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An autobiography by A. R. Downer first published in 1902, has been published in facsimile by Balgownie Books. Downer,
born in 1874, was a sprinter who won the 100, 220 and 440 yards Scottish AAA championships in three successive years (1883,
1884 and 1885). The book contains a fascinating account of illegal payments that were made more than 100 years ago for
participation in particular events. In 1902 Downer wrote "How many so-called amateurs run for the pure love of the sport? Do
not the most, in fact by far the most, enter and try to win only at those meetings where the best prizes are given ... I do not
blame them - far from it - but I do condemn the smug hypocrisy of the governing body who recognise these things, and,
knowing them to be contrary to their laws, make no attempt to prevent them . ... Athletics and its governing body does not
seem to have changed much during 100 years.
Downer was suspended for ever from competing in amateur sports on 25th June, 1896. A fascinating account of
professional races is described, from which one obtains some feeling of the intensity of the competitive spirit and the
interesting use of handicaps in the sprint to ensure a race to the tape (or "the worsted" - as Downer describes it). found the
custom of the winner of a race giving five shillings to all the participants in the final, or as Downer described it "saving of a
dollar all round", not only amusing but a commentary on the economics of the time -the exchange rate of four dollars to the
pound must have been a stable rate for a considerable period of time for five shillings to be known as a "dollar" or 2s 6d as
"half-a-dollar". Would we wish the British economy to be so strong at the present?
The book also contains information on the training regimens used by the various athletes in those early days. This is given
by Downer, who was a sprinter, by E. C. Bredin a middle distance runner (half-mile champion of the world) and by Len Hurst
a long distance runner, (20 mile champion of the world). The training regimens, in comparison to those of today, were, to say
the least, light and walking was included in all the regimens. Interestingly, however all recommended training twice a day
which is now becoming common practice, with some elite athletes now training four times per day. Most remarkable,
however, were the diets eaten by these champions; meat appears to be the dominant food with stale bread and beer also
recommended: "animal diet is alone prescribed and beef and mutton are preferred ... the legs of the fowl are highly
esteemed ... biscuits and stale bread are the only preparations of vegetable matter which are permitted . . . " This diet is
totally unsuitable for athletes. Science can at least now suggest more sensible diets - but of course this does not mean that
scientific.advice is taken by the athletes: my anecdotal information is that, for some current soccer players, boxers, tennis
players and even track athletes, the normal diets may not be any better than those recommended in this book. Perhaps in the
age of technology, many athletes are still in Downer's period of 'biscuits and stale bread'.
Eric Newsholme
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