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The following is a history written in 1961: 

Although the Cafe Royal may have shed most of its trappings of ancient 
raffishness it has acquired a new one.  For Charles Forte has revived in the 
banqueting rooms of the Cafe an old club which has almost as long a record of 
Bohemianism as the Cafe itself, the National Sporting Club.  The history of the 
Club in terms of continued existence is even more chequered than that of the 
Cafe. It has been opened and closed many times. 
 
It was founded originally to provide for the middle classes the thrills and wagers 
which aristocrats, sporting journalists and men about town could find at the 
Pelican Club. This club began largely as a result of bets which landowners were 
prepared to place on the fighting abilities of the more robust among their 
tenants one lord with a man on his estate's with a strong right arm and some 
ring 
sense would back his prowess against another nobleman's champion. It made 
no pretence to being 
interested in boxing as 'a noble and manly art', its members were concerned 
with, the entertainment which the sport if such it could be called in those days 
provided and the chances which it gave to bet. 
 
Many of its meetings were as rowdy out of the ring as in - fights were not 
uncommon around the ringside, and it was quite usual for the police to be 
called. 
 
When Sir. Robert Peel (the fourth, baronet) held a night's boxing at Mount 
Street the entire company, host, guests and fighters were regaled afterwards 
with a lavish champagne supper followed by a concert at which the aristocracy 
provided the 'turns’ the speciality of the Marquess of Queensberry was an 
impersonation of Albert Chevalier singing Knocked 'em in the Old Kent Road! 
The police intervened when guests began throwing champagne bottles through 
the windows only to be told by Sir Robert ‘My father didn't invent you to interfere 
with me'. 
 
The new boxing club which was founded in 1891 took a more serious view of 
the sport, although, to begin with, it was largely a betting shop too. But in the 
course of time it made boxing into the national and international sport which it is 
today� 

Before 1891 professional boxing was not only considered vulgar and brutal, it 
was illegal. If news of a prospective prize fight reached the police, the fighters 
were arrested and charged with planning a breach of the peace. Caught in the 
act they were dealt with as a couple of brawling common criminals.  
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Fights were corrupt and badly arranged. The advent of the National Sporting 
Club eventually changed all that. 
 
Even when the fights were run largely for the backers, the N.S.C. made a real 
effort to ensure that they were conducted fairly. The founders, John Fleming 
and A. F. 'Peggy' Bettinson laid tremendous stress on this and they made strict 
rules and made their members and the boxers stick to them. 
 
Like most sets of rules, however, they were occasionally circumvented. The 
Evening Standard's boxing correspondent, George Whiting says that he 
remembers more than one faked fight at the old National Sporting Club: 
 
‘Including one in which both alleged pugilists sought to "dive"; a regrettable 
contretemps solved only when the more perspicacious of the pair, scenting 
wrath among the ring siders, successfully feigned blindness in order to save his 
skin and purse money.'  

But these were exceptions rather than the rule and, shortly after its foundation, 
the fights at the N.S.C. enjoyed an enviable reputation for fairness and in 
absence of the skulduggery which too often characterized the bouts under the 
banner of the Pelican Club.  

The N.S.C.'s historian, Guy Deghy, tells in his book Noble and Manly of the 
early days when fights which went on too long without producing thrills were 
greeted with cries of 'More gore!’.  

Despite this many members were genuinely interested in the sport itself and its 
physical culture aspects and they wanted to see it take its place honourably in. 
this country.  

Lord Lonsdale, who had begun to attempt the Augean task of cleaning up the 
fight game when he ran the boxing committee of the Pelican Club, realized his 
ambition when he became president of the N.S.C. During the thirty eight years 
of the first phase of its existence the National Sporting Club transformed the 
sport of boxing from bare fisted, brutal brawling, with patrons who were more 
interested in the money on a fighter than in his skill, into something which was 
an essential part of British sporting life, supervised by its own national body, the 
British Boxing Board of Control. It gave boxers a place in the community like 
other sportsmen and it made betting, the least important factor in the game.  

The Club began its life at 43 King Street, Covent Garden, in a house with a 
good many romantic associations, believed to have been built in 1636. It was 
the home of earls and baronets, statesmen and one of the earliest scientists, of 
an admiral who had the frontage altered to resemble the forecastle of a ship, 
and latterly it had been an hotel and different kinds of clubs and supper houses  

One of the former tenants had constructed a theatre room for variety 
performances and concerts and it was this feature which made the King Street 
building particularly suitable to the needs of the new club.  In addition to the 
room used for boxing there was a reading room, a restaurant and a spacious 
grill room. It rapidly became the only place in London in the nineties where you 
could watch boxing in comfort and (usually) decorum.  

Many of the patrons of the Cafe Royal were regulars at the N.S.C. The building 
has links with Charles Dickens who used to eat there when it was a supper club 
and who also ate at the Cafe, which he said, was patronized 'by people who 
know how to order their dinners).  

The cartoonist Phil May was often there in his double check tweeds, moving 
among the more austerely garbed members with a glint in his eye, saving ‘Here, 
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listen to my suit', and watching their reactions. Augustus John, red bearded, 
black cloaked and wearing his gold earrings, came too, as did another Cafe 
painter, James Pryde. Pryde was always very elegant and he really enjoyed 
boxing, even getting into the ring himself from time to time to spar for a few 
rounds with a friendly prize fighter.  

Indeed, many members actually boxed. The old fancy dress balls in Covent 
Garden often attracted members, and when the dancing was over and the 
dominoes shed, they returned to the Club and took on some of the Young fruit 
porters who were interested in boxing for a few fairly friendly rounds in the early 
hours. Guy Deghy quotes an old gentleman who remembers these occasions 
as summing up happily in the phrase: 'A black eye - a cut lip and the milk train 
to Aldershot.'  

Pryde used to tease founder 'Peggy' Bettinson remorselessly, saying to him: 'If I 
knew as much about boxing as you know about painting, you'd be a much 
better painter than I am a boxing manager' and Bettinson, scratching his head, 
would retire to his office to try to discover whether lie had been insulted or 
complimented.  

The management encouraged formality at the N.S.C. and many members did 
dress for dinner and to watch the subsequent bouts in the boxing theatre, but 
quite a number still came directly from their offices in the City or their West End 
shops in their day clothes. They could get a good dinner of chops or steak, with 
chips and cheese and a pot of beer for one shilling and fourpence and any 
number of good fights for their subscription.  

A parade of famous names in the fight game went through the ring at King 
Street and in contests organized elsewhere by the N.S.C. - Frank Slavin, Bob 
Fitzsimmons, Jem Mace who held his own at the age of sixty-four in a sparring 
match with an opponent less than half his age, Bombardier Billy Wells who was 
defeated by Georges Carpentier there, Jimmy Wilde, Tommy Farr and Jack 
Petersen are only a few of them.  

The Club survived the 1914-18 war triumphantly. Boxing was on the crest of a 
wave of popularity created by the skill and excitement generated by boxers like 
Carpentier, Tunney, Wells and Wilde, who destroyed the legend that boxers 
had to be scowling moronic brutes. Carpentier, Tunney and Wells were all 
handsome men who added glamour to a sport that was badly in need of it. 
Jimmy Wilde was frail and boyish and inspired protective affection in everyone 
but his opponents as well as providing the thrill of surprise when he defeated 
fighters much bigger and more robust than himself.  

The patronage of royalty also helped to give the sport a better reputation. 
Edward VII when Prince of Wales used to visit the old Pelican Club in Gerrard 
Street and the two young men who were known at the Cafe Royal for their liking 
for plain food, the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York, came to the N.S.C. to 
watch Wilde fight Joe Lynch.  

The building at 43 King Street was sold in October 1929 when the Club moved 
out of it. It was bought by a firm of fruit merchants who now use it as a 
warehouse. The Club still carried on its activities with their usual Monday night 
entertainments at the Stadium Club in Holborn. On 31 January 1930, the Club 
proper moved to 21 Soho Square where plans were made to enlarge the 
National Sporting Club something more magnificent than their original members 
ever imagined in their dreams.  

A new company called N.S.C. Syndicate Ltd was formed to negotiate for the 
site where the Dorchester Hotel now stands in Park Lane. There the new Club 
was to provide a centre for sport and recreation of all descriptions. It was to 
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include squash courts, a skittle alley, a swimming pool, a fencing school in 
addition to a boxing hall. offices, gymnasia and a hundred or more bedrooms, 
and its cost was estimated at £400,000. The syndicate hoped to raise half the 
money on mortgage and the rest was to be offered to members and the public 
as shares in the National Sporting Club, 1930, Ltd.  

This scheme was replaced by an even more ambitious one a few months later. 
The site had moved round the corner to Hertford Street, and In addition to the 
facilities listed for the first plan, the ten storey building was to have a roof 
solarium, a shooting gallery, a cocktail bar, Turkish baths, a ladies' lounge, a 
restaurant, fifteen shops and a bank.  

To celebrate the occasion of this announcement an inaugural lunch was held at 
the Savoy Hotel. This became quite a habit during the next few years although 
the venue was not always the Savoy.  The Hertford Street plan went the way of 
the Park Lane scheme and for three years nothing more was heard about a new 
National Sporting Club.  

Then in 1933 a wealthy Scottish boxing enthusiast, Lieut Commander E. W. B. 
Leake, organized a massive boxing tournament at Olympia with four 
championship fights on the bill to raise funds for a new N.S.C. The site for the 
new club had by then moved to Winchester House in St. James's Square where 
in addition to other amenities a, training school for young boxers would be set 
up. Ambition was always the undoing of such grandiose plans.  

Having dragged boxing out of the gutter by their efforts the men who ran the 
N.S.C. were determined to put it on an unassailable pinnacle. The Winchester 
House project, they announced, was only a small part of a much larger scheme 
The final goal was a stadium larger than Madison Square Garden in New York.  

This time they actually got as far as buying the site with Commander Leake's 
money.   But Leake tired of the difficulties which the scheme faced and, one 
suspects, of the inefficiency of some of the committee (in January 1934 they 
were unable to find boxers for a tournament at Olympia and had to put on 
wrestlers instead). In September 19J4 Leake sold the Winchester House site 
and another mammoth plan for reviving the N.S.C. ended. 
 
In 1935 there was another inaugural luncheon and a new National Sporting 
Club near Oxford Circus was proposed. Five months later Leake and his 
associates announced another new N.S.C. in Shaftesbury Avenue complete 
with swimming pools and the lot. Neither was ever built. 
 
When the N.S.C. finally did get started again it was not without some nerve 
wracking moments for the man chiefly concerned, John E. Harding, ex actor, 
boxer, variety manager and showman, who had been involved in the fight game 
since his childhood Harding was almost a fanatic about the National Sporting 
Club and he was to be active in its affairs (when it was active) for the next 
twenty years. 
 
The latest notion was to hold boxing in the Empress Hall Earl's Court, with an 
enormous curtain to enable the 10,000 capacity hall to have the intimate 
atmosphere which the Club wished to preserve and to seat about 2,000.  

The money was to come from Major Bennett the director of the Liverpool 
Stadium. and an un-named financial group and there was the usual list of social 
amenities promised including, this time a country club near Goring. This 
announcement demanded it need hardly be said yet another inaugural 
luncheon. It was too late to cancel it when John Harding discovered that the 
financial group had backed out and that all the cash in hand was £600 
subscribed by Major Bennett.  
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John Harding's long experience with the vicissitudes of show business stood 
him in good stead in this crisis, he fought long and hard to save the Club from 
going under once more and he won.  

On the arranged date in October the first Empress Hall contest under the 
auspices of the  National Sporting Club took place and there were, plenty of 
famous names on the bill.  Jimmy Walsh defended his lightweight title against 
Harry MizIer, Larry Gains from Canada fought Jack London and Jack Stannard 
and Seaman Rowles had the other heavyweight bout. The tournament was a 
tremendous success and the hall - without its new curtain was packed. With 
over a thousand new applications for membership the Club's troubles seemed 
to be over at long list. 
 
John Harding still had to battle through a series of resignations from the board 
and the problem of forming a new company but in 1936, 1937 and 1938 there 
were still N.S.C. tournaments. In 1938 the N.S.C. acquired West End premises 
once more.  

The Hotel Splendide in Piccadilly housed the Club on its first and second floors. 
It was a great success. In addition to normal club facilities there was a 
gymnasium where young boxers could get some experience before an 
audience of about 150.  

These contests gradually moved from the gym into the restaurant where they 
provided the traditional N.S.C. entertainment of dinner with boxing. The big 
tournaments were still at the Empress Hall where such boxers as Tommy Farr, 
Benny Lynch and Peter Kane fought ill the Club's contests.  

Everything was going along splendidly until the closed the war closed the 
N.S.C. as it did so many clubs, and in 1940 the National Sporting Club Ltd went 
into voluntary liquidation.  

A new company was formed in 1947 under the name N.S.C. Ltd. This one too 
planned a luxurious new Club in the heart of Mayfair but it took four more years 
to get the club going again and then it was in a key of diminished grandeur.  

For three years contests were held in the Empress Club in Dover Street where, 
although the atmosphere was agreeable enough, the room was too small to 
accommodate all the members.  

In 1955 a meeting between John Harding and Charles Forte resulted in the 
National Sporting Club moving to the Cafe Royal which Forte had acquired a 
year earlier. There it flourished and there it remains.  

Today dinner jacketed tycoons, doctors, architects, and sportsman full of 
smoked trout, breast of chicken and hock watch the hopeful youngsters of the 
fight game sweating and battering, red gloved, grunting and panting under the 
crystal chandeliers of the Napoleon Room on the fourth floor  

The weaving, punching figures are caught and reflected in the long mirrors set 
in the gold draped red and green satin buttoned walls. The tables beside each 
row of chairs are heavy with glasses and bottles and siphons and the arnber 
whisky and the clear tonic bubbling gin swirl in the glasses held in cool hands 
whose owners calmly appraise the skill of the young men in the ring.  

Excitement and applause are strictly put down by an admonitory 'Quiet, 
gentlemen, please' over the loudspeaker by the Master of Ceremonies.  

'My lords and gentlemen', the announcements still quite necessarily begin and 
the defeated man is always 'a gallant loser'.  
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After a good fight some of the lords and gentlemen may throw money into the 
ring notes wrapped round half crowns which is divided equally among the 
fighters. The waiters who move quietly among the smoke from the long cigars, 
replenishing glasses and replacing bottles, wear special N.S.C. livery, blue 
jackets with yellow lapels and trimmings.  

The tall, dark young man with the red carnation in his buttonhole is John Lewis, 
the Cafe's general manager, one of the contemporary graduates in 
unflappability. The more agitated man anxiously scurrying round the fringes of 
the chairs making sure everyone has a seat and that all is going well, as it 
always does - even if he can never quite believe it is Dai Thomas, the National 
Sporting Club's manager, the senior official now John Harding has gone.  

The Lonsdales and the Queensberrys are still members. Here is an M.P.; a 
canned vegetable king; the archduke of holiday camps, Billy Butlin; speed ace 
Donald Campbell; cricketer Denis Compton; ex champion Freddie Mills. By the 
ringside is Charles Forte himself, with his guests, among whom has been the 
Duke of Edinburgh.  

The faces in the blue haze are relaxed, distinguished, bright eyed and 
appreciative of points of boxing skill in the ring. The rich heady Aroma of the 
cigars fills the air, blending, in an odd, amiable decadence, with the more 
primitive business within the nylon ropes. It is almost vulgar to smoke a 
cigarette.  

In the Cafe Royal the National Sporting Club, after its long and stormy history, is 
secure and in its true and proper setting. Once again members can have a good 
dinner and watch good boxing in comfort with refreshment to hand.  

'Since the Club was revived in 1929, it has never been held in such high regard 
or been as actively supported as it is today', savs Dai Thomas. Title fights have 
been promoted and the standard of boxing between the young professionals 
who meet in the N.S.C. ring on Mondays is high.  

At the celebrity dinners which the Club holds, great figures in the sporting world 
are enthusiastically honoured. It was around this table that Georges Carpentier 
and Bombardier Billy Wells met again in 1960 and Len Hutton and Douglas 
Bader are among other guests of honour. It was at one of these dinners that 
comedian Cyril Fletcher, asked to keep his after dinner remarks short, made the 
briefest speech on record. 'Gentlemen,' he said, 'my subject is sex. It gives me 
great pleasure....’  

For their subscriptions the members of the National Sporting Club get excellent 
value a Café Royal dinner, twenty one evenings of first class boxing, 
competitions, and regular celebrity dinners. It is not surprising that there is 
always a long waiting list for membership.  
 
From time to time the Club honours men of great achievements and at these 
dinners the speakers make as an impressive a roll call as the guests they come 
to honour Robert Morley, Lord Mancroft, Lord Robens,' Bill Edrich, 'Gubby' 
Allen, Wilfrid Hyde White, Sir Stanely Rous, Tommy Trinder, Ernest Marples, 
Arthur Christiansen.' Lord Evans, Lord Brabazon, Jack Hawkins, Lord Tenby, 
Henry Longhurst, Cyril Fletcher, Dr. Charles Hill, Marshal of the Royal Air Force 
Sir Dermot Boyle, Freddie Mills, Ted Leather, Onslow Fane. 
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