
he exhibition Gamefowl on
display at shows these days
are steeped in history, but
none so much as our very

own Old English Game. The sport of
cockfighting goes back thousands of
years and took place all over the
world. It is thought to have gone on
in England since the 12th century.

While an acceptable way of life to
some, others found it barbaric and it
was King Edward III who first tried to
ban the sport as far back as 1363.
Oliver Cromwell later tried to ban
cockfighting in 1651. The final bill
wasn’t passed by parliament until
1849, making it illegal, but the last
official fight or ‘main’ didn’t take
place until 1865 in Newcastle.

And many of our Kings and Lords
were actively involved in cockfighting,
to Include Henry II James I, and
Charles II; Henry VIII even had a
cockpit built at Whitehall Palace. As
one would imagine, there were huge
stakes on the outcomes of such
battles and Royalty and high-ranking
Nobility had their own poultry keepers
to produce the fittest Gamecocks.

There are many words and phrases

that
originate
from the
sport of
cockfighting.
The obvious
one is
‘cockpit’, while
the words ‘cut
out for the
job’ meant a
male had
had his tail
clipped, and
wattles,
comb and
earlobes
dubbed for
battle. The
adjective
‘well-heeled’
refers to the
quality of spurs on a
male - whether natural or man-made,
and the words ‘Battle Royal’ meant up
to 16 birds pitted against each other
at the same time, with the victor
perhaps obviously being the last
remaining bird. 

But Game birds as
exhibition fowls weren’t really

considered until the 1849 ban
was in place, when at a similar time
poultry shows were becoming
popular, with several ‘pure breeds’
being developed in that era. The
British Gamefowl were selectively
bred to have longer legs than their
originators and a very tall stance;
which some people believe were
helped by crosses to Malay Game,
whereas others dispute such a notion.
Either way, these birds became known
as Exhibition Game, and eventually
‘Modern Game’ - a name that has
remained some 150 years later.

The Modern Game weren’t popular
with the Gamekeepers of yesteryear,
who described them as freaks and
monstrosities, and many of them
opted to keep breeding for their

original type of British Gamefowl in
fear of these ‘new creations’ taking
over, and it was such development of
the ‘Moderns’ that gave rise to the
name ‘Old English Game’ in reference
to the original type of British fighting
cock. 

However, the original form of
accepted Old English Game fowl were
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beginning to alter in appearance and
demeanor. In the past, only the fittest
Gamecocks would have been bred
from - on the back of success in
battle, and such aggressive traits were
selected for and inherited in the
offspring. But with the banning of the
shows, there was no need to breed
for such extreme qualities and a
different type of Game bird was
emerging.

This would later be called the ‘Carlisle
type’ while the true originals would
be referred to as ‘Oxford type’ and
this still holds true today. And
amongst the breeders there are few
crossovers who keep both varieties,
because most keepers are usually
staunchly for and against either type.

The Carlisle is a heavier build than the
Oxford, with much wider shoulders
and legs, a shorter neck, and much
more meat to its carcase. In some
people’s view, it has developed into
an exhibition fowl just as much as the
Modern Game, and many of the old-
school Game breeders state that the
Carlisle type shouldn’t really have the
prestigious title of ‘Game bird’
because it wouldn’t be fit to do battle

and has completely the
wrong build and lacks
attitude.

However, no doubt the
Carlisle breeders would
disagree, and part of
the judging is based on
attitude and
‘gameness’. The first all-
Carlisle type show was
based in Aspatria,
Cumberland, as far back
as 1883. The first all-
Oxford Game show was
held in Oxford in 1902.
Breed Clubs to cater for
the different varieties
were established in the
years previous to these
inaugural shows; the
precise inception of
which is debated. 

The Indian Game are
somewhat mysteriously
named, because they
are known globally as

‘Cornish Game’ and were developed
in Cornwall through crosses of
imported Indian Game birds [akin to
the Asil with its pea comb] and Old
English Game, as well as possibly
other breeds. The original imports
were thought to have arrived at the
port of Falmouth, and Sir Walter
Raleigh Gilbert claimed to be the
breed’s originator by making the
aforementioned crosses; although

many breeders would have kept these
Indian Game birds, and it is likely that
the Indian (or Cornish) evolved over
many decades.

It had a tremendous amount of meat
on a compact body, and such was its
popularity that many breeders in
Devon and Cornwall had agents to
sell birds around the country. It’s
ability to produce good meat birds
when crossed with heavy soft feather
varieties such as Wyandotte, Sussex
and Plymouth Rock, make the Indian
Game very attractive and useful in this
regard, and today the females have a
striking double laced pattern. It is
undoubtedly  the forefather of the
broiler industry which is still thriving
today.

Game birds, no matter the variety,
make excellent art and especially
when the female has a different
colour to her corresponding male
partner. This gives a lovely contrast,
and many early paintings give
breeders a template to aspire to. Of
course, there are many different
breeds available today, but the history
of the Old English Game just gives the
old paintings a bit more meaning in
my view; they are certainly very
attractive and collectable. One such
artist was a Herbert Atkinson, who
was a staunch supporter of the
original Gamefowl and even founded
one of the earliest clubs to preserve
their heritage.

 A Gold Duckwing
Modern Game Bantam. The
2016 National Winner for
Michael Dickinson. Photo
by R Stephenson

 A trio of Gold-Duckwing Oxford Game by artist James Sinnett
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In terms of colour, there are many
standard and non-standard varieties in
the Carlisle Old English and Modern
Game, but colour isn’t so important
for the Oxfrord Game, which evolved
the phrase “A good Oxford is never a
bad colour!”. It is judged on
character, balance, grace, attitude and
closeness of leg, compactness of
shoulder etc. It is judged as an
athlete. The Oxford is a Game bird;
albeit a redundant one, a Game bird
nonetheless. The Indians tend to
come in just 4 varieties: Dark, Jubilee
and Blue Laced. The Whites are the
only self-colour whereas the other 3
types of females have a mahogany
ground colour with black, white or
blue double lacing respectively.

And the 4 types of British Gamefowl
can be seen at shows throughout the
country. A good place to start is the
winter classic shows such as the
National at Telford or the Federation
at Stafford - both in December this
year. However, for the Game specialist
there are specific Game shows such
as Yorkshire Game Society Show and
East Anglian Game Show. Or if you
want to be more specific, you can
visit the Carlisle Old English Game
Show, which is held early January

each year and attracts
upwards of 1600 Carlisle
type Old English Game
birds. This holds the record
for being the largest single
breed club show in the
country.

In all 4 varieties covered
here there are also bantam
versions available, which
do quite well at shows -
particularly the Moderns,
who are prolific ‘best in
show winners’, often
beating up to 7,000
exhibits. The latest was a
Gold-Duckwing for
Michael Dickinson at the
National 2016, and
previous to that was
Marc McCullough’s
winning exhibit [of the
same colour] at the Federation 2015;
both males. And it is said by many
that Moderns are 1-year show birds,
because they go too heavy after a
year or so, but as always some
breeders disagree with that.

One thing is certain, any type of
Game breed deserves respect and
dedication if one is to take it up

seriously. Do your research and
seek out the appropriate club and
speak to breeders to get their advice.
This is just a quick snapshot of a very
engrossing breed with eons of history
and a loyal following. 
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 MAIN  A Pile Oxford Game male   TOP LEFT Ginger Oxford Game Bantams  
 TOP RIGHT Carlisle Old English Game pen, demonstrating the wide shoulders and stance of both male and female 

 ABOVE  A Ginger Oxford Game hen   RIGHT  An Indian Game male


