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WELCOME TO TOPIC # 026… TODAY HOLMES AND I 
WILL BE LOOKING AT THE GENTLEMAN’S SPORT, 

BOXING, DURING THE VICTORIAN PERIOD.



WHEN I FIRST LISTED YOUR TRAITS IN A STUDY 
IN SCARLET, I NOTED YOU ARE AN EXPERT BOXER, 

AMONG OTHER ATHLETIC APTITUDES. 

Sherlock Holmes–his limits 

1. Knowledge of Literature.–Nil. 

2. ” ” Philosophy.–Nil. 

3. ” ” Astronomy.–Nil. 

4. ” ” Politics.–Feeble. 

5. ” ” Botany.–Variable. 

6. Knowledge of Geology.–Practical, but limited. 

7. Knowledge of Chemistry.–Profound. 

8. ” ” Anatomy.–Accurate, but unsystematic. 

9. ” ” Sensational Literature.–Immense. 

10.Plays the violin well. 

11.Is an expert singlestick player, boxer, and 

swordsman. 

12.Has a good practical knowledge of British law. 



THE FIRST REFERENCE TO AN ACTUAL 
DEMONSTRATION OF THIS SKILL APPEARED IN THE 
SIGN OF THE FOUR WHEN YOU MENTIONED YOUR 

THREE ROUNDS WITH THE PRIZEFIGHTER MCMURDO 
AT A CHARITY EVENT.



YOUR EXPERTISE WAS NOT TO BE TAKEN LIGHTLY… 
IN ‘THE SOLITARY CYCLIST,’ YOU SENT MR. 

WOODLEY, AN OPPONENT IN A BAR-ROOM BRAWL, 
HOME IN A CART.



BY THE TIME YOU ARE SOLVING CASES, HOWEVER, 
BOXING’S POPULARITY IN BRITAIN WAS ALREADY 

WANING.



THE FIRST RECORDED BOXING MATCH IN ENGLAND 
OCCURRED IN 1681, AND BY 1698, BOUTS WERE 

REGULARLY SCHEDULED AT THE ROYAL THEATER OF 
LONDON.



THESE EARLY MATCHES INVOLVED NO GLOVES AND 
FEW, IF ANY, RULES… OPPONENTS WERE ALLOWED 
TO WRESTLE THE OTHER TO THE GROUND AND HIT 

HIM WHEN HE WAS DOWN.



IN 1719, THE PRIZEFIGHTER JAMES FIGG CAPTURED THE 
NATION’S INTEREST AND WAS NAMED THE WORLD 
CHAMPION—A TITLE HE HELD FOR FIFTEEN YEARS.



ONE OF HIS PUPILS, JACK BROUGHTON, 
INTRODUCED THE SPORT’S FIRST REGULATIONS, 
AND FOR HIS CONTRIBUTIONS, IS CONSIDERED 

THE FATHER OF BOXING.



IN ADDITION TO PROHIBITING MOST WRESTLING 
THROWS, HE ALSO INTRODUCED ‘MUFFLERS,’ THE 

FORERUNNER OF BOXING GLOVES.



THE SPORT ATTRACTED THE ARISTOCRACY IN THE 
LATE 1700s WHEN GENTLEMAN JOHN JACKSON 
BECAME THE MOST RENOWNED PRIZEFIGHTER 

AFTER DEFEATING DANIEL MENDOZA.



ONCE INVOLVED, THOSE IN THE UPPER CLASSES 
FINANCED VARIOUS FIGHTERS AND ARRANGED 

AND RAN THE MATCHES—PREFERRING THE BARE-
KNUCKLE STYLE TO THE ‘MUFFLED’ ONE. 



NEW RULES WERE INTRODUCED IN 1838, 
DESIGNATING THE SIZE AND SHAPE OF THE RING, 
SETTING OUT THE LENGTH OF THE ROUNDS, AND 

OUTLAWING PRACTICES LIKE EYE-GOUGING.



BETTING ON THE OUTCOME HAD BEEN AND 
CONTINUED TO BE A MAJOR DRAW FOR FANS, WITH 

THE FIGHTERS’ PRIZE MONEY HUNG FROM ONE OF THE 
STAKES FORMING THE RING (HENCE, THE TERM 

‘STAKE’ TO DESIGNATE ONE’S WINNINGS).



SOME MATCHES ATTRACTED AS MANY AS TWENTY-THOUSAND SPECTATORS.



DESPITE THE PROHIBITION OF SOME PRACTICES, 
MANY STILL CONSIDERED THE SPORT TOO BRUTAL, 

AND IN 1867 NEW RULES WERE INTRODUCED, 
SUPPORTED BY JOHN SHOLTO DOUGLAS, THE 

NINTH MARQUESS OF QUEENSBERRY.



THESE REGULATIONS SPECIFIED A NEW LENGTH 
FOR THE ROUNDS WITH RESTING PERIODS IN 

BETWEEN, THE USE OF GLOVES, PROHIBITED ALL 
WRESTLING AND REQUIRED A FIGHTER KNOCKED 

DOWN TO STAND UP AGAIN WITHIN TEN SECONDS 
OR ELSE THE MATCH WENT TO HIS OPPONENT.



SHIFTS IN MAINSTREAM CULTURE, PARTICULARLY 
THE EVANGELICAL MOVEMENT AND THE RISE OF 

THE MIDDLE CLASS AS WELL AS A SHIFT TO 
AMERICAN BOXERS DOMINATING THE SPORT, LED 

TO A DECLINE IN BRITISH INTEREST.



JOHN L. SULLIVAN, AN IRISH-AMERICAN, 
CLAIMED THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP IN 

HEAVYWEIGHT BARE-KNUCKLE BOXING IN 1882 
AND 1889, AND A THIRD TIME UNDER THE 

MARQUESS OF QUEENSBURY RULES IN 1892.



FOLLOWING THESE VICTORIES, MANY STATES IN 
THE US RECONSIDERED THE SPORT’S LEGALITY.



OVER THE YEARS, VARIOUS STATES IN THE U.S. 
HAD OUTLAWED THE PRACTICE BECAUSE OF ITS 

PERCEIVED VIOLENCE.



THE ECONOMIC APPEAL AS WELL AS NATIONAL 
PRIDE, HOWEVER, LED THE FORMER COLONIES TO 

RELAX SUCH RESTRICTIONS.



IN ENGLAND, BOXING HAD BEEN ILLEGAL SINCE 
THE 1700s, BUT THE LAWS HAD SIMPLY NOT BEEN 

ENFORCED DUE TO THE SPORT’S POPULARITY.



DESPITE OPINIONS CONCERNING BOXING’S 
UNREFINED ELEMENTS, VICTORIANS STILL 

CONSIDERED IT, UNDER APPROPRIATE 
CIRCUMSTANCES, A GOOD MEANS OF BUILDING 

SKILL, COURAGE, AND CHARACTER.



THUS, MY OWN ABILITY IN THIS ARENA 
REFLECTED AN UPPER-CLASS TEMPERAMENT 
TOWARD THE GENTLEMANLY DISPLAY OF 
FISTICUFFS WHETHER IN A RING WITH A 
PROFESSIONAL FIGHTER OR A BAR WITH A 

SUSPECTED CRIMINAL.



SO, WE HAVE COMPLETED TOPIC # 026 IN OUR SERIES… 

IN TOPIC # 027, WE WILL LOOK AT THE TEMPERANCE MOVEMENT DURING 
THE VICTORIAN PERIOD.



REFERENCES FOR THIS TOPIC:

• DOYLE, ARTHUR CONAN; RYAN, ROBERT. THE COMPLETE SHERLOCK HOLMES
• HTTPS://WWW.BRITANNICA.COM/SPORTS/BOXING/THE-BARE-KNUCKLE-ERA
• KRISTINE HUGHES, THE WRITER’S GUIDE TO EVERYDAY LIFE IN REGENCY AND VICTORIAN ENGLAND. 

(CINCINNATI, OH: WRITERS DIGEST BOOKS, 1998).
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