Report to the UNESCO

International Round Table on the Promotion and Development of Traditional Sports and Games

Almaty Kazakhstan, 6th November 2006

William BAXTER

Président, Féderation International des Luttes Celtiques


     Federation of Indigenous Scottish Sports and Games

Traditional Sport in Scotland

Traditional sport in Scotland has suffered greatly from the problems of internationalisation as many of our traditional sports were internationalised during the 19th century; easy examples are football, lawn bowls, rugby, golf and most of the programme of modern athletic competitions.  Indeed the modern Olympic Games owes its very existence to a visit Pierre de Fridi, Baron de Coubertin made to the Paris Exhibition of 1889.  There to his astonishment he saw a Highland Games taking place.  Every culture has its sporting competitions but Scottish Highland Games are unique and De Coubertin saw wrestlers, strongmen, swordsmen, runners, high and long jump, hop skip and jump, pole vault for height, musicians (bagpipes) and dancers all competing in one small area about the size of a football pitch.  De Coubertin’s dream of reviving the Olympic Games had become jaded but he was immediately reinspired, he saw for the first time that his vision was practical, and soon after in 1890 he travelled to England to visit Dr. Brooke who had organised an annual Olympic Festival at Much Wenlock since 1850.  The rest is history.
The official body appointed by the Scottish Executive (government) to promote and develop sport in Scotland, sportscotland is only interested in Olympic and Commonwealth Games sports and refuses to fund, speak or even meet with the representatives of traditional sports.  Professor Parlebas spoke to me earlier today about “tossing the caber” (throwing a tree trunk), a sport unique to Scotland and was surprised when I told him that there are now many more exponents of this Scottish sport in Germany, Canada and the USA and that its survival in the country of its origin is threatened; but there are some slightly positive developments.
Earlier this year the Scottish Executive commissioned consultants to study the cultural and economic value to Scotland of traditional sports.  The remit was very narrow and refused to consider other comparable activities such as competitive bagpipe playing and dancing.  I suspect that the remit was made deliberately narrow (not by the Executive) in order to diminish the impact such activities would have on any perhaps positive report on traditional sport, as in Scotland they cannot be separated.  At one of our largest Highland Games 900 dancers and about 1,500 pipers compete in addition to the wrestlers, runners and strongmen.
Traditional sports have an enormous economic value to Scotland, Highland Games being second only to professional football in the number of spectators they attract, and for many tourists a visit to the ‘games’ to absorb the atmosphere of the occasion is the highlight of their holiday but this popularity is ignored by sportscotland..

I have asked sportscotland, in writing, for their reaction to the various reports from UNESCO and The European Union in support of the development of traditional sports, but they show no interest; and in fact did not even bother to reply.  Using the Freedom of Information Act, I then asked sportscotland for the details of any discussions or meetings on their policy regarding the present and previous initiatives towards traditional sport by UNESCO.  The reply I received on May 3rd 2006 stated, “sportscotland has no minutes of any meetings to discuss our policy regarding the initiatives towards traditional sport from UNESCO.”  Exactly the same policy pertains in England and Wales.
The FILC

The FILC was founded twenty one years ago in Wales and has been successful against all the odds; it has given our styles an international platform, which has greatly increased their status in their own countries.  The following is a list of our member’s styles and brief comments about other styles within our area of influence, which are almost extinct or only practised on special occasions such as religious festivals.

Austria

Rangglen, a Free-style variation, practised in Salzburg, Tyrol, Sud Tyrol (Italy) and Bavaria (Germany) is in vigorous condition and we are negotiating to save some other styles from further decline or extinction in neighbouring districts.  The most vigorous of the other native styles (still practised) is Kärnten Ringen, which is practised in the Nockgebeit area of Kärnten (Carinthia).

The oldest annual wrestling tournament in Europe is the Hagmoar vom Hundstein, a Rangglen competition.  The first official attempt to ban it was by the Archbishop of Salzburg in 1515 but the competition was many, many centuries old by this time.
France

French Wrestling was internationalised in the 19th century and is now known as Greco-Roman style, though in Eastern Europe and Asia it is often referred to as Classical style.  It originated in Provence and was one of several indigenous styles.  Now in the 21st century, the other wrestling styles in the rich sporting heritage of Southern France are extinct.
Gouren from Brittany, a jacket style, has a long and continuing artistic and literary heritage; it is taught in schools and is increasing in the numbers of participants.  The International Convenor of the FILC, Guy Jaouen, who is the founding President of ETSGA, (The European Traditional Sports and Games Association) was also the driving force behind the conception and founding of the FILC.
Spain
Lucha Leonesa, the belt wrestling style from Northern Spain is a successful sport and is increasing in numbers of participants.  Though now sportified like our other styles it remains true to its roots.  A former Spanish wrestler, Pero Monte, was a contemporary and confidant of Leonardo da Vinci, and as Latin had no developed technical vocabulary for wrestling, used Spanish terminology when writing and teaching in Italy (1509).
In Asturia and Cantabria we are currently working to save from extinction a number of related, but unorganised styles, and we have managed to found an incipient Cantabrian Association.

Canary Islands

The Federation of Lucha Canaria, which was absent from membership for several years has officially rejoined the FILC and will be taking part in competitions from March 2007.  Lucha Canaria is of great cultural importance in the Canary Islands as it is a direct and continuing link to the indigenous culture of the Guanches, before their conquest by Spain in the 15th and 16th centuries.  It is certainly the type of wrestling, within the FILC, which has attracted the greatest academic and literary attention.  I have in my personal library eighteen books on the sport and there are many more.
Sardinia
S’Istrumpa is a form of Backhold and S’Istrumpa wrestlers have been successful in FILC competitions and have also hosted the European Championships in Celtic Wrestling; as a result of the national prestige gained from this exposure it is now taught in schools.  The sport was formerly confined to the mountains of Central Sardinia but it is slowly creeping back to areas where it was previously practised.

The first ever international competition in S’Istrumpa was held in Villagrande in September 2006, attracting teams from Scotland and England and is likely to become an annual event.  As in most FILC events the wrestling is not held in isolation and there was a large cultural component of traditional music, singing and dancing from the competing countries.
England

A number of native styles still exist, the most practised urban version, Catch-as-catch-can was fully internationalised by the 1908 Olympic Games in London where it became for the first time an Olympic sport.  It is now known internationally as Free-style or Olympic Free-style.

Shooting or submission wrestling, which is a direct offshoot of Catch-as-catch-can, has growing support due to TV coverage, especially from the USA, and the current fashion for Oriental combat sports, which many people misguidedly think it to be.
Cumberland & Westmorland style is a Backhold style and is practised at agricultural shows in all the Northern counties of England and the Border counties of Scotland.  It is the most successful of the remaining traditional styles and holds about seventy outdoor shows every year plus winter indoor matches between the various clubs; the sport is undergoing a modest increase in the number of participants.
Cornish style, a jacket style is almost the same sport as that of its cousin, Gouren, from Brittany in Northwest France.  A major factor which has enhanced its decline, quite apart from emigration, is its similarity to the much better promoted and now international sport of Judo.

Norfolk wrestling, a jacket style, is almost extinct, though one or two competitions are held every year associated with the Cotswold Olympick Games, which were inaugurated in 1612. Hickling/Purring, a vicious shin kicking type of wrestling, which still existed until recently in some Northern counties and may still do so.  Information is very difficult to find as bouts take place within illegal gambling circles.  The ‘sport’ was banned by the police towards the beginning of the 20th century. 

Scotland
Backhold or Scottish Backhold is still clinging to survival in pockets all over Scotland but, except in Glasgow where it has some municipal support, receives no official aid.  It is very popular among the organisers and spectators at Highland Games who appreciate its sudden and dramatic controlled violence.

Carachd Uibhist or Uist wrestling, a Backhold version, which is practised in the Hebridean Islands of Eriskay, North and South Uist and Berneray is almost extinct.  There are two versions; one, which was practised almost exclusively by soldiers in the Lovat Scout Regiment who were recruited in the Islands and Inverness shire, and the other by the Hebridean crofters.

In the Border counties all competitions take place under the rules of the Cumberland & Westmorland Style Wrestling Association of England, which is exactly the same sport as Scottish Backhold but with slightly different rules.

Ireland
The native Backhold style still survives in the Gaeltachd or western Gaelic speaking areas, but there are few adult wrestlers now, and the sport has declined to become a children’s game.

Collar and Elbow a jacket style was practised in the Eastern Counties until the early 20th century but died out due to the growing popularity of the more vigorous Catch-as-catch-can style.  An Irishman became the first ever Olympic Heavyweight Free-style Champion in 1908.
Sweden

Belt wrestling has been reintroduced in the form of Icelandic Glima, and a form of Backhold called Ryggtag/Ryggkast, is still practised on the Baltic island of Gotland.  Swedish wrestlers take part intermittently in FILC competitions, and at Scottish Highland Games and English Lakeland Sports.  The many variations of traditional wrestling were obliterated by the successful introduction and greater international prestige of Greco-Roman style to which many were similar; the first Swedish championship in the new style was held in 1896. 

Iceland

Axlatök, a native Backhold style was last practised seriously about 1920 but continued until fairly recently as a children’s game.  There is a vigorous debate in Iceland as to whether it was a Backhold style, as practised in Scotland and England, or a shoulder hold style, but the Icelandic Glimasamband is a member of the FILC, regularly takes part in its competitions and sends teams to Scottish Highland Games and English Lakeland Sports. 
Glima, the Icelandic belt and harness wrestling style, is increasing in the numbers of participants, is officially recognised as the national sport and is taught in schools.
Netherlands
Native styles seem to have become extinct in the 18th century, but emigrants to South Africa, the Boers or farmers, were still practising and competing in two styles of wrestling in the early twentieth century, which they may have brought from the Netherlands.  The Boer styles of wrestling disappeared after a Scotsman from Aberdeen called Donald MacDonald founded the South African Wrestling and Weightlifting Union just after the 1st World War; the new organisation concentrated only on Catch-as-catch-can or Free-style. 

An immigrant from Brittany introduced Gouren into Friesland and teams from that province still take part in FILC competitions.
