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Abs t r act  

Ra cin g, Br it a in ’s  fir s t  p ro t o-m od e rn , w id e ly-fo llow e d  n a t ion a l sp or t , 
op e n s  a  w in d ow  in t o  w id e r  socia b ilit y a n d  cu lt u r a l life . Th e  a n n u a l 
r a ce  w e e k  cr e a t e d  a n  im p or t a n t  u rb a n  socia l sp a ce , in vo lvin g b o t h  
p u b lic a n d  p r iva t e  socia b ilit y, a t t r a ct in g r a ce h orse  ow n e rs  a n d  
ga m b le r s ; m e n  a n d  w om e n ; t h e  cou n t ry a n d  t ow n s-fo lk ; a n d  e lit e , 
m id d lin g a n d  p ro le t a r ia t  grou p s . Th e  r a ce  grou n d  o ffe r e d  a  lim in a l 
sp a ce  e n cou ra gin g socia l m ixin g a n d  s t a t u s  d isp la y, com m e rcia l 
op p or t u n it ie s  a n d  p o lit ica l-lin ke d  in t e r cou rse . Th e  r a ce  w e e k  o ffe r e d  
a  w id e  r a n ge  o f a n cilla ry a t t r a ct ion s , from  a sse m b lie s , t h e a t r e s , b a lls , 
e a t in g a n d  d r in k in g, t o  cock  figh t in g o r  p u gilism .   
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Horse  racing had  a  p rom inent p lace  am ongst the  new form s of hum an 
sociab ility and  fie lds of p ractice  deve lop ing in  the  long e igh teenth  cen tury. 
From  the  1500s onwards som e  town-organ ised  m ee tings a lready existed  
a longside  priva te  races on  loca l m oors, downs or floodpla ins.1  Meeting 
num bers grew with  the  Stuarts’ love  of the  sport. Over the  1700s horse  
racing becam e  by fa r the  best-organized , best-supported , m ost h igh-sta tus, 
best-publicized  and  increasingly com m ercia l sporting activity across 
England  and  parts of Scotland  and  Wales. In  m any towns the  ‘Race  Week’ 
becam e  a  destina tion  even t in  the  annua l recrea tiona l cycle . In  Ire land  
racing expanded  stead ily from  the  m id-e ighteen th  cen tury, consolida ting 
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and  m aturing to  becom e  ‘the  island’s best organ ised  sport’.2  English-style  
racing cou ld  a lso  be  found  in  Am erica , France  and  e lsewhere .  

• 1. Pe te r Borsay, The  English  Urban  Renaissance  (Oxford : Clarendon  Press, 
1989), p .181. 

• 2. Jam es Ke lly, Sport in  Ire land  1600-1840 (Dublin : Four Courts Press, 2014), 
p .101. 

Although racing was the  pe riod’s m ost im portan t sport, un til recently 
genera l h istorians have  la rge ly ignored  its  socia l and  cu ltu ra l p lace  in  
Brita in . Pe te r Borsay’s 1989 in itia l study was not pursued . Non-academ ic 
h istoriographic focus was la rge ly on  roya l and  a ristocra tic pa tronage  and  
Newm arke t racing. Recen t revision ist stud ies have  stressed  wide r socia l 
pa rticipa tion  and  m uch  m ore  geographic d ive rsity, and  the  varied  
opportun ities racing gave  for sociab ility, gam bling, and  its  com plex in te r-
connections with  politica l life .3  Study of the  thoroughbred  racehorse , itse lf 
a  key cu ltu ra l icon , with  ra re  exceptions such  as the  works of Donna  Landry 
or Richard  Nash , has ye t to  draw on  the  theore tica l approaches of h istorica l 
an im al stud ies.4 

Newm arke t was a  gravita tiona l cen tre  of roya l politica l power and  courtly 
le isure  following the  Restora tion  of Charle s II, and  by the  ea rly 1700s a  
p redom inantly Protestant Whig racing focus for the  newly-founded  Jockey 
Club , the  earliest of seve ra l subsequent racing clubs.5  Racing ga ined  
support from  King William , and  then  Queen  Anne , who founded  Ascot. The  
Germ anic Georges were  less en thusiastic about English  racing, bu t both  
William  Augustus, Duke  of Cum berland , and  the  fu ture  King George  IV 
indulged  in  and  prom oted  the  sport. 

• 3. Mike  Huggins, Horse  Racing and  British  Socie ty in  the  Long Eighteenth  
Centu ry (Rocheste r, N.-Y.: Boyde ll Press, 2018) 

• 4. Richard  Nash , ‘”Honest English  Breed”: the  Racehorse  as Cu ltura l Icon’ in  
Karen  Rabe r and  Treva  Tucker (ed .), The  Cultu re  of the  Horse : Sta tus, Discip line , 
and  Identity in  the  Early Modern  World  (New-York: Pa lgrave , 2004), p .245-72; 
Donna  Landry, Noble  Bru tes: How Easte rn  Horses Transform ed English  Cu lture  
(Baltim ore : Johns Hopkins Unive rsity Press, 2009) 

• 5. Richard  Nash , ‘The  Sport of Kingm akers: Horse  Racing in  La te  Stuart England’, 
In te rna tiona l jou rna l of the  History of Sport (37, 3, 2020), p .304-322. 
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At Newm arke t the  Jockey Club  estab lished  a  dom inant ro le . Many of its 
races were  h igh-stakes m atches m ade  be tween  two wea lthy owners. Such  
wagers potentia lly com bined  racing riva lries, power politics, socia l rank, 
in form ed sociab ility, and  the  socia l d isp lay of the  m atch-m aker’s prowess, 
wealth , sta tus and  m ascu lin ity, as he  dem onstra ted  h is judgem ent about 
the  horse ’s qua litie s re la tive  to  the  one  he  had  chosen  to  m atch  it 
aga inst. Not a ll of them  were  honest. When  Danie l Defoe  visited  in  the  
1720s, he  was shocked  a t the  way the  nobility and  gen try were  ‘busy in  wha t 
is  ca lled  the  sharp ing part of the  sport, of wagers and  be ts’, trying to  
‘circum vent one  another and  […] p ick one  another’s pocke ts […] to  the  
inde lib le  sham e  of m en  of rank and  qua lity’.6 

• 6. Danie l De foe , A Tour Through the  Whole  Island  of Grea t Brita in  3rd  Edition  
(London: Osborn  e t a ll, 1742), p .78-9. 

By 1739 a  con tem porary racing ca lendar listed  a  ne twork of 138 separa te  
race  m ee tings, with  othe rs too low in  sta tus to  note .7  Governm enta l 
anxie tie s about the  supposed  excessive  increase  of horse  races which  
supposedly encouraged  ‘id leness’, le ss socia lly worthy activities and  
absen tee ism , the  chea ting and  gam bling racing cou ld  encourage , and  other 
socia l, econom ic and  m ilita ry conce rns, led  to  a  draconian  Act of 
1740.8  Each  race , with  very ra re  excep tions, had  to  have  prize  m oney of a t 
least £50. It reduced  races im m edia te ly as few races then  offe red  such  
leve ls.   

• 7. John  Cheny, A Historica l List of All Horse  Matches Run and  All Pla tes  and  Prizes 
Run For (London: Cheny, 1739) 

• 8. Gam ing Act on  horse racing 13 Geo. 2, ch . 19 (1740) 

Even  Newm arke t struggled  in  the  1740s, bu t it steadily revived  as a  key 
racecourse . By 1768 the  dukes of Grafton , Ancaste r, Kingston , Bridgwate r, 
and  Northum berland , the  Marquess of Rockingham , the  earls of Eglin ton , 
March , Orford , and  Gower, and  a t least six other gen tlem en a ll had  racing 
stab les the re , with  others run  by groom s. Five  noblem en and  gen tlem en 
had  stab les in  the  country nearby. By the  following year the  town had  six 
race  m ee tings: a  tota l of th irty-n ine  days racing.9 
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Elsewhere , when  race  num bers revived  slowly in  the  1750s, m ost English  
races were  for o lder horses, in  hea ts, often  ove r four m iles. In  hea t races, 
the  winner usua lly had  to  win  two hea ts, with  rests be tween . This a llowed  
towns if necessa ry to  have  on ly a  single  race  da ily, since  seve ra l horses 
m ight each  win  a  hea t in  turn .  Other races were  single  ones for p la tes, cups 
or cash . Thereafte r, ‘sweepstake ’ races grew in  popularity. Any num ber of 
owners m ight subscribe  an  am ount for a  forthcom ing race , which  the  
winner took. It offe red  a  fa r wide r varie ty of odds and  m arke t 
m anipula tions, and  m ade  racing eve r m ore  a ttractive  to  owners and  
wagere rs. Leading m ee tings cou ld  now afford  two or m ore  da ily races. Over 
tim e  the re  were  a lso  m ore  races for three - and  four-year-old  horses, 
running a t speed  ove r shorte r d istances. In  1780 the  first Epsom  Derby, to  
which  36 horses had  been  en te red  the  year before , was run , though  on ly 
n ine  three -year-olds ran , giving 1,075 gu ineas to  the  winning owner.  

From  the  1760s m any county towns like  York, residen tia l le isure  towns such  
as Lewes or Stam ford , and  som e  m arke t towns like  Knutsford  or Hexham , 
often  en joying pe riods of urban  renewal by the  m iddling sort, were  m ore  
ab le  to  ra ise  the  h ighe r prize  m oney and  extend  facilitie s. Alm ost a ll cou ld  
on ly support a  single  annua l ‘race  week’ of usua lly two to  four days 
racing.  Such  m ee tings took p lace  in  the  pe riod  from  March  to  October, 
when  fash ionable  nobility and  gen try socie ty m oved  from  London  or town 
houses to  en joy county esta te  life  and  a  nearby urban  race  m ee ting’s 
m ultip le  le isure  a ttractions. 

Towns were  well aware  tha t a  race  week offe red  potentia l p rofit a s we ll a s 
recrea tion  and  d ive rsion  to  m any of the ir citizens, especia lly those  involved  
in  hote ls, inns, taverns, other food  and  drink facilitie s, stab les, sm ith ie s, 
fa rrie rs, en te rta inm ents, and  a  wide  range  of luxury se rvice  p roviders, who 
m ight a ll con tribu te  to  p rize  m oney subscrip tion  lists . Be tte r u rban  hom es 
m ight be  rented  ou t by advertising them  as lodgings to  m ore  d istan t 
visitors. Depending on  loca lity, fu rthe r p rize  m oney m ight be  ra ised  from  
crown-provided  ‘roya l p la tes’ which  encouraged  cava lry horse  breed ing; 
borough  corpora tions; loca l MPs or p rospective  MPs seeking politica l 
pa tronage , favour and  support; ‘county’ a ristocra tic and  gen try landowners; 
and  ind ividua ls seeking sta tus or en joying racing. Even  so  the  dea th  of a  
m ajor supporte r, or loca l politica l, socia l or econom ic circum stances, cou ld  
m ean  fa ilu re  to  ra ise  sufficien t m oney.  



The  regula r, eve r-expanding and  often  un inh ib ited  newspaper reports of 
u rban  races in  the  na tional and  regiona l p ress, soon  includ ing in itia l 
advertising, racehorse  ownersh ip , rap id ly upda ted  race  re su lts, racing odds, 
and  m entions of those  a ttend ing, often  provided  by loca l ‘correspondents’, 
sim ultaneously foste red  be tting and  sociab ility. Th is he lped  the  sport to  
becom e  part of a  new le isure  industry. Specia list annua l ca lendars 
sum m arized  past re su lts and  publicized  upcom ing even ts, and  fortn igh tly 
shee ts advertised  sta llions and  provided  racing news. 

• 9. C.P. Lewis, ‘John  Chapm an’s Maps of Newm arke t’, Proceedings of the  
Cam bridge  Antiquarian  Socie ty (80, 1991), p .68-78. 

Race  m ee tings were  im portan t socia l ga therings. The  ca rn iva lesque  course  
a tm osphere , concern ing to  som e , a llowed  class, age , u rban/rura l, and  
gender socia l m ixing on  the  course : agricu ltura l labourers and  m en  of 
fash ion , noblem en and  p ickpocke ts, gen tlem en of fortune  and  beggars, 
cle rgy and  prostitu tes, peeresses and  kep t m istresses.  Som e  a ttenders 
chose  segrega tion . Carriages and  other whee led  transport m ight line  the  
course : the re  were  324 ca rriages a t York in  1766.10  Tem porary wooden  
‘scaffolds’ or stands a llowed a  be tte r view, and  la te r, stone  or brick-bu ilt 
grandstands were  in troduced  a t som e courses, a llowing a ttenders to  look 
down on  races and  the  com m on folk.11  Marquees, booths, ten ts and  hu ts 
p rovided  she lte r from  the  e lem ents, food  and drink, gam bling 
opportun ities and  som etim es sex.  As Olive r Cox has shown, racing was 
then  recognised  by contem poraries as an  e ssentia l pa rt of the  structure  of 
politics, a t na tiona l, regiona l and  loca l leve ls.12  Races offe red  an  
opportun ity for the  loca l e lite s to  ne twork politica lly, a ssessing e lectora l 
support th rough  covert Whig and  Tory politica l ope ra tions, or a round  1745 
occasionally p rovid ing a  context for ga therings of p ro-Jacobite  gentry as a t 
Lichfie ld .  

• 10. William  Pick, An  Authentic Historica l Racing Calendar of a ll the  Pla tes, 
Sweepstakes, m atches e tc, run  For a t York, 2709-1785 (Blanchard , 1786), p .102-
104. 

• 11. Mike  Huggins, ’Urbs in  Rure ; Racegrounds, Grandstands and  the  
Com m ercia lized  Consum ption  of Urban  Le isure  1750-1805', Urban  History 
(49,1, 2022), p .44-60. 
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• 12. Olive r Cox, ‘”Newm arke t, tha t Infam ous Sem inary of In iqu ity and  Ill 
Manne rs”: Horses and  Courts in  the  Early Years of George  III’s Re ign’, The  Court 
Historian  (24, 3, 2019), p .269-281. 

Gam bling was close ly in tegra ted  in to  e lite  sociab ility, and  wagering on  the  
course  offe red  grea t opportun ities.  Much  wagering took p lace  a round  a  so-
ca lled  ‘be tting post’, with  known acqua in tances, offe ring and accep ting odds 
and  am ounts staked , noting them  in  m em orandum  books, and  se ttling 
them  a t a  la te r tim e . But regu la r owners and  gam blers wanted  to  increase  
the  size  of the  be tting m arke t. Plebe ian  groups of working-class ‘b lacklegs’, 
racecourse  gam blers often  with  ca re fu lly p ractised  exte rna l appearances, 
ap ing civility and  politeness, were  soon  a lso  involved , like  som e wea lthy 
racing inside rs d rawing on  the  new m ore  sophistica ted  knowledge  of 
p robability, hedging be ts, and  copying tactics in  con tem porary financia l 
m arke ts. High-staking e lite  gam blers cou ld  be  vu lnerab le . Avoid ing 
d ishonesty he lped  shape  the  sports ru le s and  behaviours.  Ge tting one  over 
on  the  opposition  som etim es led  to  accusa tions tha t owners, groom s, 
jockeys or tra iners, of wha teve r socia l background , m ight have  a  horse  he ld  
back or use  of the  dark a rts of overfeed ing, giving too m uch  wate r or o ther 
form s of ‘nobbling’. Opponents of racing, such  as evange lica l Protestants 
and  socia l re form ers, saw Newm arke t as a  site  tha t encouraged  vice , 
corruption  and  d issipa tion  am ongst the  e lite , while  m ore  gene ra lly racing 
encouraged  working-class id leness, d rinking, gam bling and  potentia l 
d ishonesty. 

Ante -post be tting on  m ajor races and  h igh-stakes m atches grew over tim e , 
encouraged  by the  e lite  associab ility of London  clubs, coffee  houses or 
be tting houses like  Ta tte rsa ll’s Turf Tavern , and  from  la te  in  the  cen tury, the  
em ergence  of p rofessiona l bookm akers. Thom as Rowlandson’s p icture  of a  
bookm aker and  h is clien t ou tside  the  Ram  Inn  a t Newm arke t illustra te s the  
socia l con text of such  pre -m atch  arrangem ent. 
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Thom as 
Rowlandson , ‘The  Bookm aker and  h is Clien t ou tside  the  Ram  Inn , 
Newm arke t’, Ya le Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, B1977.14.327, 
unda ted  
Wagers cou ld  be  substan tia l. The  m atch  be tween  Sir Henry Vane  Tem pest’s 
Ham ble ton ian  and  the  wea lthy London-based  owner Joseph  Cookson’s 
Diam ond, another lead ing horse  of its  day, on  Newm arke t Hea th  in  March  
1799 over a  d istance  of just ove r four m ile s for £3000 a  side  a ttracted  
pe rhaps 300,000 guineas in  reported  wagers. 

Opportunities for sociab ility spread  far wider than  the  course . In  the  days 
be fore  the  races, a rriving horses exe rcising on  the  course  m ight be  watched 
and  assessed . Elegan t assem bly room s opened  for the  week, a llowing m en 
and  wom en of p rosperous and socia lly-am bitious m ercan tile  and  



professiona l fam ilie s to  m ix with  the  landed  e lite . Innkeepers, key cu ltu ra l 
en trepreneurs for racing, m ight offe r, a t a  price , socia l d in ing toge ther a t 
m orn ing ‘ord inaries’. Som e towns offe red  ba lls, a  touring com edy or 
thea trica l group , or m usica l conce rts. Various sports m ight be  on  offe r. 
Racing ca lendars often  listed  cock-figh ting taking p lace  a longside  races, a s 
a t York un til a t least the  1780s. At Carlisle  the re  was som etim es 
Cum berland  and  Westm orland  wrestling. There  m ight a lso  be  hunting 
a rranged  during the  week. Som e  e lite  wom en raced  the ir own horses. Som e 
took sufficien t in te rest in  the  racing to  p lace  be ts. As m ore  e lite  wom en 
a ttended  m ee tings, first in  ca rriages and  then  on  the  sca ffolds and  m ore  
expensive  grandstands, they were  joined  by la rger num bers of m iddling 
wom en, e specia lly when  booths’ stands becam e  rese rved  for wom en. 
Wom en 's le tte rs back to  friends and  re la tives about the ir visits  were  fu ll of 
accounts of race -week even ts and  experiences: ba lls and  assem blie s, 
politica l and  socia l gossip , who they m e t, and  the  races them se lves. The  
m any prizes advertised  as a  ‘Ladies’ Purse ’ or ‘Ladies’ Pla te ’ during the  
pe riod  were  recognitions of the  im portance  of the ir presence . 

In  conclusion , horse  racing was a  socia l phenom enon and com m ercia lised  
le isure  industry tha t sheds m uch  light on  a  wide  range  of socia l, cu ltu ra l, 
politica l and  econom ic deve lopm ents. Opera ting as m ee tings d id  on  a  
lim ina l con tinuum  be tween  urban  and  rura l life  and  be tween  public and  
priva te , they a llowed  a  tacitly-controlled  cross-class m ixing articu la ting 
ve rtica l tie s tha t united  rich , m iddling and  poor followers, and  bu ilt on  tim e-
honoured  trad itions of carn iva l-re la ted  festivity, while  a lso  a llowing a  
substan tia l e lem ent of socia l se lectivity in  con texts such  as the  pe rm anent 
grandstands or the  assem bly room s. By 1809 the  Morning Chronicle cou ld  
express an  increasingly com m only-he ld  view tha t horse  racing was the  
British  people ’s ‘ancien t, au thorized  and  na tiona l sport’.13 

• 13. Morning Chronicle , 29 Ju ly 1809 

Sh ar e 
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