
 

 

 

A SPORTING HISTORY OF SUSSEX: 
FROM THE AMAZING TO THE BIZARRE 

 
By Mathew Homewood 11 July, 2024 

 
Appropriately enough, when the country’s television coverage is currently taken 

up with Euro 2024, Wimbledon, and the forthcoming Olympic Games, it was 
refreshing to receive an informative and entertaining talk about sport through the 
ages in Sussex, including games typifying that eccentric character for which the 
British are universally famous. 
 
Back in 1786, apparently, the Lewes Assizes went ahead, despite there being no 
cases to hear, this fact allowing an excuse for attendance at the King’s Plate, a 
horse race run in the town that day. Racing proved popular, continuing in the 
East Sussex county town until 1964. Brighton’s own races, in 1783, coincided 
with a fair put on by the Duke of Cumberland, most enterprising of that 
nobleman, as it brought along crowds together with their money. 
 
Cricket was played at Lewes in about 1800, while here at Wadhurst there was a 
match versus Biddenden in 1811, for a purse of 20 guineas. Curiously, the result 
was a tie, each team totalling 95 runs, so one wonders whether the prize was 
shared. A year later, Wadhurst took on the whole of Sussex in a challenge 
match, so highly did the Wadhurst cricketers rate their ability.  Unusual matches 
in the 18th and 19th centuries saw teams of one-armed men facing teams of one-
legged men, as well as cricket being played in clowns’ costumes. 
 
Brighton & Hove Albion was becoming an established football club in the 
opening years of the 20th century; Lewes Police played a yearly fixture for charity 
against local Tradesmen, while earlier records reveal that Wadhurst FC had 
trounced Ticehurst 7:2 in the 1894/95 season. 
 
Cycling was very big indeed at Lewes, with four leading clubs, although only 
Lewes Wanderers still exists. This was a sport where women were included as 
participants, unlike many others in those early days. 
 
One sport in which both sexes were/are prominent was stoolball, an early 
invention not dissimilar to cricket. However, a Major Wm Grantham, realising that 
the game, being gentler than cricket, would be suitable for wounded soldiers of 
the Great War, arranged such a match at Lord’s in 1917. Two families well 
known in stoolball circles even joined in marriage: at Aldbourne in 1910, a Mr 
Fish wed a Miss Streeter, both promptly going off to play stoolball after the 
ceremony! 



 
 
 
 
Athletics has always been well supported in Sussex, one famous athlete being 
Tom Mantell (1853-1928), a wonderfully talented runner from Lewes, who 
amassed a great collection of silverware by way of prizes. Another was Alf 
Shrubb (1879-1964) from Slinfold, whose times for both the 5k and 10k races 
would still hold up in 2024, it being no surprise that he became a national 
champion. His leather boots [no trainers in those days] are on display at the 
Horsham Museum, a fascinating little museum, well worth a visit. 
 
Of course, the sports mentioned above are readily recognisable, horse racing, 
cricket, football, cycling, and athletics still featuring strongly today, while stoolball 
is still played in Sussex. However, the bizarre aspect of certain Sussex games 
throws up most intriguing pastimes, a few of which are summarised below. 
 
Examples include a hopping match at Seaford in 1878, in which a man hopping 
challenged a man running, and earlier, at Brighton in 1823, there were donkey 
races, sack races, “jingling”, and gurning through a horse collar. Menagerie races 
during late Victorian times saw goats, mice, hedgehogs, lambs, roosters, 
bantams, and even a wasp take part, presumably with some form of 
handicapping employed! In the early 20th century, men engaged in a slow bicycle 
race, while, in following decades, “dwyle flunking”, pea throwing, piano bashing, 
and skipping races have featured. 
 
Mathew demonstrated for us, in an interesting and fun way, how people of 
Sussex have amused themselves over the years, be that in the regular sports 
familiar throughout the land, the more arcane, such as stoolball, or in some 
bizarrely English pursuit of which few would ever have dreamt. 
 
Happily, the bizarre is still with us, as I read, just one day after Mathew’s talk, that 
some young people participate in the sport of mobile ‘phone throwing, the object 
of which is to see who can launch the item the farthest....... 
Stefan Gatward 
 
Notes: 

1. Gurning is pulling a grotesque face 

2. Jingling is an improved version of blind man’s buff 

3. Dwyle flunking involves dancing while avoiding being slapped with a beer-soaked mop 

 


