should ever disappear from society. In 

February 1866, the Star ofGwent noted how athletic exercises were so well suited to 

the 'nature of Englishmen',93 capable, as they were, of improving human stability, 

while a letter to the Swansea and Glamorgan Herald4 in August 1866 lauded the 

great English game of cricket, so popular in Wales during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. This latter correspondent testified to the recent establishment of 

cricket in the community, but urged that although cricket deserved support, society 

leaders should ensure that the young players conducted themselves with constraint:

Even cricket, our grand old English game, has become a battle and just in 
that measure has it ceased to be play. When men have to pad themselves in 
the most uncouth and awkward guise before they handle the bat and stand 
up to their wickets, at the peril of a blow which may easily cripple them 
for life, the sport passes out of the game. It becomes a battle. 95

The terrain for foxhunting in Wales was compared favourably to that in England by 

the Pembrokeshire Herald in January 1868,96 as the sport succeeded in attracting 

visitors from across the border. Hunt weeks promoted trade in general, as farmers 

benefited financially during these periods by selling horses, oats and hay. 

Pembrokeshire was indebted to the late Lort Phillips for subsidising hunting over the 

years, the paper continued, and his horses and hounds undoubtedly held their own 

against any English opposition.

Events in England sometimes set a precedent for sporting occasions in Wales. 

hi February 1876 the Cambrian News published a letter which cited the recent death 

of an English footballer while playing the game.97 It was essential, therefore, that the 

rules be examined immediately, particularly in Aberystwyth, where carrying the ball, 

and all the dangers associated with this type of play, was permitted. A general 

confusion over regulations is highlighted by a report in the North Wales Chronicle 

when it covered one of the earliest association football matches played in the region, 

between Caemarfon and Porthmadog at the latter's ground, in February 1873. 

Whereas Porthmadog were familiar with association rules, the Caernarfon team were

98
still following the handling code.

Despite a general growth of interest in sport across Britain as the nineteenth 

century progressed, as a result of improved facilities and onset of urbanisation, 

conflicting attitudes continued to prevail in the newspapers. Apathy toward physical
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recreations, if we are to believe the reporters, was common in Wales, brought about 

by a combination of inadequate facilities and continued pressure from religious 

moralists. A letter to the Monmouthshire Beacon in August 1858 lamented the 

absence of amusements available to the people of Monmouth, which could well have 

accounted for the 'dullness and apathy' accorded to the town by visitors." The 

Flintshire Observer of September 1863 covered Talhaiam's speech at the Swansea 

National Eisteddfod, in which he spoke of the Welsh people's passion for this annual 

cultural festival. The English, on the other hand, loved horse-racing, while the 

Scottish highlanders preferred pitching the caber, and other 'manly sports and athletic 

exercises', which, judging by the tone of the article, were presumed to be of little 

interest to the Welsh. 100 In describing the Swansea Regatta of 1885, the Cambria 

Daily Leader claimed that 'things in Swansea went slowly, and the apathy of Swansea 

people was always a drawback to all kinds of amusements and sports.' 101 According 

to a letter printed in the Cambrian News in 1875, sports-lovers tended to be men of 

'small mental stature and feeble moral influence'. 102 In July 1891 a letter in the same 

paper praised the existence of cricket, football, boating and cycling clubs in 

Aberystwyth and was overwhelmingly supportive of a forthcoming athletics festival 

in the town. Aberystwyth's lack of sports facilities has already been discussed 

(p.l 19), and the 1891 writer questioned the current absence of a recreation ground, for 

such an area would be most advantageous for competition and training purposes. The 

prevailing apathy, and even opposition to sport from some quarters was a great 

shame, it was claimed, for improved sports facilities at Aberystwyth would 

undoubtedly appeal greatly to residents and visitors alike. 103

The changing social circumstances of the late nineteenth century led to the 

production of a thriving daily press from the 1860s onwards, which gave increased 

coverage to the new spectator sports. This growth of press attention mirrored the 

increasing industrialisation of society and thus, reflected a rapidly changing 

environment. Early newspapers had devoted limited attention to sport, with perhaps 

one column concentrating mainly on cricket, hunting, horseracing, and the occasional 

reference to rustic sports. Occasionally, more important events, such as annual hunts, 

received greater coverage, but, overall, recreations were given little column space. 

With the commencement of organised games, however, the situation altered 

markedly, and by the last quarter of the century, hunts and rustic sports had given way 

to lengthy accounts of rugby and association football matches, with cricket continuing
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to feature strongly. Although writing on traditional games did not disappear 

immediately, the detailed match reports with their urgent and graphic pieces on the 

new team sports included in the mass circulation dailies made the intermittent 

mention of the older folk play seem anecdotal and somehow rather quaint. While 

many rustic sports were transplanted into industrial areas and transformed into 

organised activities, others were eventually squeezed out, partly by immigrants who 

were not familiar with traditional games, 104 and also by the overall lack of free time 

available to participate. The transition from rural to urban can be seen in the 

newspapers by the way in which traditional activities, such as quoits and 

pedestrianism, were for a time covered alongside the new mass spectator sports. 

Although it is sometimes difficult to judge the accuracy and impartiality of press 

reports, which, for the historian, are rarely a wholly uncontested source, without them 

valuable information on topics such as sport would now be lost.
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Chapter 7 Healthy Body, Healthy Mind:

Physical Education in Schools and Colleges in Rural Wales

School and college histories, in both England and Wales, contain little reference to 

sports tuition, for the benefits of formal physical education were generally slow to be 

realised and therefore not included in the curriculum. Although games were 

occasionally offered to the sons of wealthy families who attended Tudor grammar 

schools, they were by no means always included. During the mid-sixteenth century, 

students at Friar's School, Bangor, were restricted to shooting with the long bow or 

running-at-base (presumbly an early form of rounders) on Thursday afternoons 

alone, 1 while the Ruthin Grammar School statutes of 1589 clearly stipulated that 'the 

walls of the school or any other contiguous building, and glass windows of the school, 

shall not be damaged or defaced by the scholars by playing at ball or any like 

Diversions.' 2 Little had changed by the early nineteenth century, by which time only 

a small minority could afford secondary education in grammar and private schools of 

varying quality. Non-fee-paying voluntary schools were available for the remainder, 

although attendance was not compulsory, and lessons, whether physical or mental, 

were usually taken by largely untrained and unqualified teachers.

On account of Wales's dramatic population increase by the 1840s that 

accompanied the growth of the iron industry, the consequent urbanization shaped a 

new environment and way of thinking, and education for all became a high priority. 

Concern was first voiced on a large scale regarding the country's general educational 

standards with the publication of the Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the 

State of Education in Wales in 1847, known as the 'Treason of the Blue Books'. 3 

These reports highlighted the deplorable learning conditions and severely criticised 

teaching methods in a variety of subjects, including the voluntary schools' virtual 

absence of provision for the physical wellbeing or recreation of the pupils. Formerly 

an exclusively upper-class preserve, education gradually became a right for people of 

all backgrounds, and the number of schools in Wales rose markedly to reflect this 

change. Schools and colleges across the country underwent considerable growth and 

development, and as more money and power fell into the hands of rising businessmen, 

so the latter sought to revise and widen curricula.

Physical education barely featured in the 'Blue Books' reports, although 

fleeting references and recommendations were made regarding the nature of athletic
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training deemed necessary. The inspector who visited the Church School, Llangurig, 

Montgomeryshire, advised plenty of outdoor exercise, especially since the building's 

cramped and draughty interior caused much illness among pupils,4 while at Edward 

Romilly's National School, Dinas Powys, mid-Glamorgan, boys marched around the 

playground for fifteen minutes in the morning and again in the afternoon. 5 The 

pressing need for improved physical and mental tuition for the lower orders, both 

adults and children, was highlighted in a lecture by Lord Aberdare in 1850, entitled 

'On Amusements, as the Means of Continuing and Extending the Education of the 

Working Classes'. In the speaker's view the provision of recreations and amusements 

improved manners and intellect, for idleness 'is the principal cause of immorality, and 

that workmen would not resort to taverns if they were provided with amusements at 

once agreeable and innocent, they furnished them with a play-ground, and established 

and encouraged all sorts of athletic and amusing games.' 6 Attending village feasts, 

which included sports, rather than visiting public houses to drink and gamble, was 

advocated, and although physical recreation was no substitute for learning, it 

undoubtedly stimulated the mind. Such was the success of athletic sports for men and 

boys, held in a large field in Merthyr Tydfil in 1847, that two fields were 

subsequently designated as playgrounds for the townspeople, one of which was used 

for cricket and the other to contain various gymnastic apparatus. The valiant teaching 

efforts made in Merthyr Tydfil in relation to the latter were applauded by one 

reverend gentleman:

It is certainly a good plan to withdraw the boys from the streets during the 
play hours, and exercise them in games having a tendency to promote their 
physical and mental powers. Cricket we consider to be of the most 
pleasing games for school-boys, and, when conducted ... under the 
superintendence of a master, cannot fail to secure the health, the 
happiness, and the improvement of youth.

By the mid-nineteenth century the customary physical education taught in 

many elementary schools was drill, which provided basic military training and was 

thought to improve discipline and general health. The government appointed 

travelling drill inspectors to teach the slow march, quick march, left turn and right 

turn movements, believed to aid bodily posture and to build character. 8 Even those 

institutions with a staunchly religious and anti-war stance permitted military drill, one 

such being Trinity College, Carmarthen, which conducted lessons in a Christian
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context, yet offered twice-weekly drill sessions from the 1840s.9 The growth of 

church-going 'muscular Christians', who embraced involvement in sport as an 

element of practical Christianity, encouraged wider participation. According to one of 

muscular Christianity's most well known exponents, the author Charles Kingsley: 

'Through sport boys acquire virtues which no books can give them; not merely daring 

and endurance, but better still, temper, self-restraint, fairness, honour.' 10 At Trinity 

College early-morning drill was taught during the mid-nineteenth century by Sergeant 

Major Kyle, who had previously quelled the Rebecca rioters in south-west Wales 

between 1839 and 1845, and fought the Afghans in 1842 under General Sir William 

Nott, Carmarthen's most famous soldier. Kyle also drilled the town's military 

volunteers, the poor physical condition of many such individuals across Britain 

prompting military reforms and a greater concentration on physical fitness. 11

As drill flourished in schools and colleges, so other forms of physical 

education were encouraged, and from the 1850s the development of codified play 

stressed the importance of the public school ideal ofmens sana in corpore sano ('a 

sound mind in a sound body'). 12 Public schools were extremely influential in raising 

the status of organised sport during this period, for although the sons of the wealthy 

had always played games at school, they had previously done so informally, with the 

masters themselves now beginning to take an interest. Enlightened headmasters, such 

as Thomas Arnold of Rugby and Charles Vaughan of Harrow, introduced new 

exercise schemes, which teachers were expected to promote. Sports were considered 

to encourage self-control, healthy competition and team spirit, for a well-rounded 

character could not be primed from class work alone. Sport was to be used to improve 

discipline, morality, team spirit and fair play, as headmasters sought to civilise the 

rough-and-tumble games fomerly enjoyed by schoolboys. Team games such as cricket 

and rugby were said to inspire healthy, gentlemanly play, and participants were not 

expected ever to lose their temper or question the umpire's decision. As sports 

increased in popularity, so they moved from a means to a disciplinary end to become 

an end in themselves.

University graduates from Wales at English colleges (the University of Wales 

not yet having been formed) frequently championed sport on leaving college. The 

young Rugby School master appointed at Llandovery College in 1848, for example, 

who encouraged the boys to take up rugby football, almost certainly would have 

contributed to the inclusion of sport in the curriculum from 1852 onwards. 13 Sports
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enthusiasm at Llandovery continued with the appointment of the Reverend Evan 

Owen Phillips as college warden in 1854. A graduate of Corpus Christi College, 

Cambridge, Phillips declared that 'We must never forget that man consists of mind, 

soul and body', and sought to cultivate all three elements at the college. 14 Similarly, 

the Reverend Rowland Williams, a graduate of King's College, Cambridge, urged 

students to embrace 'healthful exercise, rather than in clownish lounging about the 

shops or market places', 15 on beginning his tenure as vice-principal of St David's 

College Lampeter, in 1850. The following year, the reverend gentleman felt 

compelled to apologise for the shortage of sports facilities, especially in comparison 

to certain English colleges. 16 Williams is believed to have been responsible for 

introducing cricket and rugby to St David's College, the first recorded cricket match 

at Lampeter taking place between town and college in 1852. 17 The college rugby 

team was possibly the first in Wales, and played its opening match against Llandovery 

College in 1856. 18 According to the Carmarthen Journal in December 1869, St 

David's college had 'shown its appreciation of the spirit of the times, by not 

neglecting physical education.' 19 Students were encouraged to fully develop their 

lungs and muscles as well as their brains, for efforts should be divided equally 

between 'boating and classics ... cricket and mathematics'. Only healthy bodies could 

produce healthy minds, continued the author, claiming that:

the bulk of modern sensational twaddle is the offspring of persons of a 
feverish, sickly physique. The body does, perhaps, to a greater degree than 
we are aware of, influence the mind, nor can we afford to cultivate the one 
and neglect the other. We are glad to observe that the students of St 
David's College, instead of revolving in a 'perpetual cycle of declensions, 
conjugations, syntaxes and prosodies', have determined upon setting apart 
some portions of their leisure time to physical exercise.20

Although the college magazine in 1881 commented on the universal popularity of 

games, particularly among male students, Lampeter's sports facilities remained poor: 

the cricket pitch was inadequate, and there was no gymnasium, fives court or rackets

court. 21

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, college magazines often referred to 

sport, 'not least because the health of students caused alarm.' 22 The intense timetable 

at Bangor Normal College during the early 1860s, for example, required students to 

attend two lectures before breakfast, and expected them to continue studying for the
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rest of the day. No opportunity was provided for physical training, which was not yet 

included in the curriculum. Following a student's death in 1861, the college magazine 

attributed the tragedy to 'overwork before entering college and too great application 

combined with want of exercise during the time of residence.' 23 Sport only featured 

occasionally at the college, such as in 1870, when a concert was held at Penrhyn Hall 

to raise funds for purchasing a rowing boat. This event brought praise for the students 

from the college management committee, which was 'glad to think that the monotony 

of their hard work at college shall be pleasantly alternated with the healthful, manly 

and pleasant exercise of rowing on the Menai.' 24 Whether rowing became popular is 

debatable, for according to a contemporary student, sports remained sidelined and 

facilities lamentable:

Nid oes gan y coleg yr un cae chwarae, nac un math o gymnasiwm 
ychwaith - yr unig chwarae a welais oedd draffts; buasid yn ystyried 
unrhyw chwarae yn yr awyr agored yn wastraff ar amser gwerthfawr; unig 
ymarfer bechgyn y coleg oedd 'mynd am dro', hynny'n hamddenol, a 
diamcan a difudd. Peth arall oedd araf rodio ar hyd hir heol Bangor ac 
edrych ar ffenestri siopau.25

(The college does not have one playing field, nor any type of gymnasium 
either - the only play I saw was drafts; any outdoor play was considered a 
waste of valuable time; the only exercise for college boys was a leisurely 
'going for a walk', which had no purpose or benefit. Another thing was to 
stroll along a long Bangor street looking in shop windows.)

With the publication of the Clarendon Report in 1864, which examined the 

recently inaugurated English public schools, an overwhelming 'love of healthy sports 

and exercise' 26 was found amongst pupils. While the Clarendon Commission cited the 

rise of English public school education, which coincided with the rise to power of the 

middle classes during the mid-nineteenth century, there is no doubting that the public 

school ideal influenced Wales. Middle-class rounders, for instance, possessed a 

working-class equivalent in handball and baseball,27 while at the Lewis School, 

Pengam, during the late nineteenth century, boys were awarded small silk badges for 

playing in the first cricket team. 28 These badges, in the school colours (thus, 

following the idea of public school colours), showed a dark-blue lion rampant on a 

light blue field, and were usually sewn on the cricket shirt pocket.

In 1868 the Taunton Commission reported on the state of education offered at 

the endowed grammar schools in Wales. This inquiry included a section entitled 

'Instruction and Discipline', advocating structured physical exercise and recreation

164



programmes. Although most schools possessed playgrounds by this time, with some 

making limited provision for sports lessons, most teachers remained only peripherally 

involved. Surviving evidence indicates, however, that the more well-liked masters 

were those who took a keen interest in sports such as cricket, running and boating. 29 

At Cowbridge Grammar School athletic sports in 1869, 'equal to any for which the 

institution has stood foremost for', the boys' pleasure in taking part confirmed the 

masters' belief that 'plenty of steady work and healthy exercise, aid in making the 

battle of life not only a success, but making the enjoyment of that life a real and 

tangible luxury.' 30

Considering the increased predilection for organised school sport as the 

nineteenth century progressed, it is somewhat surprising that Forster's Education Bill, 

placed before Parliament in 1870, and aiming to provide compulsory elementary 

education for all, did not include compulsory drill. The subject remained voluntary 

until the passing of the Welsh Intermediate Act in 1889. 31 Following the 1870 act the 

building of elementary schools accelerated and by the end of the century the number 

of schools in Wales had more than doubled. 32 Two years after this act, which was 

hugely influential on the development of elementary education in Wales, the first 

Welsh university college was opened at Aberystwyth in 1872, and the subsequent 

creation of a federal University of Wales in 1893, when Aberystwyth, Cardiff and 

Bangor colleges were brought together under a royal charter, heralded a new age in 

higher education.33 The contribution of the university to academic excellence in 

Wales has since been extremely significant. As regards to sporting proficiency, the 

Welsh colleges were responsible for the gathering together of former school pupils 

who brought with them their recreations in various guises. An establishment of 

common sporting rules was thus essential, in order to uphold fair and structured play 

and to encourage inter-departmental and inter-college competitions.

By the 1880s a mixed picture prevailed regarding the quality of sports 

facilities in educational institutions. Despite generally lagging behind their English 

counterparts in the introduction of facilities for games, Welsh schools and colleges 

were fortunate in one sense in that, when built, their playing fields were usually more 

readily accessible than those in the great industrial cities across the border. 34 Although 

increased attention was gradually paid towards physical recreation, progress was 

slow, and lessons continued to be regularly taught in assembly halls rather than 

purpose-built playing areas. The lack of a level playing area at Bangor Normal

165



College, until new pitches were installed at the end of the nineteenth century, meant 

that students were required to make do with a rough and uneven piece of ground, 

known as 'The Backyard', for their football matches. 35 Through the kindness of 

Bangor City Football Club some of the more important football matches were played 

on the club's ground.36 Variants of football, involving kicking and carrying the ball, 

had been enjoyed at schools and colleges from the early nineteenth century, and 

games tended to be more structured than contemporary parish matches. Rules varied 

significantly between schools, for example, as regards the amount of handling 

permitted. Although carrying or throwing on were never allowed, some schools 

permitted bouncing the ball with the hand, while in others, the hands could only be 

used for stopping or balancing the ball. Although a uniform set of rules had yet to 

emerge, Eton, Harrow and Winchester schools played a game not dissimilar to the 

modern association form. 37 Rugby and association football were virtually the only 

winter games played by pupils at Brynarfor School, Tywyn, Meirionethshire, during 

the mid-1880s. Association football was particularly recommended for improving 

concentration, and was dubbed by the school magazine as 'the prince of winter 

games.' Participation in sport, noted the school magazine, improved blood circulation, 

enlivened the mind in preparation for studies, and was far better for one's health than 

sitting at one's desk all day.38

While there was a lack of football facilities at Bangor, conversely, the latest 

and most approved apparatus was available at the college's gymnastic club, having 

been supplied by Oscar Kuofe, assistant instructor of the German Gymnastic 

Association.39 Gymnasia were increasingly installed in schools and colleges as the 

nineteenth century neared its close, and Bangor boasted a trapeze, rings, horizontal 

bar, vaulting horse, parallel bars, climbing ladder, climbing poles, climbing rope, 

Indian clubs, dumb-bells, boxing gloves, single stick, and high jump. In January 1885 

the club boasted some seventy members and held thrice-weekly evening sessions at 

Penrhyn Hall under the supervision of Mr Baldwin, a former military instructor.40

A gymnasium was opened at the University College of South Wales and 

Monmouthshire in December 1888, as a direct result of efforts made by students and 

the professor of Latin, Mr Wardale.41 Lamenting the absence of an adequate outdoor 

playing pitch, Wardale had stressed the need for an indoor venue, and students 

subsequently presented a successful petition to the senate. In west Wales, Llandovery 

School, having been previously commended for the quality of its overall teaching,
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erected a gymnasium in 1888.42 It was built on land donated by Lady Llanover, a keen 

promoter of Welsh culture, and was consciously modelled on English public school 

examples. Following the gymnasium's opening, the school journal advocated a daily 

half-hour's training on the bars, ladders and ropes in order to achieve a healthy body 

and mind, especially during the winter months, when unfavourable weather hampered 

outdoor exercise.43 Thanks to the well-equipped new building, which compared 

favourably to that of any other public school, 'chest measurement and biceps are far 

above the average at Llandovery.' 44 Llandovery was also influential in promoting 

outdoor activities. Team sports were often taken to industrial areas by former pupils 

of the rural colleges, Llandovery old boys, for instance, establishing Neath Rugby 

Football Club in 1871 while Morriston old boys formed Newport Rugby Football 

Clubinl874.45

In 1890, the newly opened university gymnasium at Aberystwyth hosted 'tug 

of war' contests, boxing and, on one occasion, a single-sticks competition involving 

the professor of philosophy.46 This latter event moved the professor of classics, J. 

Mortimer Angus, who himself had played rugby for the college,47 to congratulate the 

college on its recent acquisition, and its realisation of the significance of athletic 

training. Angus quoted Plato's belief that 'grammar, music and gymnastics' were all 

necessary for a rounded education.48 It is interesting to observe that philosphy and 

classics professors encouraged this classic ideology and practised what they preached.

Improved schools and college sports facilities in rural areas undoubtedly led to 

a greater variety of activities. A wealth of archival information survives regarding the 

prevalence of sport in late-nineteenth-century Aberystwyth, education journals and 

contemporary newspaper reports being invaluable in tracing the origins of formal 

games lessons in the area. When asked by students for his permission to hold an 

athletics meeting, Aberystwyth's first principal gave his consent only after seeking 

divine guidance49 (perhaps he had in mind the religious wrath incurred by games 

down the years during the religious revivals). The Aberystwyth Grammar School 

Magazine had no such dilemma, however, stating in 1891 that

no boy with an unhealthy body can possess a thoroughly healthy mind; 
and no boy can keep his body in a healthy condition unless he take good 
and regular exercise. It would be hardly possible to find a reasonable 
person who would doubt this ... It is said that walking calls into play as 
many muscles as any exercise: if that is so, what more evidence is 
necessary to prove the advantages of walking with respect to the body?50
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The author recommended taking up football and cricket, in order to learn the virtues 

of 'unselfishness, obedience to commands, decision and prompitude'. 51 Other pursuits 

on offer at the grammar school included a paperchase in November, 1894, in which 

two pupils were selected to be the foxes and around forty other boys, gathered in the 

Boarders' Study to make up the hounds, after giving the foxes some twelve minutes 

start, followed in hot pursuit. Beginning at Trefechan Bridge, the chase continued 

down Llanbadarn Road, across the wooden bridge over the river, and up the hill on 

the other side, until one of the foxes was discovered. Both boys were eventually 

caught near Lovesgrove.52 During the 1890s the boys also enjoyed swimming and 

drilling, lessons in the latter conducted in small groups, enabling greater attention to 

be given to each individual. Every boy was required to pull his weight, for, as stated 

in the school magazine in 1896: 'It is really astonishing how utterly one Number in a 

squad can upset the others, if he be careless and indifferent - good drilling depending 

on the machine-like working of every individual member.' 53

The merits of sport was the subject of many student debates during the latter 

part of the nineteenth century. In December 1897, the motion: 'That the importance 

now attached to Athletics is detrimental to the best interests of the nation' was put 

forward at the college at Aberystwyth, when the first speaker, W.A. Simms, stressed 

the need for sports in moderation. 54 Simms viewed too much football as potentially 

harmful, for players were frequently injured, and he also criticised professionalism, 

which encouraged a highly competitive atmosphere and a subsequent over-emphasis 

on sport at the expense of academic studies. The more attention devoted to activities 

like football and cricket, the less was given to student coursework, and consequently, 

great harm was being done to the intelligence of the nation. In response to such 

condemnation, a Miss Denman defended athletics by extolling its role in enhancing 

the participant's physical and mental condition. Exercise and fresh air were essential 

for one's well-being, and, contrary to the claims of Mr Simms, games provision was 

sadly lacking in Aberystwyth. Even at boys' schools which taught athletics quite 

regularly, lessons were not adequately organised or prepared beforehand. Girls, 

meanwhile, received virtually no physical education; a regrettable situation reflected 

in wider society by the absence of games fields and baths for women. Involvement in 

sport encouraged a healthy lifestyle, and all students should be urged to become 

involved concluded Miss Denman.
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Although similar enthusiasm was felt for sport in other colleges across Wales 

during the 1890s, apathy was apparent in some quarters. Lack of interest was blamed 

in part for the declining gymnasium membership at Cardiff in 1892, prompting the 

college magazine to ask: 'What better to improve constitution than an "honest walk" 

of some twenty miles?'. 55 Walking, the writer continued, offered an escape from 

studies and was a chance to immerse oneself in the picturesque countryside. Few 

students undertook lengthy walks, the correspondent revealed, despite the obvious 

benefits of striding out across mountains or moors. With games such as cricket, 

football and tennis, only played spasmodically, the college was fast losing its 

prestigious sportsmen, as students turned increasingly to the libraries to become a 

'listless crowd of pale bookworms'. 56 Of those embracing sport, it was the ladies who 

showed more interest, 'and true to the aggressive policy of the new woman have taken 

up certain vigorous forms of manly exercise with striking success',57 hockey and 

tennis to name but two. There was a pressing need to invigorate the males: those 

'hollow-eyed, weak-chested mortals, who creep about the College muttering Latin 

under their breath' rather than experiencing the joys of participating in sport. 58

Encouragment and support for sport from the college authorities certainly 

helped its overall profile, and participation by the teaching staff enhanced its standing 

even further. Principal Reichel openly encouraged sport at Bangor during the 1890s, 

where

it was commonly believed, though no one had actually seen him, that he 
exercised himself each morning in the College's open-air gymnasium with 
the aid of parallel bars, a vaulting horse, Indian clubs and suchlike. It was 
for him an article of faith that outdoor sports stiffened a man's moral fibre, 
giving him self-confidence and a love of truth.

Despite possessing all the latest equipment, the gymnasium erected in Bangor Normal 

College in 1893 was mainly used for smoking concerts and as a convenient hiding- 

place for mischievous students. 60 Perhaps Bangor was slightly old-fashioned in its 

attitudes to physical education, for in spite of the general movement away from 

military drill by the 1890s toward exercise not specifically connected to the army, a 

drill system was compulsory to first-year students during this period. Bangor was not 

alone for in 1898 an inspection and examination of all county intermediate schools in 

Wales revealed that most mixed schools offered drill to the boys and Swedish
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exercises to the girls. 61 Suppport for sports differed markedly depending on the 

enthusiasm of the teachers. At Danger's Whit Monday athletic sports in 1899, a 

Standard V pupil at St Paul's School won the boys' race, leading the school magazine 

to praise the children for exerting themselves and to reaffirm the importance of 

physical health:

Mr Gladstone used to tell the boys at Eton that if they enjoyed running, to 
run their very best and that if they were keen for jumping, to jump their 
very best. There is nothing like doing your best in everything. If you can 
beat all-comers in some thing there is always hope for you to win at 
greater things.62

Thus, a wide variance in games provision (determined primarily by individual 

teacher's views) continued as the century neared its close.

Whereas male pupils had long enjoyed the benefits of physical education, 

sport for women remained a relatively novel concept as the twentieth century 

beckoned. Although attitudes toward female education in general had altered 

profoundly, both in terms of the number of schools catering for women and the range 

of subjects taught, sport had yet to figure prominently. Middle-class girls were usually 

taught subjects considered useful in wider society, such as music, art, sewing and 

modern languages, with the only physical exercises usually offered being dancing and 

calisthenics, believed to encourage the elegance and grace required for appropriate 

female deportment. In July 1868 a reporter for the Monmouthshire Beacon had 

championed the cause for calisthenic exercises in girls' schools, citing the regrettable 

lack of sports opportunites for women students in comparison with the wide variety of 

games - cricket, football, rowing and fives - enjoyed by public school boys. Walking 

was usually adjudged appropriate for females, being, according to the Beacon, 'a most 

inadequate provision both for exercise of body and diversion of the mind'. 63 Ideally, 

girls should be experiencing robust physical exercise, which relieved stress and 

mental strain. 'Female' activities such as croquet barely tested the players' physical 

capacities, and were not sufficiently exciting to engage the mind. Calisthenics was 

certainly a move in the right direction, but more demanding and strenuous sports for 

girls were still required. With the opening of Aberystwyth in 1872, and the admission 

of women from 1874, albeit initially only to attend music classes rather than a full 

honours course,64 female students led the way in several new crazes, such as boating, 

cycling and hockey, as the gender's confidence in its abilities blossomed.
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That women's schooling generally lagged behind its male equivalent was 

pointed out by Samuel Holland, MP, on laying the foundation stone at the Dr 

Williams' School (for girls), Dolgellau, in 1876. Unfortunately, his speech conformed 

to Victorian stereotypes of the sexes, claiming that education for women should train 

students 'to be better wives and better able to make the home comfortable'. 65 Female 

duties were still believed by many to revolve primarily around domestic life and 

serving their husbands and family. By the 1880s, however, most girls' schools 

neglected physical education through a lack of a reliable system rather than through 

lack of interest. 66 With attention paid primarily to academic subjects, there was little 

opportunity for sport; a situation severely regretted by Dilys Davies in her address 'A 

Model School for Girls' at the Denbigh National Eisteddfod, in 1882. Davies 

recommended that further attention should be given to the curriculum of girls' high 

schools, so as to ensure that 'a well-balanced training of all powers of mind and body' 

was available. 67 It was customary for reformers of female education to adopt certain 

elements of boys' curricula when seeking to advance learning for girls. The sports 

taught to the latter required greater exertion as the century progressed, from 

gymnastics in the 1880s to the strenous team sports of hockey and rounders by the 

end of the century. Class was still the greatest determiner, however, of the quality and 

amount of games tuition received.
68Frances Hoggan, in her Education for Girls in Wales (1882), emphasised the 

importance of including physical as well as mental training within school curricula, 

having already stressed the necessity of developing one's physical and intellectual 

capacity in a previous lecture. 69 Playgrounds were essential, observed Davies in her 

eisteddfod address, in order for women to fully realise the benefits of physical 

exercise.70 Addressing the Cymmrodorion Society at the Caernarfon National 

Eisteddfod four years later, she discussed 'Higher Education of Girls in Wales', and 

called for 'well-rounded, balanced, and not one-sided' 71 tuition, in which athletic 

exercise was included both to enhance general fitness and aid examination success. In 

1887 Davies delivered a paper to the Welsh Society of Liverpool, declaring that: 'The 

education of a girl is properly said to be finished, when the pupil has attained a 

completely fashioned will which will know how to control and direct her among the 

exigencies of life; mental power to judge and care for herself and others; and a 

perfectly developed body.' 72 It was essential that schools offered the appropriate 

environment for physical training, be this fresh air, or well-ventilated, light and airy
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rooms. All schools should possess a gymnasium and playground, to be used for 'brisk, 

vigorous, enjoyable physical exercises'. 73 Consequently, pupils' physiques would 

improve markedly, as well as their ability to concentrate and to develop intellectually.

From the outset, the colleges of the University of Wales proved enlightened 

institutions, by encouraging education for both sexes. Female students were admitted 

to the three Welsh colleges of Aberystwyth, Cardiff and Bangor soon after their 

inception and, unlike their English equivalents, who remained somewhat frosty 

toward the acceptance of women, the university movement in Wales not only 

pioneered their involvement in a wide variety of academic courses, but also in the 

field of organised sports. College teams encouraged the spread and growth of games, 

and it was not unusual to find town teams being established as a result of university 

sporting successes. At the first athletic sports of the University College of Wales, 

Aberystwyth in 1881, the college magazine gushed over 'the gay and attractive 

dresses' of the female spectators, 'with their smiling and equally attractive faces', 

although, five years later, the sports were again an all-male affair, apart from the 

contribution of a Miss Robinson who sang 'The Lost Chord'. 75 As the newspaper 

reporters were male, it is impossible to judge whether women were happy playing a 

virtually invisible part in the proceedings, or whether they were in fact frustrated over 

the lack of opportunities to take part.

Matters soon improved, however. Half the Bangor students admitted in 1884 

were women and the college encouraged athletic participation for both sexes. In 

October 1885, Abergeldie House, a hostel for women students at Aberystwyth, was 

opened in Victoria Marine Terrace. The hall was initially rented for £90, and by 

autumn 1887, thirteen students were accommodated there. A set of regulations 

relating to student conduct was strictly enforced, and they were expected to spend at 

least one hour a day either walking or undertaking some other form of physical 

exercise. According to one student who lived in the hall in 1887: 'In those days, 

wherever we went after hours except to church or chapel, the Lady Principal 

diligently accompanied us; the wall of her poky little back sitting-room ... was 

adorned with a careful synopsis of our classes, so that at any moment she could tell 

where we were or rather ought to be. >77 The college gymnasium at Aberystwyth was 

regularly frequented by women students. 78 Professor Angus, who, as stated earlier, 

put classical doctrines into practice, supervised the training, which included dumb 

bell exercises, parallel bars, Indian clubs and a horizontal bar. Rowing proved a
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popular activity, and during the mid-1880s, the athletic club hired a rowing boat 

known as The Lovely Nancy for student use. 79 Women's rights were championed 

locally at Aberystwyth by John Gibson, the editor of the Cambrian News. Gibson 

believed that the pressure on women to marry and adopt a submissive role in society 

greatly impinged on their opportunities for personal development. This included 

progress in education, and in April 1887, he commented: 'It is tacitly understood that 

the business of women is marriage... The absence of definite purpose in reference to 

the future of girls, enfeebles all that is done in reference to their education. Women 

are the toys, the pets, or the sport of men, instead of being their equals and 

companions.' 80

Hockey proved particularly popular at the university college in Aberystwyth, 

despite the initially pitiful equipment provided. From 1894 to 1897, the team 

improvised with a football and ash-sticks, a handicap not aided by their long, 

billowing skirts which, according to the college journal, made it 'awfully fatiguing to 

take healthy exercise for half an hour'. 81 Indeed, their only use was for trapping the 

ball. Heavy boots made running difficult, while the hats sometimes worn shed pins 

across the pitch. Despite hockey's continuing success during the 1890s, it was still 

considered unladylike by the college authorities, who, in 1897, banned male 

spectators from a match against Barmouth, presumably on the grounds that witnessing
89

females in athletic attire would lead to their social and moral downfall. Team kit 

proved a contentious issue, and when the delicate matter of dress was raised at a 

women's hockey club meeting in December 1898, it 'caused great excitement and 

drove the hapless and long-suffering chairman to the verge of distraction'. 83 Dark 

skirts of any shade, white flannel shirts, college ties and white sailor hats with green 

and red bands were eventually decided upon, although by 1901 the kit had changed to 

green dresses and scarlet tarn o'shanters. 84 The emergence of women's team sports, 

such as hockey, enabled athletes to compete as a unit and play together in a physically 

challenging environment.

Athletic participation by women students would have inevitably influenced 

townswomen in general to become more physically active. The most popular female 

leisure activity during the 1890s was undoubtedly cycling, which attracted an army of 

supporters when it became a craze across Britain. Educational establishments and the 

public at large enjoyed taking to the wheel and the appeal of the bicycle, especially to 

middle-class women, proved immense. Such enthusiasm was admirable, particularly
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since, during this period, riding a bicycle was no easy matter, for the billowing, 

cumbersome skirts worn by women made it difficult to mount and dismount 

gracefully. Care was also needed by cyclists to avoid being run over by passing 

vehicles, as occurred at Llanbadarn Road, Aberystwyth, in 1898, when a cart swerved 

to the wrong side of the road and straight into a lady on her bicycle. Although she 

escaped unhurt, the bicycle was completely crushed, and the damsel was rescued by a 

male cyclist, who stopped to help on noticing her predicament. 85 According to a 

report in the UCWMagazine in 1896, learning to ride was quite difficult, with many 

accidents occurring along the way. On one occasion, noted the correspondent, two 

Aberystwyth cyclists waited 'till Providence should send them help' after toppling to 

the ground, and who eventually should come to their aid but the principal of the 

University College of Wales! 86

Women students appear to have taken part in competitive swimming from the 

late 1890s onwards, although baths were available across Britain well before this date. 

A proliferation of private and public indoor baths were erected during the early 

nineteenth century, primarily as a result of widespread initiatives to improve public 

health, along with pressure by the middle classes for improved recreational facilities. 

Baths were intially designed to keep the masses clean and healthy, which was 

especially important owing to the grimy nature of urbanisation, but competitive 

swimming for its own sake soon developed. The objectives of the British Swimming 

Society, formed in 1840, were 'to promote health and cleanliness by encouraging 

swimming and gratuitously giving instruction in the art', which led to the progression 

of the activity from an enjoyable pastime to an organised competitive sport. 

Following the Baths and Washhouses Act of 1878, local authorities received 

government aid to build covered swimming pools, which were a far more desirable 

option than cold and dirty outdoor versions, and inevitably increased the sport's 

popularity. 87 Swimming clubs were formed throughout the country, including many 

at schools and universities. Both men and women were involved, and there are several 

mentions in contemporary press reports of student contests. In June 1897 a race was 

held at the Aberystwyth baths with an enthusiasm often absent from other college 

matters. Entrants were divided according to their capabilities, for some were complete 

beginners only able to swim a width of the baths. 88 According to the Cambria Daily 

Leader in September 1897, the Swansea School Board had recently included the 

aquatic art in their curriculum, so that boys took at least one bath a week!*

174

i89



By the close of the nineteenth century universities had begun to offer a 

broader variety of physical activities, while many schools maintained a structured 

games programme designed to complement academic studies and produce fully 

rounded pupils, healthy in mind and body. Although such institutions still lacked 

sufficient space for outside play, a commitment to building suitable facilities signified 

real progess, as did the promotion of pupil and staff participation by head teachers and 

college principals. A shortage of qualified physical education instructors in Wales 

proved a longstanding difficulty, however, many school pupils receiving only very 

basic training, sometimes from visiting teachers possessing only army drill 

experience. Publications such as The Manual of Drill and Physical Exercises 

(1893), by Thomas Chesterton, a former chief inspector on the army gymnastic staff 

at Aldershot, added impetus to the cause for physical exercises, as the author stressed 

how drill aided pupil discipline and general exercise trained all areas of the body and 

encouraged good posture. Overall, schools and colleges were keen to develop their 

sports programmes, as team and individual activities for both sexes were increasingly 

promoted. Only a minority of teachers excluded games completely by the early 

twentieth century, some claiming that sport detracted from academic studies, while 

others were of the opinion that children had enough exercise walking to and from 

school.

Despite their increasing involvement in sports, criticism was still directed 

toward women as the twentieth century began. In 1900 a male correspondent for the 

Cambrian News advocated drill lessons and deportment for university women, on 

describing them as waddling like ducks and possessing no discernible grace during a 

march past of female students. 91 Gender stereotypes were still very much alive during 

a prize-giving ceremony at the Bangor County School for Girls in April 1905, when 

the speaker, Lord Kenyon, warned pupils against losing their female charms, 

especially since they were now participating in what were traditionally boys' sports. 

While females should never adopt social airs and graces, Lord Kenyon continued, it 

was preferable for them to maintain a certain 'sympathy, naturalness, kindness and 

gentleness', for these were the qualities 'which all men admired most in women'. 92

In 1914 the Central Welsh Board appointed an inspector of physical training to 

visit schools to check their provision of organised sports. Of the forty-one schools 

inspected over the following two years, only ten boasted a gymnasium, while in 

twenty-two schools only one period a week was allotted to physical education,
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proving that many teachers were still ignoring the benefits of keeping fit. 93 Schools 

commonly lacked adequate teachers and facilities, while girls' physical education 

remained relatively poor. Although the London School Board had introduced 

therapeutic gymnastics for elementary girls back in 1878,94 in Wales, as late as the 

First World War, female sports lessons were still rarely included in the curriculum. At 

Machynlleth Intermediate School, for example, exercise for boys was taken in fine 

weather alone, while the girls received none owing to the lack of a qualified teacher. 

Although a full-time physical education mistress was appointed in 1918, on her 

departure two years later she was not replaced.95 A 1918 a report entitled Welsh 

Education in Sunlight and Shadow, by G. Feme Williams, deplored the continuing 

neglect of physical education in the nation's schools (together with unacceptable lack 

of tuition in music and drawing), and emphasised how important it was to include 

'beauty, proportion, harmony, colour, rhythm' 96 in a rounded course of learning. 

Williams praised the few girls' schools which offered morris dancing, in which 

children found 'an outlet for their exuberance, [and] experience a new and wonderful 

joy in the expression of colour and rhythm through movement'.97 Only the minority 

of schools employed qualified sports instructors, however, with the majority making 

do with untrained teachers and twice-weekly half-hour sessions of physical exercises, 

proving that sports invariably remained very much secondary to academic subjects.

In summary, therefore, we can see that by 1900 the provision of physical 

education in schools and colleges, although having made considerable progress, still 

received far less coverage in the curricula than academic studies. Given the sporting 

success achieved by Wales on an international level from 1880 to 1914, however, the 

basis was laid for further advancement, and the educational context that nurtured great 

sports teams and individuals in turn influenced greatly participation across Welsh 

towns and villages. Opposition remained in certain quarters, with ministers such as 

the Reverend John Davies of Cadle, still trumpeting the Nonconformist distaste for 

games with his protest against the Swansea School Board's support for football. The 

latter was already a 'great curse to our land', and most detrimental to the well-being 

of the schoolboys.98 Overall, however, sports teaching was increasingly regarded as 

beneficial. Physical training was no longer for the privately educated alone, but had 

extended to all social groups to gradually become a generally accepted element of 

education provision. With new leisure opportunities, the health of the work-force 

improved, as Wales entered the twentieth century in confident mood, its pride and

176



identity enhanced by the establishment of a new 'national' university, closely 

followed by the opening of a national museum and national library." The instigation 

of an educational system for all had undoubtedly aided such creations - a system in 

which practical subjects, such as sport, were becoming ever more important.
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Chapter 8 Conclusion

In view of the variety and frequent fascination of the surviving primary sources, it is 

extremely surprising that such little attention has been paid to sports in rural Wales to 

date. Rather than concentrating specifically on physical recreation, most authors have 

tended to discuss sports in passing and rarely dwell on their wider social significance. 

Any space devoted to rural sports has generally been limited to seasonal festivals, and 

largely reliant on familiar, oft-quoted references. Some issues, like gender, have been 

practically avoided, while others, such as sport and the press, have yet to be fully 

considered. A possible reason behind this relative neglect is the rather eclectic and 

geographically scattered nature of sporting references which makes any 

comprehensive overview difficult. Also, although a substantial amount of material is 

available, especially in the contemporary press, it is not always possible to gauge the 

objectivity and reliability of such information. Writers on sport often possessed a 

hidden agenda, with religionists particularly keen to denigrate athletes and curb their 

activities.

Historians have commonly viewed the nineteenth century as momentous in 

giving rise to the birth and growth of modern leisure, and have been preoccupied with 

defining the social transformations which allegedly substituted rural sports with their 

modern, organised equivalents. 1 While the structure of traditional sports undoubtedly 

did alter with industrialisation and urbanization, it should be pointed out that social 

changes were not restricted to Victorian England, as throughout history Welsh 

communities have been constantly evolving, for 'one does not return to a period 

before change began.' 2 Long before the onset of industrialisation, participation in 

sport was often determined by wealth, and as has been previously shown in this 

dissertation, pursuits exclusive to the gentry were unavailable to the masses. Prior to 

the industrial period sportsmen were leisured gentlemen who revelled in hunting, 

shooting and fishing, possessing sufficient free time to participate in outdoor country 

pursuits. The Industrial Revolution, in its introduction of new ideas which 

complemented or challenged old ways of thinking, was responsible for establishing a 

class-based society, which sought to organise social practices, including sports and

mass entertainment.
Leisure activities have always adapted to the changes around them and 

reflected a changing society. Nonetheless, many contemporary writers and later
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historians have seized on the process of modernization as adversely affecting popular 

recreations, while simultaneously introducing new types of leisure better suited to a 

new environment. Robert W. Malcolmson echoed Strutt3 in believing that 'traditional' 

folk sports were overwhelmed by industrialisation, as the burgeoning towns disrupted 

rural activities and altered them almost overnight to organised games. Such an opinion 

is debatable, and can certainly not be applied to Wales, where, rather than disappear 

without trace, rural sports continued to flourish in the face of industrial development. 

Their continued prosperity is well documented in the newspapers, which covered 

rustic sports in parallel with the emerging codified games. According to an article in 

1866 in the publication Land and Water.

Ever since the commencement of the Volunteer Movement in 1859 the 
'Ars Gymnastica' [The Art of Gymnastics] has received an extraordinary 
impulse and development in this country ... not only have the old 
recognized forms of amateur sport been practised with redoubled energy, 
but new forms have been introduced - and a spirit of system and 
organisation has been infused into athletics generally ... Young England 
seems fast approaching that state of ancient Greece, when the importance 
of physical training was recognised as hardly second to that of the mind ... 
school-masters lament the ... athletic fever - university tutors sigh at 
transformation of promising pupils to votaries of cricket field, river and 
gymnasium.

Although a gradual shift did take place from folk sports to standardised pursuits, there 

was no immediate displacement. While some folk games, such as those included in 

rustic sports days, continued as before, remaining largely unaffected by wider social 

change, others adopted a different guise, with sports such as association football and 

rugby basing themselves on folk play yet acquiring standard rules and regulations in 

order to promote uniformity and aid fair play. Rather than being two completely 

separate entities, 'traditional' and 'modem' sports have always been closely related, 

and even today, the mark of the former is still evident on contemporary games, most 

obviously in games like football and boxing, which remain similar to their earlier 

'folk' versions. Industrialisation inevitably played its part in the changes sports 

underwent, but since agrarian society survived, so too did its sports.

Andy Croll, in his perceptive analysis of British leisure and sport during the 

nineteenth century, documents how some theorists cite a nadir in traditional culture 

during the 1830s and 1840s. 5 Wales did not completely turn its back on the old ways 

during the first half of the nineteenth century, however, for rural traditions continued
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to thrive, despite efforts to undermine them.The tenacity of custom is confirmed by 

the prevalence of a flourishing popular culture, such as mabsantau, maypoles and 

animal sports. 6 There is no evidence to suggest that sporting pastimes in Wales 

experienced a significant decline during this period, activities such as pedestrianism 

and quoiting being regularly covered in the press. Editions of the North Wales 

Chronicle, for example, contain a wealth of references to a variety of sports, such as 

hunting, trotting, archery, cricket and ploughing matches. In May 1844 the Chronicle 

reported the annual May sports, which were deemed ideal 'for keeping people in 

good humour', while the rustic sports held a month later included jumping in sacks, a 

hurdle race, foot race, wheelbarrow race, bucket race and a donkey race, and 'good 

order prevailed with the exception of one short battle between two big fellows who 

were too silly (under the influence of liquor) to behave themselves in a decent
o

manner.' The Chronicle was still covering 'rustic sports' as late as the 1860s, proving 

that despite the march of industrialisation and the religious leaders who sought to 

quash folk sports, the tried and tested recreations were still being enjoyed.

Although the fate of folk sports was profoundly affected by the continuous 

opposition towards them from churches and chapels, religious leaders failed to 

completely eradicate them from society. One must acknowledge, however, that the 

life of festivals such as the mabsantau, which continued well into the nineteenth 

century, despite the emergence of modern sports, appears to have been shortened by 

criticism from irate religious leaders. Sport was used as a scapegoat by ministers for 

the perceived ills of the country and suffered the wrath of the Nonconformist pulpit. 

Inadvertently, perhaps, the damning printed lectures and surviving publications issued 

by the church shed much light on rural sports, providing much detailed information to 

the researcher regarding the type of sports which were popular and those which 

caused most concern within religious circles.

Mass migration from countryside to town affected the fortunes of rural 

activities, as did the formation of societies such as the Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Animals, in 1824, designed to curb 'inappropriate' behaviour. Certain 

traditional cultural forms deemed as dehumanising were a prime target, and folk 

sports suffered greatly. A more rigidly demarcated class society put an end to the 

assemblies of rich and poor to witness cockfighting bouts or pedestrian challenges, 

and replaced this with a code of more civilised behaviour, which determined the
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'worth' of athletic pursuits and their suitability for each social group. Sport was a 

measure of one's social standing and the relationship between the classes was 

highlighted through recreation. The new middle classes, perceiving it their duty to 

educate the masses, often attacked the lower classes and their unsavoury leisure 

activities, which were often conducted in large industrial towns replete with squalid 

housing and deplorable living conditions. These educators believed organised sports 

to be respectable and morally beneficial, and sought to promote these above all others. 

To them, as Andy Croll remarks, 'urbanization, industrialization and 

commercialization appeared as heroes of the piece ... leisure had gone from being 

seen as something that was threatening and shot through with dangerous radical 

overtones, to being conceived of as a necessary feature of the good, civilized life.' 

Whatever one's background, sport was an important social outlet and an opportunity 

to socialise with fellow parishioners in a non-threatening environment. In Wales the 

overall growth of leisure opportunities aided their cause for social acceptance. For the 

working man, 'appropriate' sports offered opportunites for relaxation and escapism 

from the daily grind. As previously indicated (p. 147), the Aberystwyth Observer 

stated in 1874 how daily life had become so busy and hurried, that it was more 

important than ever to devote time to athletic sports, which helped release the strain of 

work. 10 Time was an issue for many working men, however. In an address at Llanelli 

in 1899, Sir John Llewelyn, MP and sportsman, reminded the audience that 'they 

lived not in lazy England but industrious Wales, where people could not afford the 

time for cricket, except on Saturday afternoon.' 11

Uncertainty remains over how exactly sportsmen reacted to the class-based 

power structures that engulfed them; structures that sometimes encouraged 

participation in sport, and on other occasions actively suppressed it. There appears 

little evidence to suggest that mass rural sports were totally controlled and dominated 

by the wealthy, as the lower classes seem to have been able to arrange sports on their 

own terms, independent of upper-class involvement. Neil Tranter (1998) has stated 

that to assume folk sports could not survive without support from the landed elites 

'understates the capacity of working-class culture to determine its own character and 

evolution.' 12 As Peter Bailey (1978) has illustrated, working-class participants 

succeeded in exerting a continuing claim to their own entertainment. 13 Others, 

including the Marxist, John Hargreaves, (1986) 14 and Emma Griffin, (2002) , 15 who is
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opposed to the Geertz-type anthropological analysis, 16 have argued that wealth and 

power were crucial determinants of the types of recreations, pastimes and customs 

practised in industrialising communities. Plebeian resilience is evident in numerous 

sources, 17 thus proving that the wealthier members of society failed to gain complete 

control over their social inferiors.

Although organised games like football and rugby did become extremely 

popular, these were not created afresh to better suit 'the demands of an industrialized, 

urbanised, class society', but developed from age-old rural activities. This 

development was at its height after 1870, when modern sports began to become 

accepted across Britain and increasingly recognised as significant in the wider society. 

The belief that modern leisure 'rose like a phoenix from the ashes, possessed of 

prodigious powers of expansion and invention' 18 is contradicted by many Welsh 

sources, for as many sports adopted modern equivalents, others resisted revision and 

reconstruction. The people of Wales, industrial as well as rural, clung to still familiar 

activities well into the late nineteenth century, the weekly Cambrian, like the daily 

Western Mail and South Wales Daily News, reporting on prizefighting and walking 

contests in the late 1880s, and the Cambria Daily Leader covering quoits in the early 

1890s and the early twentieth century and the game still survives. The precarious 

situation of some sports caused concern in some circles, however. In May 1891 the 

Cambria Daily Leader yearned for the glorious past:

That Wales is not so merry as it used to be is a proposition that now-a- 
days it would require a courageous man to contradict, but still the 
regularity of the old time diversions has died away for some reason which 
may hereafter be plain. Our greatgrandfathers liked to take their joys in 
regular rotation. From Christmas time, with its mummers and Lord of 
Missrule, until the season of holly and mistletoe came round again, there 
was not a month without its special amusement. Now our open-air 
diversions are confined to sports once or twice during the year ... Those 
who devised the old sports were more intent on making the onlooker laugh 
[with grinning and whistling matches for example] than organising a trial 

of strength or skill.

Even outside the heartlands of the Industrial Revolution, as the nineteenth century 

unfolded it would be unrealistic not to expect rural activities to have been affected by 

the development occurring in urbanised areas; significantly, the newly established 

physical education lessons in rural schools and colleges during the latter half of the 

nineteenth century tended to teach the new structured sports, rather than folk
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recreations. Changing attitudes also affected the decline of rural sports, in particular 

the growth of the middle classes, who promoted organised activities at the expense of 

traditional forms, and the many fervent religious leaders who seized every opportunity 

to attempt to quash athletic activities and replace them with events such as Sunday 

School festivals.

While recent historiography has frequently considered the influence of class 

and social status on sports participation, athletic involvement according to gender has 

yet to be adequately explored. Although it would be extremely misleading to consider 

the development of sport in Wales solely from a male perspective, there are very few 

printed references to women athletes, and these usually form a single paragraph 

toward the end of a discussion. The emergence of organised sport undoubtedly aided 

women's social advancement, and increased their confidence. A great deal depended, 

however, on the social class of the female, for the higher her status the greater 

opportunities to participate. Having been constantly undermined by a Victorian ideal 

that regarded women as silent, passive, creatures, upper-class women, after initial 

uncertainty, were generally happy to challenge convention. Those women, who 

possessed little time or money to indulge in leisure activities, were not so fortunate. 

For middle-class women in particular, educational institutions were crucial in the 

advancement of physical education, as students were increasingly encouraged to take 

up games during the late nineteenth century, thus challenging the common belief that 

sport was exclusively a male pursuit.

As we increasingly move from an industrial into a post-industrial era, rural 

activities are once again a topic of debate, as they were at the end of the nineteenth 

century. A letter from a Denbighshire farmer to the Cambrian News in 187020 in 

support of 'the manly and healthy pleasure' of hunting, while criticising the agitators 

who preached against its cruelty, could just as easily have been written in the present 

day. Now the talk is of old sports in the context of modem society, and the different 

types of pressure this entails. According to Andrew Blake (1999):

Farming, by common consent, is in crisis. The millennial situation echoes 
that of the 1880s: indeed the very similar crisis (over agriculture and land 
use in a time of declining prices) which arose at the end of the nineteenth 
century and remained unresolved until the land sales which followed the 
first world war began to remove the aristocracy from their natural 

habitat. 21

188



Blood sports are currently a burning parliamentary issue, for in Februrary 2005 the 

Labour government enforced a hunting ban across England and Wales which included 

fox-hunting, deer-hunting and hare-coursing with dogs. Anti-hunters, such as the 

League Against Cruel Sports, founded in 1924 to protect all wildlife, have long 

campaigned for an outright ban, stressing the horrifyingly cruelty of such sports and 

emphasing how unnecessary they are for pest control. Conversely, hunt enthusiasts, 

such as the Countryside Alliance, argue that such pursuits are an integral element of 

rural life, required to control foxes, hares, deer and mink, and to sustain the 

management of wildlife. The alliance claims that the animals are killed quickly and 

without undue suffering, and that the ban contravenes human rights as well as being 

severely harmful to the rural economy.22

Although sport is already greatly commercialised, it is being continuously 

promoted in the media for purposes designed to raise its profile and its economic 

status, while rural sports receive little, if any, coverage. Indeed, rural sports resemble 

a sort of living museum that celebrates a countryside which appears to be slipping 

away. The only media outlets for field sports and country living are within the more 

conservative broadsheets and in dedicated magazines, while the nearest terrestrial 

television comes to broadcasting hunting is the news bulletin following traditional 

Boxing Day hunts, when members of the public are quizzed regarding their opinions 

for and against the sport. The gentle pursuit of sheepdog trialling in One Man and his 

Dog was dropped by the BBC in 1998, and there is currently no coverage of hunting 

with dogs, or the shooting of birds. Whereas television casually and regularly displays 

violence to human beings, either real or fictional, violence against animals is rarely 

seen. Rural sports only occasionally make the headlines, and usually for the wrong 

reasons. In April 2005 the Independent newspaper reported on a farmer jailed for 

organising cockfights in a barn near Chichester, West Sussex. Described as 'utterly 

barbaric' by the magistrate, the illegal bouts were raided by police and RSPCA 

officers, and in a video recording showing two of the fights, birds were seen attacking 

each other to the sound of laughter in the audience.23 Coincidentally, the Independent 

reported on the same day a rather more light-hearted story, namely the determination 

of Cumberland wrestlers to prevent their sport from dying out. This, it was perceived, 

could only be done by scrapping the embarassing type of embroidered pants worn 

since Victorian times, and replacing them with tracksuit bottoms and T-shirts.
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Few English authors covering British rural sports have done justice to the 

Welsh aspect, and have failed to consider many primary sources, such as Welsh 

literature and contemporary newspapers, in any sort of depth. There is also often a 

south Wales bias in publications printed outside its borders, and, as noted by Martin 

Johnes, 'with the south providing the bulk of the nation's people, wealth and 

historians, her image has been transposed onto a picture of Wales as a whole'. 24 hi 

Wales itself, scholarly explorations have appeared discussing certain areas of rural 

sports. Detailed analysis is still required in many areas, notably regional variations 

in folk play, women and sport, and the impact of physical education in schools and 

universities, positively or adversely, on rural sports. Rural popular culture is a topic 

which generally needs to be interrogated more fully, as does the attitude of the church 

to physical exercises, (religious magazines being a rich source of information), and 

why exactly they were criticised so harshly. We also need to explore a 'history of the 

emotions' to analyse why sports were enjoyed. According to a letter in the Cambrian 

News in 1875, 'You have to prove first that amusements are necessary, and second 

that sports are amusing entertainments.' 26 The trustworthiness of contemporary 

sources could also be considered, for it is often difficult to make judgements through 

twenty-first-century eyes. The tone of some reports and articles are condescending, 

while others maintain a distinct distance from events, preferring to dissociate 

themselves from certain, usually brutal, activities, such as boxing. Although the sheer 

amount of printed references to sports, such as those in parish histories, diaries, and 

the press, testify to a strong sporting presence, which, in itself, underlines its impact 

on society, the researcher tends to only hear one side of the story, that of educated 

writers, confident of setting their thoughts down on paper. The opinion of the 

common man and woman, however, is still relatively silent - a voice which historians 

of sport have yet to hear.

This dissertation has attempted to construct a clearer picture of rural sports 

enjoyed across Wales during a period of great social change, and to assess how they 

continued to flourish, despite great opposition, alongside and in an increasingly 

industrialized society that involved the re-ordering and restructuring of all areas of 

daily life. It has sought to utilise surviving sources to demonstrate the vibrancy and 

longevity of rural recreations, which varied according to the location and social status 

of the participants. The new, industrial, democratic Wales that was emerging in the
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second half of the nineteenth century would privilege mass spectator team sports as 

one of its regional and national signifiers, and rural sports would always struggle for 

accommodation within the new order.
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