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All the fun of the fair? 
The Showmen’s Guild looked into the history of the Fun Fair 

Fairs in Britain have a long and ancient history. The Romans were once credited with 
their introduction – the word 'fair' is itself derived from the Latin feria, a holiday – but 
the tradition is more deeply rooted. They have their origins in the pagan customs of 

the people who first settled this land. Their seasonal gatherings, held perhaps for the 
purposes of both festivity and trade, contained within them the essential elements of the 
fair.


It was trade that was to become the more important element following the Norman 
Conquest, when those English fairs that were then in existence were reconstituted along 
French lines. Charters granted by the 
monarch gave fairs a legal status and an 
increasing importance in the economic life 
of the nation. In the 13th and 14th 
centuries almost 5000 fairs were 
chartered, the largest of these attracting 
merchants and a wealth of goods from 
many parts of Europe.


These fairs became important landmarks 
in the calendar, both socially and 
culturally. As well as drawing traders they 
were magnets for itinerant entertainers: 
jugglers, tumblers and musicians – the 
ancestors of today’s travelling showmen. 
A new dimension was added to the 
annual fair after the Black Death, the 
plague that killed over a third of the 
population. With fewer hands to work the 
land, wages rose steeply. Alarmed by this 
breach in the feudal system, Edward III 
sought to control wages by enacting a 
statute that would fix rates of pay. These 
fixed rates were to be announced at the 
annual fair – the one occasion when most 
of the local population would be present – 
or at specially called events. These latter events, ‘statute fairs’, eventually became the 
places where labourers could offer themselves for hire.
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The Atherstone 
Ball Game was 

created to 
commemorate 

the 
Warwickshire 

Lads beating the 
Leicestershire 
Lads back in 

1199.



 

Sporting History … 
Leana Kell gives us a brief history of the game of rugby …  

Rugby is one of the most popular sports within 
the UK, and as a nation, we're proud of its 
heritage. Last month, England and Wales 

hosted the Rugby World Cup 2015, a momentous 
occasion in the sporting calendar and a great 
opportunity to showcase the world's best players in 
the sport.


This month, Centurion takes a look at the history of 
Rugby and why it has continued to grow in 
popularity throughout the past century to become 
what it is today - one of the greatest games in the 
world.


The game of Rugby has been evolving ever since 16 
year old William Webb Ellis reputedly picked up a 
ball and began to run with it during a school football 
match in 1823, thus creating the rugby-style of play. 
Despite the story lacking firm evidence, it has 
become firmly entrenched in the sport's folklore and 
there is a statue erected in his honour within the 
grounds of Rugby School in Warwickshire.


In order for the game of rugby to develop, the 
presence of a ball was essential, and thankfully, a 
local shoemaker named Gilbert who lived in Rugby, 
had been making balls long before William Webb 
Ellis came along and supplying them to local schools 
in Rugby. The first balls were much larger and 
rounder than today's rugby ball and the insides were 
made out of a pig's bladder which was then covered 
in leather. Gilbert established his company in 1823 
and in the 1860s it was his business partner's idea 
to replace the bladder inner tubes with rubber. He 
also claimed to design the unique oval shape, but 
failed to patent the idea. Today Gilbert is the official 
brand of the 2015 Rugby World Cup ball.


The rules of Rugby were first written in 1845 and 
distributed to schools and other countries. The rules 
were created at Rugby School and recorded for the 
first time by the then football captain and head 
schoolboy, Isaac Gregory Smith who asked three of 
the current senior players to write down the 
previously unwritten rules. The rules were illustrated 
to produce the first ever images of the game of 
rugby football. Around the same time, the concept of 
the all-important 'offside' rule was documented, 
which became such a significant rule that in 1871 
the Rugby Union stated: "No rules in the rugby code 
require to be more strictly observed. Disregard of 
these fundamental rules will completely nullify all the 
science and spoil all the spirit of the rugby game."


The game took some years to develop - originally 
there were no formal positions and anyone could join 
in and play, but by 1847, a fixed number of players 
was agreed, starting with 17 forwards and three full-

backs. Later on, this developed into teams of 8 
forwards, 2 half-backs and 4 three-quarters and a full 
back. Soon, the tackle was developed whereby 
holding and grappling with an opposing player 
became the core activity of the game, but this activity 
could go on for more than 15 minutes without the ball 
being put down, which led to the RFU officially 
introducing the tackle in 1874.


The great split between Rugby Union and Rugby 
League occurred back in 1895. At the time, Rugby 
fever had hit Britain hard and more and more clubs 
were developing in some of the largest cities and 
counties in the north of England. With the 
development of the new leagues came the demand 
for more control and autonomy to include payment of 
players for loss of earnings, but the RFU was keen to 
retain its amateur status. This led to the Northern 
clubs forming the Northern Rugby Union, formally 
known as Rugby League from 1922. It wasn't until the 
summer of 1995 when rugby union finally agreed to 
became professional having held on to its amateur 
status for 150 years.


Rugby continues to be an inspiration to modern day 
practices. In 2016, rugby union, represented by its 
short version seven-a-side rugby, will return to the 
Olympic fold. In addition, the government has 
recently announced a new initiative to take 
professional rugby coaching into schools to help 
teach inner-city children discipline, teamwork and 
resilience.


The game of Rugby continues to develop new 
initiatives and practices, and as such, it continues to 
be enjoyed by millions across the globe.


The Sir John Moore Museum has a  
Victorian rugby boot in its collection



 

Hated sports day. I wasn't sporty in anyway shape or form.

Barbara Henderson  

I was OK on the cross country runs but useless at running in a 
race.. I did enjoy sports day but I wasn't particularly good at any 
one thing..


Linda Lotcha  

Love it but l was a good runner in the later years ran for the school 
in the town sports great memories


Margaret Brotherstan 

I loved it, I was champion at long jump through infants juniors and 
senior, always in the district sports, this was when you had heats 
to be able to be  in a race. Loved long distance and hurdles too


Janice Thorne  

I remember the egg and 
spoon and wheel barrow 
races in the early 1970s.


Jacqui Harris 

Yes !  Will have you know 
that l...& l only... WON 
the slow bicycle race in 
school sports day back 
in 1952 in a field on a 
fixed wheel bike but 
don't tell..OK !


John Corrie  

Used to get a halfcrown if you won your race..

Shirley Smithe 

Doing cross country when we had discovered fake tan.

....follow the girl with orange legs! Hockey matches on freezing 
Saturday mornings when you couldn't see the other end of the 
pitch. Then there was Lacrosse..brutal!


Karen Brown 

History teacher used to start races with a clapperboard. In the 100 
yards, somebody went off on set and beat me by about a yard. I 
said to him wait for the 220 yards. I went off on set and won by 
about 5 yards. Served him right.


Doug Woodyatt 

Loved sports days . I was so competitive and hated losing ! I know 
that today the idea of  just taking part is the important and fun 
thing. Might be for some but to my mind unless you have got that 
inner killer instinct you will never make it as a competitive 
sportsman.


Cynthia Roberts 

School Sports Day … 
Memories from our FaceBook feed …

Early Memories 
Jean Turnbull recalls a 

coronation cricket match 

As a 4 year old in 1953, I can 
remember the Queen's Coronation 
celebrations.


The village (Gt. Oakley in Northants) 
organised a cricket match - ladies v 
gents. My aunty took part. My 
grandad was the umpire and 
missed an important decision as he 
was busy filling his pipe with baccy!


T h e r e w a s a f a n c y d r e s s 
competition which I won, dressed 
as a salad girl. My lemon coloured 
dress had lettuce leaves stitched on 
round the hem and I was sporting a 
necklace and bracelet of threaded 
cubes of various vegetables. I was 
holding a bottle of Heinz Salad 
Cream! 


I remember being taken to the 
v i l lage inst i tute to show my 
grandmother, who was in charge of 
the ladies producing refreshments. 
Happy days.

D u r i n g t h e 
ea r l y 1800s 
the name Mary 
w a s s o 
popular that 
over 50% of 
t h e f e m a l e 
B r i t i s h 
population had that name.



A statue for Mary … 
Marina brings her research on Mary Anning 
right up to date 

Mary Anning 1799-1847 was a pioneer in fossil 
hunting on the Jurassic coast where she lived. 
 Her discoveries and identification of fossils were 

invaluable to an understanding of the layers which 
comprise the earth’s crust.  She came from a humble 
background, but became famous, both here and 
abroad, because she had a deeper knowledge than the 
experts of her day.


 P a l a e o n t o l o g y 
today is based on 
her discoveries.


This is the skeleton 
of the Rutland Sea 
Dragon … over ten 
metres long and 180 
metres long  

This marine fossil - 
the most complete ever found in Britain – was found on 
our own doorstep at Rutland Water!  - It was excavated 
by scientists in August/September 2021.  

 

Ichthyosaurs (what a fetching name!) had huge teeth 
and eyes.  They were sometimes more than 25 metres 
long! Scientists are cock-a-hoop at their discovery. 
However the Ichthyosaur was originally identified by 
Mary Anning.    

  
On May 21 2022 a statue will be erected in Lyme Regis 
in her memory – and we have a young girl to thank for 
this.  When Evie Pearson, aged 10, learned about Mary 
Anning, she asked why there was no statue in her 

memory.   She and 
her mother then 
c r o w d - f u n d e d 
£ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 f o r a 
sculpture.  This has 
been crafted by 
Denise Dutton (who 
h a s a b r o n z e 
sculpture in the 
National Memorial 
Arboretum).    What 
a r e m a r k a b l e 
achievement by a 
young girl.


This is the clay 
sculpture the statue 
was cast from and 
shows Mary walking 
along The Cobb at 
Lyme Regis 

In the 80s, Sport Day was a huge 
event. Especially in Barnsley, 
where I grew up. We would don our 
gym kit – for us, this was a white t-
shirt, a maroon-coloured kilt and 
some matching gym knickers – and 
run on to the field to the shouts of 
our adoring crowds (or rather, our 
mams and dads waving wildly and 
telling us to break a leg).

 

I used to love running the three-
legged race with my mate Kathryn. 
We were dead good at it; wrapping 
the cord round our legs and waiting 
for the starting pistol (well, Mr 
Tighe shouting “GO!”), and moving 
in unison to the finish line. I don’t 
th ink we ever imagined the 
imminent danger we were in, even 
though we saw loads of other 
people staggering slowly at first, 
t h e n b u i l d i n g u p b a s h i n g 
momentum until they crashed 
down on their faces. I seem to 
remember that we always won, but 
that might be 40-year-old me 
hoping, rather than 8-year-old me 
winning!


I remember my sister, who is two 
years younger than me, smashing 
the egg ever so carefully so that it 
would stick to her spoon as she 
ran. Is that cheating? We thought it 
was nothing less than genius. And 
i t d idn’t rea l ly g ive her an 
advantage, because she’s not a 
particularly speedy runner – more 
of an ambler, really. In more recent 
years both me and my sister have 
tried to run 5k “fun runs”, which are 
as not much fun if you’re as good 
at running as me and my sister, 
and don’t involve as much running 
as walking with a strange rolling 
gait, moaning loudly about how 
you forgot this was on this morning 
and you’ll never do it again.


Did Sports Day at school help me 
to get more into sports, or bring 
o u t m y l a t e n t i n n e r 
competitiveness? No. But I loved 
every minute of those summery, 
childhood events.

T’Yorkshire Sports 
Sally Lowe remembers her time in 
the school sports field …
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Did you know that the new Lodge or 
Gatehouse on New Road in Appleby Magna 
was constructed in 1840?  However in 

researching further we discovered that in the mid 
20th century it was used as a small chocolate 
factory?  In our recent oral history interview with 
Aubrey Phipps, he clearly recalls it being used for 
that purpose.


Did you Know … 
Chocolate anyone ???

My favourite sport … 
Jasmine  Year 5. SJMF

I enjoy skiing because I like meeting new people to be 
friends with and talk to. I also like competing with my 
friend on race nights and playing afterwards. My 
favourite thing to do is go off the ramp in the course 
because it makes me faster. I ski with Midlands Ski 
Club. As a team we travel around the country for 
national ski races; we do quite well. In the holidays I do 
ski camps, sometimes with my friend. We usually go to 
Stoke-on-Trent. They have moguls there (moguls are 
hills in the slope and you have to ski over them) that I 
ski on. There is a vertical ramp that I went on and over 
the big mogul (it had a ramp on it as well, but we were 
not allowed to go on it). It was quite scary! I love skiing!

Many years ago, my husband was a member of his 
works’ tennis team at Tamworth. One day, they were 
playing away, against a Civil Servants’ team in 
Birmingham, and I went along to watch.  I was the only 
spectator.


As is normal for a host 
team, they had laid on 
a s a l a d t e a f o r 
everyone after the 
match.   I sat at the 
table with our players, 
then their secretary 
came up to me and 
said that the tea was 
only for the players. 
  Flustered, I said I 
was not really hungry 
and left the table.  


I walked outside until 
they had fin ished 
eating.   As Civi l 
Servants, I suppose 
they had never heard 
t h e B o y S c o u t s ’ 
motto, “Be prepared.”

Marina’s memories … My favourite sport … 
Robyn,  Year 5. SJMF

My favourite sport is running. I do it 
with an athletics club and with my 
family. I like running because it helps 
keep my mind off things that may be 
happening. It is fun to do, it’s easy to do 
as well. You can run at whatever pace 
or speed to make it suit you and you are 
the only one that matters. You don’t 
have to worry about anybody else, also 
it’s great for your health and it’s totally 
free.  
Ps It’s more fun with family and friends! 
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