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Two hundred years ago, Bristol was famous for 
its bare-knuckle boxers. Looking back in 1819, the 
pioneering boxing historian, Pierce Egan, noted, 
'Bristol has, for the last twenty years, been 
rendered conspicuous from the production of its 
numerous race of celebrated pugilists - the skill 
of whom, generally speaking, has proved pre
eminent•,. 

Prize-fighting at that time is often seen now as 
brutal, ferocious and devoid of skill and some 
contemporary accounts do little to dispel the 
myth. A fight is recorded at Bristol in 1756 for 
instance which left one man with a broken jaw, 
broken ribs, an irreparably damaged eye and a 
broken shoulder blade and his opponent with 
a broken collar bone and a torn ear. However, 
if w ill be argued here that many early boxers, 
and particularly those associated with Bristol, 
possessed considerable tactical abil ity and were 
part of a system of fighting equal or superior to 
any of those used by modern pugilists or martial 
artists. 

The techniques used by such famous Bristol 
fighters as William Warr (or Ward), Henry 
Pearce and Jem (James) Belcher between about 
1785 and 1815 revolutionised pugilism in its 
'Golden Age'. This was an era in boxing without 
weight divisions and fighters could therefore 
face opponents far taller and heavier than 
themselves. This forced boxers (men and women) 
to compensate against stronger opponents by 
creating tactical techniques which emphasized 
science over strength. Moreover, lighter boxers 
worked together on ways to combat larger 
and heavier opponents, finding ways to defeat 
apparently insurmountable odds, and helping 
to ensure that the reformation of boxing was 
in the hands of the pugil ists themselves rather 
than their wealthier patrons. In this 'Golden Age' 
then, when Bristolians were kings of the fist, a 
sophisticated system of combat emerged in which 
West-Countrymen led the way. 

Bristol-born William Warr, sometimes called 
Ward, is one example. Warr, 'the Bristol butcher' 
was regarded by a contemporary writer as a ' 
'combatant [who] had perhaps more claim than 
any other to public notice ... Ward is the quickest 
of all the boxers in hitting and changing ground'. 
His speed was attributed to his small stature and 
light weight. Not wanting to exchange blows 
with his larger and heavier opponents, Warr 
inc?rporated and devised the art of 'shifting', 
which meant evading your opponent after you 
had hit him, or running as he came in to hit 
you. In this way, a fighter could avoid engaging 
an opponent in combat by keeping keep him 
at arms length and adding to the opponent's 

William Warr: 'Warr's science was manifest and he opposed the 
violent attacks of his adversaries with much adroitness' (Pierce 
Egan). 

frustration. The sophistication of t his t echnique 
lay in the way in which it permitted a smaller and 
faster boxer to circle an opponent, swapping his 
guard to strike at the side of the body. Once a 
heavier opponent had placed too much weight 
in a forward attack, a small boxer like Warr 
could move around and throw a punch while the 
opponent was off-balanced. 

It was customary in the later Georgian period 
for ambitious provincial prizefighters to make 
their way to London to attract attention. Warr 
was no exception, traveling to London in 1786 
to challenge the then champion of England, 
Tom Johnson, a man who in turn learned the 
art of shifting from his Bristol adversary. In 1789, 
Johnson's fight with the celebrated Isaac Perrins 
of Manchester, regarded by Pierce Egan as one 
the strongest men in the Kingdom, captured the 
importance of the technique, and in so doing, 
high-lit Warr's influence on the sport. 

By contemporary standards, Perrins was as strong 
and big as a giant, weighing in at seventeen 
stone and 6.2 in height, whereas Johnson was 
5.8, and weighed just thirteen or fourteen stone. 
As one commentator of the time observed: 'On 
stripping, Perrins looked, in comparison, like 
a Hercules, and Johnson, who, in other fights, 
appeared as a big man by the side of Perrins 



now looked as a boy'. According to Egan, Perrins 
shouted out during the fight, 'why, what have you 
brought me here? This is not the valiant Johnson, 
the champion of England! You have imposed 
upon me a mere boy'. Johnson's unexpected 
victory landed him the title of Champion and 
owed much to the 'perpetual shift' he had learned 
from Warr. In fact, Warr acted as Johnson's 
second. 'This success was wholly due to the artifice 
of Johnson's style of fighting', reported The Times, 
while for Perrins, 'even his size might have been 
against him, as too cumbrous to form a clean 
and dexterous pugilist'2. Shifting suited Johnson's 
guard, which placed particular importance on the 
arms, placing them outstretched and slightly bent; 
and making it difficult for Perrins to push through 
his defence. 

The tactical advantages often associated with 
Bristol fighters did not always originate in the 
city, but they quickly became absorbed into its 
prizefighting culture. A technique known as 
'breaking' for example, 'done by projecting the 
arm suddenly against an opponent's face when he 
swings forward with a violent blow', was thought 
first to have been brought to Bristol from Norfolk 
by a fighter named Jack Slack in the 1750s. It was 
picked up by local boxers and was still being used 
to great effect by a Bristol boxer named Nicholls 
in 18053. 

Perhaps the best known tactical fighter produced 
in the city was Jem Belcher. Belcher was born close 
to St. James Church, Bristol and began fighting 
in London during the late 1790s, after a number 
of successful bouts in his home town and at 
Lansdown Fair. In London, Belcher was quickly 
noticed by Warr who now kept a public house in 
the capital, and he impressed the veteran boxer 
after sparring with him. 'By God! Jem', Warr 
is supposed to have remarked, 'I am perfectly 
satisfied that you can beat any man in the 
kingdom', and he set about promoting Belcher's 
career4• Nobody did more than Belcher to secure 
Bristol's early nineteenth century reputation as the 
nation's fighting capital. 

Belcher was fast on his feet and of athletic build, 
using his speed to infuriate opponents, and able 
to shuffle between ranges, from close combat 
to long distance. There was nothing about his 
person that indicated superior bodily strength', 
noted Egan. He was 'genteel and remarkably 
placid in his behaviour' yet 'muscular and 
elegant'5• In a notable victory over a heavyweight 
Irish contender named Andrew Gamble in 
1800, 'the Bristol boy displayed great coolness, 
intrepidity and skill'. Gamble's bigger build did 
not favour him for 'Belcher laughed his antagonist 
to scorn during the whole of the battle and used 

Henry Pearce: 'Never did human nature appear with so much 
real grandeur and unaffected dignity' (Pierce Egan) 

several motions both with his head and hands to 
irritate him'. In the eyes of the English press, it 
was a victory for 'English pride and reputation'6. 

Belcher aimed his punches at his opponent's neck 
and throat, his kidneys and his stomach (known 
as 'the Mark'). At a time when boxers fought 
without gloves, targeting soft organs like this 
was considered a sophisticated tactic because it 
required accuracy rather than brawn and was a 
departure from older styles of boxing in which 
opponents slogged it out to see who would be 
victorious through strength alone. So, while Warr 
and Johnson's fight had lasted a grueling two and 
a half hours, Belcher was able to defeat Gamble 
in less than nine minutes. In recognition of this 
more 'scientific' approach, Belcher and Gamble 
were booked a year later to demonstrate it rather 
academically to polite audiences from the stage of 
Bristol's Theatre RoyaJ7. 

Belcher's reputation grew when, despite the 
loss of an eye in an accident playing tennis, 
he adapted his style to survive two contests 
with his fellow Bristolian, Tom Cribb. Working 
under the assumption that Belcher's judgment 
of distance would be impaired by the loss of 
three-dimensional vision, Cribb was persuaded 
to abandon his usual defensive style of play 
and put more effort into his attack. Watching 
his opponent's body movement and judging his 
weight carefully, Belcher was able to keep the 
bout alive for more than twenty rounds and even 
managed to trip and throw him. Belcher never 
won an encounter with Cribb, but his knowledge 
of combat helped him live to tell the tale . 
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Tactically clever fighters such as Belcher and 
Warr stood in stark contrast to traditionalists like 
Joe Burke. A native of Wern, Shropshire, Burke 
epitomized the short-tempered and impatient 
bruiser whose standard approach was to run into 
his opponents with all his weight, using size and 
strength to knock him to the ground. Soundly 
beaten by Belcher on several occasions, Burke 
twice tried his luck against another Bristol man, 
Henry Pearce, known as the 'Game Chicken'. 
Advised 'not to rush at Pearce', Burke did his 
best to hold back during a final effort in 1804, 
but 'the Chicken was cautious against exposing 
himself indiscreetly against superior strength' 
and 'teased Burke, made feints at him to induce 
him to strike'. When Burke finally made his run, 
the Chicken stepped aside from the oncoming 
weight, knocking him to the floor and 'milling 
him in every direction'. It was, promised Burke, 
the 'last time he would fight a Bristol man'8• 

In an age before the introduction of weight 
divisions, the techniques of Bristol boxers 
were intelligent and sophisticated attempts to 
overcome heavier and more brawny opponents. 
As a result, boxers who showed no prudence 
and lacked fighting skill could be beaten with 
ease, as the Burke and 'Game Ch icken' fight 
demonstrated. William Ward's art of shifting 
helped him to fight larger opponents, and in 
the hands of Johnson, the technique became 
formidable. Similarly, Jem Belcher's martial 
ability made it possible to overcome stronger 
adversaries, and survive his brutal matches against 
Cribb. These Bristol and West Country champions 
were largely responsible for turning pugilism 
away from its brutal past image and towards a 
new, modern and scientifically creative art. 

Editor's note: 

Egan was convinced that the wily reputation 
of Bristol's early prizefighters was influential 
upon the forging of the city's self-confidence 
and social identity. Their 'valour, hardihood and 
science' were 'the principal reason for that kind 
of partiality which has arisen by not only giving 
importance, but frequently a preference to the 
sound of- he's a Bristol Man!9' And the Bristolian 
reputation for 'valour, hardihood and science' 
in the prize-ring was, in turn, made use of by 
political commentators to distinguish popular or 
democratic manliness from the false and boastful 
masculinity of the elite and privileged. 'The 
people of Bristol are proverbial for their bravery; 
witness the Belchers, Pierce, Neate, &c', declared 
the radical parliamentary reformer, Henry Hunt 
in 1812, 'but what is called the 'gentry' of Bristol, 
with a very few exceptions, are the most mean, 
dastardly, selfish, and cowardly of their species·10. 

Modesty and manliness went hand in hand in 
contemporary appraisals of Bristol fighters. 'Jem 
Belcher and the Game Chicken were civil, silent 
men' recalled William Hazlitt, and 'so is Cribb'. 11 
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Jem Belcher: 'In his social hours, Jem was 

good natured in the extreme and modest and 

unassuming to a degree almost bordering upon 
bashfulness' (Pierce Egan). 




