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CHAPTER 5

To See and Be Seen: Horse Racing
in Shanghai, 1848-1945

Ning Jennifer Chang

Early modern China was characterized by rapid urbanization. In addition
to administrative units such as provincial capitals, prefectural seats, and
county towns, as well as the trade-intensive cities and towns of Jiangnan,
in the second half of the nineteenth century, there also emerged 77 trad-
ing ports, the majority along the coast.!

The increase in the scale of cities, as well as the improvements made
to the fabric of the city, prompted more and more people to congregate
there. When analyzing this historical progression, one cannot help but ask
what it was that drew large numbers of people to abandon their land and
gather in a narrow city space. In other words, what kind of opportunities
and lifestyles did cities represent for people of that time? The answers to
these questions naturally vary, due to the differences in sizes of cities and
their geographical conditions. But generally speaking, for a city to be habit-
able, it has to provide certain living conditions: Firstly, it needs to have an
established supply system, allowing its residents to obtain basic food, drink-
ing water, and shelter; secondly, it must have plenty of employment oppor-
tunities so as to enable those residents who leave the land to support their
families; and finally, whether a walled city or a market town without walls,
it should have a force to protect its inhabitants. However, these merely
constitute basic urban facilities which are common requirements for a city
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92 N.J. CHANG

of any era or region. For a city to be considered a greatly advanced modern
metropolis, it has to satisfy yet another requirement: It must provide its
inhabitants with various amusements to enjoy in their leisure time. This
enables cities to flourish, making them even more attractive and entertain-
ing, while increasing the number of ‘things’ which can be consumed. These
‘things’ can include goods and places which can only be accessed through
payment, such as shops, restaurants, brothels, and gambling houses, and
also sights that can be enjoyed free of charge. Chen Hsi-yuan’s research on
late Qing Shanghai and the annual processions for the City God to make
his tour of inspection, which were held at each of the three Spirit Festivals
(Tombsweeping Festival, Ghost Festival in the seventh month, and the Later
Ghost Festival in the tenth month),? together with He Qiliang’s research
on the early years of the Republic and the great funeral procession after
Sheng Xuanhai’s death, which was the sensation of the day, indicate that
both these events drew crowds of thousands of people gathering to watch.’

In addition to these religious festivals and funeral processions, there was
also another notable spectacle in the treaty port cities of modern China:
the biannual spring and autumn race meetings. The number of spectators
at the races ranged from thousands to several tens of thousands. Every
year, the event provided city residents with regular entertainment as well
as a topic of conversation. What makes these race meetings distinctive is
that the history of British horse racing in China covers the same period
as the history of treaty ports in China—from the signing of the Treaty of
Nanjing in 1842 to 1943. The distribution of the racecourses also corre-
sponds to the locations of the treaty port cities. Regardless of the size or
scale of these cities, wherever there were foreigners taking up residence,
there was always the obligatory racecourse nearby. It could be described
as a tangible representation of treaty port culture. Since horse racing was
a leisure activity imported from outside China, it was not possible to dis-
sociate it from the foreign concessions and colonial society. Combining
as it did the dual elements of sport and gambling, this created a constant
tension with traditional Confucian values. At the same time, it is also an
extremely good case study for understanding the cultural translation pro-
cess, and observing how a foreign activity from a different culture was
indigenized through a new interpretation.

This chapter explores the relationship between horse racing and the
treaty port cities, with the central focus being trendsetting Shanghai, with
the other treaty port cities as a secondary focus. It identifies horse rac-
ing as a defining element in the shaping of consumption in early modern
Chinese cities. Because of its high profile, horse racing was both the most
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distinct feature of the treaty port cities and the driving force behind the
transformation of urban culture. During different periods, horse racing
served respectively as a spectacle which could be enjoyed free of charge
and as paid-for entertainment. Over time, most notably at the dawn of the
twentieth century, it became the main force in promoting the populariza-
tion of recreation.

This chapter also argues that the most important characteristic of horse
racing and urban culture is the concept of ‘seeing and being seen’. It
shows that the pleasure of watching was not only the reason for the emer-
gence of such urban spectacles, but also formed the basis and motiva-
tion for urban consumption. In order to explain this concept, this chapter
is divided into five sections. Section one explores the channels through
which British-style horse racing was imported into China, as well as exam-
ining why the sport was embraced whole-heartedly in colonial society;
section two explains the importance of seeing and being seen for Western
spectators, taking as a case study the ladies attending and watching races.
Section three analyzes the reasons why Chinese people living in treaty port
cities toward the end of the nineteenth century showed such enthusiasm
for watching horse races, while also examining the importance of the plea-
sure of spectating within the context of urban culture and life. Sections
four and five illustrate the move toward popularization of leisure activities
in treaty port cities at the beginning of the twentieth century, and identify
the role horse racing played in this process.

PirL1AR OF THE FOREIGN COMMUNITY

The introduction of British-style horse racing into China can be traced
back to the time of the East India Company. According to Austin Coates,
the first race meeting in China took place in Macau sometime in 1798 or
1799. At the time, trade was confined to the Thirteen Factories area of
Canton for both staff employed by the East India Company and private
merchants. Not only were conditions in the area cramped, traders did not
have the company of their families. As soon as the low season arrived, they
would retire to Macau for a break, where they would organize horse races
for entertainment. Since these races were a rare embellishment in an oth-
erwise monotonous life, the foreign community would attend in their fin-
est clothes.* In the mid-nineteenth century, after the signing of the Treaty
of Nanjing, traders were allowed to move north to other newly opened
treaty ports. The social life of the foreign community had also become
positively English by this time, owing to Britain’s long dominance in trade
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and the number of British troops and traders in China. Thus, it was that
horse racing became a major annual event that brought the community
together.’ The foreign community in each port looked for an adequate site
and held races there as soon as they had solved the basic issues of settle-
ment. In the autumn of 1842, British troops began racing horses on the
island of Gulangyu #JRI5 in Amoy. Subsequently, in the spring of 1848,
Shanghai held its first race meeting, and horse racing spread to many other
treaty ports over the next two decades.®

Most of the earliest race meetings in the treaty port cities were simple
and economical due to lack of funds. Rather than an official competition,
they resembled a ‘local picnic on an extended scale’.” But after the first
race meetings, the foreign community in each treaty port rallied together
and formulated a plan to ensure the races could continue to be held. Since
speed was the main element of British-style horse racing, the racecourse
had to be wide, curved, and oval-shaped in order to facilitate viewing.
As space was limited in the concession, the land for the racecourse had
to be outside the concessions, and the foreign community in each port
made great efforts in securing and preparing it. Next, they took great
pains to establish stables and stands, collect funds, and set up race clubs
to organize race meetings. However, increasing land prices and damage -
caused by floods and sandstorms meant that racecourses repeatedly had |
to be moved to new venues until they found permanent locations.® The :
persistent efforts of the foreign community and their deep commitment to
organizing races were due to several factors. :

Firstly, it was their way of imitating the lifestyles of the metropole. In
addition, horse racing played an important role in redirecting the atten-
tion of the younger members of the foreign communities in the treaty .
ports, thereby maintaining order in the newly established colonial society. |
Foreign communities in China were small with a gender imbalance of men }
over women. Consequently, life could be best described as dull and lonely. |
The mix of nationalities was also a problem. For instance, in Shanghai, |
half of the foreigners were British, and the rest were, in descending order, |
American, German, French, Dutch, and other. In order to prevent the
2000 young men, who were herded into the narrow space of the conces-
sions and, moreover, were of different nationalities, from fighting, drink-
ing, gar'nbling, or becoming infatuated with local girls, the elders of the
concessions encouraged them to take part in sports so as to exhaust their

energy and redirect their attention, thus maintaining the wellbeing of
body and mind.®
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The heads of the trading houses and the elders of the community
not only encouraged the youngsters to ride and race but often joined in
and assisted them in such diversions.!® Many owned big stables and even
acted as jockeys in the races, and thus competed with each other in both
trade and on the racecourse. The intense rivalry between the Jardine and
the Dent families, for example, dominated the racing scene in Shanghai
between 1857 and 1867.1* Horse racing thus became one of the pillars of
the foreign communities along with churches, clubs, freemasonry, national
societies, militias, and other sporting activities.

To SEE AND BE SEEN

Horse racing also possessed its own entertainment value. From the point
of view of the audiences, the pleasure mostly came from ‘secing and being
seen’. As each season’s races came round every spring and autumn, even
more important than seeing the races was seeing the rich attire of the
Jadies who had come to watch. Examining The North China Herald’s
reporting on the races, the first topic to be addressed was that of the
weather, which not only affected the performance of the horses, but also
the number of ladies who would turn out to watch the races. For instance,
on the first day of the autumn races in Shanghai in 1873, the weather was
unusual: Although the sun did make an appearance, there was a bone-
chilling wind. Thus on the side of the stand that was in the sun, it seemed
like summer, but on the side that was in the shade it was like a winter’s
day. Naturally, the ladies present were all at the sunny end. The North
China Hervald, noting that these ladies had been invited by the members
of the Race Club, did not neglect to add the line ‘it was the sunnier for
their presence’ to their report.!? In 1878 on the first day of the Shanghai
spring races, the weather was warm. To everyone’s surprise, the number
of ladies attending exceeded the usual number of a dozen or so. The
arrival of the ladies was described as ‘an assemblage of the fairer portion
of humanity that at once imparted colour to the meeting and relieved
it from that feeling of dullness that has so often prevailed’.* Generally
speaking, regardless of which treaty port they were held in, all the race
meetings were graced with the presence of ladies. The presence of women
was considered so important that The North China Herald opined that
three things were necessary for a race meeting: “fair faces, bright sunshine,
good sport’, and that the first listed, the presence of ladies, was the most
important.*
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That ladies were willing to brave the sandstorms to attend the races
undeniably raised the morale of the jockeys and horse owners. Naturally,
the ladies had their own motivations as well—they did not attend simply
to see, but to be seen. The biannual spring and autumn race meetings
were such grand gatherings for the foreign community that they provided
perfect occasions for the ladies to show off the latest fashions. Seeking
the spotlight on these rare social occasions, they would have stylish new
clothes tailored in advance and would prepare plenty of outfits, which
good weather would enable them to showcase.!s In comparison with the
autumn race meetings, the spring meetings provided an especially good
opportunity to showcase their new clothes, as the ladies were able to rid
themselves of their thick winter coats and reveal their well-cut spring styles
and matching fashionable shoes and hats. For instance, on the first day
of the 1895 Tianjin spring race meeting, it was pleasantly warm and so,
braving the hardships of travel, the ladies chose to bless the races with
their presence. There was a fairly large assembly of ladies, ‘gay in smart
frocks and elegant with divine millinery’, as a former Consul said, ‘whose
presence indefinitely enhanced the general interest’.}6 At the 1899 Tianjin
spring race meeting, ‘many ladies graced the proceedings, and there
was the usual aesthetic display of dainty dresses and lovely ducklings of
bonnets’.}”

AN Exotic FUN SPECTACLE

Foreigners raced horses in order to encourage community cohesion, but
these occasions also proved an amusement for the Chinese population of
the treaty ports. When the racing season arrived, the spectators would
brave the journey to the racecourse outside the city, and transform that
originally desolate land temporarily ‘with a bustling atmosphere’.}® The
phenomenon of Chinese attendance at the races was like that of the ladies:
The degree of enthusiasm was directly proportional to the pleasantness
of the weather. Taking Shanghai as an example, in 1878, the peak num-
ber of Chinese in attendance reached 20,000.% In a city which then had
a population of 200,000 on the basis of these figures, around 10 per-
cent of the Chinese population in Shanghai would turn out to watch the
races.”? However, except for the local Daotai, the county magistrate, and
the magistrate of the Mixed Court who could get invitations to sit on the
Grand Stand, after 1898 the majority of Chinese were unable to get in the
venue?! and were merely able to stand outside the racecourse, peering over
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the trenches that separated them from the track. Shenbao R described
the crowds who gathered on the north and east sides of the Shanghai race-
track in the following terms: “There were those wearing the short tunic of
the craftsman, others in long scholar’s gowns, as well as sons of wealthy
families in silk cloth and white-haired elders. Still further, there were old
women and young ladies, all treading on each other’s toes and stretching
their necks to attend and striving for a glimpse [of the action]’.22

Most of Shenbao’s journalists were not conversant with Western lan-
guages and when reporting on the outcome of the race were either unable
to give details or often relied on hearsay. Hence, they would distinguish
the horses and jockeys by means of color, for example ‘the victor was the
black horse, its rider in red and wearing a black vest’,® or else ‘there were
many competitors, and it is said that the winner was the American firm
Russell & Co., but it is still not yet properly known’.* With journalists
such as this, one can well imagine the level of knowledge available to
ordinary spectators. However, this did not hinder the crowd’s delight in
sightseeing. Sometimes, the weather was bad and the visibility was not
good, and thus anything of value that had been seen was questionable.
For example, in 1880, one spectator described it thus: ‘Our quality of
vision was poor due to the distance, and in a flash they had passed us by,
the riders like ants and the horses like beans. I was just about to watch
but the gale struck me in the face, the dust blinding the eyes so I could
not bear it.”?® The far distance and insufficient information added to the
fact of the weather meant that the phenomenon of watching horse races
in the nineteenth century was undoubtedly about watching the bustle and
the crowds. However, it was precisely because these Chinese crowds were
outsiders looking in who did not mind about winning or losing that the
stimulating atmosphere of excitement was so pure.?

Horse racing was not the only thing worth watching. During the two
seasonal meetings held each year, the area around the edge of the racecourse
became a temporary leisure space, and for those few days, it would be like
a Chinese festival or a Western holiday. For the Westerners, for the few
days of the race meeting, the consulates, customs office, and the Mixed
Court would suspend work for the afternoon, while foreign firms, banks,
and factories would also close down for the half day. All taboos were off.
The Shanghai Municipal Police usually adopted a stern approach toward
gambling, but were relatively relaxed during the races. Any foreigners set-
ting up gambling counters outside the racetrack were not prevented from
doing so, and thus the area around would be filled with gambling stands



98 N.J. CHANG

and wine stalls.?” As for the Chinese, as the foreign institutions closed, any
enterprises which had doings with foreigners would also be quiet. Many
businesses which did not have direct dealings with foreigners also felt the
pull of novelty in the horse races and came out to spectate. Aside from the
literati, young men from wealthy families, rich merchants, high officials,
craftsmen, and peddlers, the attendees also included famous courtesans,
young daughters of rich families, and pretty daughters of more humble
homes. Even Shanghai’s silk-spinning factory women and those who ran
their own stores would call their aunts and sisters to take advantage of the
horse racing holidays to make merry.?®

Within this space, the most attractive aspect was that men were allowed
to watch women without restrictions regardless of whether they were
decent women or courtesans from Shanghai’s brothels.?” For the many
‘hungry men’ who normally did not have the opportunity to enter the-
aters or restaurants to gaze upon the grace of the courtesans nor the
opportunity to meet the ladies of rich families, this time was tantamount
to a godsend. At the outer circle of the racecourse, they would so busy
themselves with running back and forth and looking around that they ‘saw
no person on horseback, but sighted only the beauties in carriages’.*

While men used the opportunity provided by the race meetings to
watch people, Shanghai’s high-ranking prostitutes would seize the golden
opportunity to be seen. By this time, they were often discussed in local
tabloid newspapers, and the subject of gossip in Shanghai society. Stars
require both stage and audience, and the biannual race meetings were the
best stage of all. From the 1870s, the highest-ranking prostitutes, known
as ‘changsan’f% = and ‘yao’er’ ‘4, began to see the races as an excellent
opportunity to display new clothing and makeup. When the date of the
race meeting approached, the courtesans would all purchase outfits, hire
a good carriage, and prepare to set forth with their clients to see the race.
The carriages were also carefully chosen, the best being the four-wheeled
coach with glass windows. Described as ‘glass on four sides [of the coach],
a line of carriages with charming and beautiful women [inside]’, passersby
could see within at a glance.?! Sometimes if they had no client to cover the
costs, wealthy courtesans would foot the bill themselves and set out hand
in hand with their female friends.3?

The temporary leisure space which formed around the racecourse
was not only a platform for courtesans to display themselves, but also
an opportunity for others who liked to be in the limelight. In the early
twentieth century, such usage of the horse races to seek the spotlight
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extended to society’s fashionable men and women.?® At the same time,
adverts began to appear in newspapers for ‘up-to-the-minute dress mate-
rials for watching the horseraces’, marketing ‘newly arrived silver-ribbed
brocades in many colours from abroad’ and ‘new multi-coloured coat fab-
rics woven with golden threads’.3* Thus watching the races and watching
those watching the races became unified, and together became one of the
city sights of late Qing Shanghai.

FroM OUTSIDER TO INSIDER

The custom of watching the biannual races from the sides of the track
persisted until the end of the 1910s when it was gradually supplanted
by entering the track to bet on the horses. There are several factors that
caused this change. Firstly, a number of the treaty ports experienced sub-
stantial growth during the early twentieth century.®® The rapid increase in
the population of these cities caused occupational and class differentiation.
Between the two extremes of the rising bourgeoisie and the underclass of
laborers who struggled for food and shelter, there was also a middle class.
Broadly speaking, this included company managers, store owners, factory
girls, office staff, ordinary workers, school teachers, and even the new pro-
fessionals, such as lawyers, journalists, writers, doctors, and accountants.
Some of these were well-off, others were not, but they had similar require-
ments for entertainment to fill their time outside work or the office. Aside
from the traditional pleasures of smoking, gambling, and prostitutes, they
desired new, modern entertainment appropriate to the times but which
could be afforded by the masses. As flourishing, modern cities, the treaty
ports (or that is to say the quick-thinking businessmen within the treaty
ports) sensed this need and issued two responses. The first was to combine
many forms of entertainment into one, creating a new style of leisure;
and the second was to mass-orientate the pleasures previously reserved
for the elite, allowing ordinary people to enjoy them for a comparatively
low price.

In the 1910s, Shanghai’s amusement parks emerged in light of this
first response. They took the activities which had previously been con-
ducted separately in teahouses, theaters, and fairs and housed them
together in a single building, creating something like a department store
for leisure activities.3 Provided one had an entrance ticket, people could
spend an entire day within enjoying Chinese operas, theater, storytelling,
films, riddle-guessing, magic shows, distorting mirrors, and even boxing
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matches. Such entertainment, in addition to the popularity of films with
sound and the rise of department stores, made the trend of increasingly
mass-orientated leisure in the treaty ports very clear, and thus the Race
Clubs also had no way of persisting in their former aloof attitude and
insisting that horse racing continue to be a leisure activity for foreigners.

Aside from the impetus to the popularization of leisure provided by
the city’s development, the second spur to the Race Clubs of each treaty
port to change their tune was provided by the establishment of inter-
national race clubs by Chinese merchants. Following a half century of
observing and imitating, at the beginning of the twentieth century, a
group of Chinese ‘sportsmen’ had emerged. These were the newly risen
metropolitan elite, who had intimate connections with foreign firms, mar-
itime customs, or missionary schools, either personally or through their
families. Having grasped the know-how of British-style horseracing, they
wanted to enter the Western-run Race Clubs and be treated the same as
the foreign horse owners. However, the Western-run Race Clubs were
closed groups, from which Chinese were excluded. Following this setback,
together with a few Westerners sympathetic to their plight, these Chinese
people established their own race clubs in Shanghai, Tianjin, Hankou, and
Qingdao. They then used the clubs as an opportunity for social interac-
tion between Chinese and foreigners and to expand their interpersonal
networks, thereby consolidating their newly acquired social and economic
statuses within the concessions.

Of the many Chinese race clubs that were established, Shanghai’s
International Recreation Club (IRC) was undoubtedly the pioneer. It was
established in 1908 and presented a challenge to the Shanghai Race Club
(SRC). Aside from the rise of Chinese owners and jockeys, a more serious
issue was the admission of the Chinese to the racecourse. In the early years
of horseracing, Chinese people had watched alongside Westerners with-
out any discrimination. However after 1898, in order to maintain order,
Chinese had been forbidden from entering the racecourse.’” Contrary
to SRC’s practice, IRC adopted a policy of gate money. All spectators,
whether foreign or Chinese, were permitted entry to the racecourse to
watch the races so long they bought tickets. The ticket prices started at
two yuan for a first class ticket, and one yuan for second class,® although
later this was reduced to one yuan for all tickets.?® That the IRC admitted
Chinese spectators made conspicuous the unfairness of the SRC regula-
tions and public opinion began to turn against them. The news coverage
in the Chinese newspapers gradually moved from praising the importance
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Westerners attached to military preparations to satirizing SRC policy,
describing the racecourse as a ‘Pleasure Place for the Arrogance of the
White Race’ that Chinese were not permitted to set foot in.*

Aside from the challenge presented by the IRC, the SRC itself was fac-
ing a crisis of transformation in the early twentieth century. In the early
period, foreigners numbered only a few thousand. In general, most peo-
ple knew each other and so holding the races was rather like holding a
large-scale picnic. However in 1905, the population of foreigners in the
International Settlement passed 10,000 and moreover non-British and
non-American nationalities such as Russians and Japanese continued to
flood in. When holding races, it became normal for foreigners meeting not
to know each other, and the races thus lost their original function of pro-
moting social cohesion and strengthening of community consciousness.
Under such circumstances, the SRC was forced to reconsider its policies
and position. After almost ten years of resistance and public pressure, the
SRC finally changed its tune in 1919. With the spring races of that year
imminent, the SRC began to advertise in all the major Chinese newspapers
for the first time, inviting Chinese to enter the racecourse. The ticket price
was six yuan for all four days, or three yuan for a single day. Women were
given preferential treatment, and so a four-day ticket was three yuan and a
day ticket was two yuan for them.*!

The SRC not only admitted Chinese spectators to the enclosure of the
racecourse, but it also followed in the footsteps of the IRC and greatly
increased the number of races held. When the IRC had first begun to
hold races in 1911, as they knew well that they could not compete with
the time-honored spring and autumn race meetings, so they adopted a
‘small and delicate’ policy. Aside from the formal meeting held over two
days, they began to hold regular afternoon events. To encourage city resi-
dents to attend, when these were not held on weekend days when all were
off, they were held on Chinese festivals such as Dragon Boat Festival and
Mid-Autumn Festival; later national holidays such as National Day and
Republic Day were added to the roster as well.* This schedule was clearly
well-suited to the requirements of city residents and from 1919 onward,
the SRC began to imitate their practices. In addition to the large race
meetings held in spring and autumn, they also began to hold single day
one-off events on Saturday afternoons.*® Thus all at once, Shanghai came
to have more than 30 races in a year. Aside from July and August when
the weather was too hot to race, each month had at least one or as many
as six days on which horse racing could be watched.** In 1926, Shanghai’s
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second Chinese organization was established, the Chinese Jockey Club,*
and thus the number of race days increased to 68.% Thus, horse racing
had now been entirely popularized. It was no longer an occasional event,
a holiday, or festival anticipated by all, but was an everyday consumer
activity for the city’s middle classes. The content and meaning of watching
horse racing had thus changed completely.

BETTING AND WATCHING

In horse racing, betting and watching were two sides of the same coin.
Betting made the races more exciting, while watching the races sharpened
the success or loss that came with betting. In the beginning, the size of
bets was quite limited, but as the numbers of foreigners increased, the bets
also increased in size. In 1894, the SRC introduced totalizators to help
punters understand the size and distribution of bets.#” It was at this time
that betting became an important part of Shanghai’s horse racing scene.
In the early years, although Chinese spectators had heard about betting, as
they were unable to enter the course they could not participate. However
as the IRC and the SRC successively opened up to them, the Shanghainese
were quick to discover that not only had they moved from distant view-
ing to close spectating, but that they had discovered a whole new form of
gambling.

Betting on horseraces can be divided into two main forms: pari-
mutuel and cash sweeps. In the first form, after a set commission has been
deducted from the pool of all the bets, the remainder is divided between
the winners. In this style of bet, the banker merely plays a managerial role
and does not participate in the betting. The betting is between the punters
themselves. The advantage of this style of betting is that provided one bets
on the favorite, the probability of winning is high. Under the winners-
divide-all rule, winning money is relatively easy. However, the share of the
prize money is also likely to be limited. It is common for a bet of one yuan
to win a return of only one yuan and two jiao. It is only when a rare upset
occurs that it is possible to come away with a substantial pot.*®

Cash sweeps were divided into “lottery tickets’ and ‘championship tick-
ets’. The former were in play at every race, while the latter were only avail-
able at the final race of each season. Horse tickets were issued in advance,
and the day before the races ticket numbers would be drawn and then the
numbers of the horses competing in the races. If that horse came first in
the competition, then the person holding that ticket would also claim first
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prize. The prize money was the total made from sale of tickets minus com-
mission. Of the remainder, seven tenths was allocated to the first prize,
two tenths to the second, and a tenth to third place. The distinguish-
ing characteristic of such cash sweeps was the highly concentrated prize
money, especially in the championship stakes. A win in these was a true
windfall, but the winning rate was extremely low.*

Of these two betting methods, the cash sweeps system was extremely
close to the late Qing game of ‘pakapoo; HIRE’ (literally ‘white dove
tickets’, a particular form of prize lottery from Luzon in the Philippines)
and so it was not unfamiliar to the Chinese. However, pari-mutuel betting
was something fresh that had not been seen before by the Shanghainese.
At the time, Shanghai already had many types of gambling. However,
in all these games, there was normally only one winner, whereas in pari-
mutuel, it was possible for many people at the racecourse to win at the
same time, making it highly entertaining. Moreover, the traditional gam-
bling games were not large in scale and only limited numbers of people
could participate. The pari-mutuel system could allow hundreds or thou-
sands of punters to bet at the same time. Thus, as soon as the SRC opened
the racecourse to Chinese clientele, people crowed in ‘like water running
down a ravine’.5® Spectators frequently numbered 7000 to 8000 people
per race.?!

After the opening-up of the racecourses, the Chinese were no longer
merely outsiders watching the fun. To assist the city dwellers in attaining a
greater understanding of horse racing, from the autumn of 1922 onward,
Shenbao engaged SRC staff member Fang Bofen 77{H% to write compre-
hensive race reports. From this point onward, the colors were no longer
the sole distinguishing characteristic in descriptions of the competition,
as in ‘the second race, of fifteen horses, the black horse with the rider
in yellow with a white hat belonging to a British company won’.5? Now,
the reports clearly gave the correct names of the race, the participating
horses, their jockeys, and the weights each horse carried as well as the prize
money for each win and place. They even listed the names of those who
had not won, making the races clear and comprehensible to all.5® Aside
from reporting on the race results, before the races Fang Bofen would
also provide readers with information on the horses’ recent trials and the
form of the jockeys,* and on the day of the races he would publish his
predictions.? In 1923, horse racing veteran Qiu Rushan FR#1Ll, in order
to assist the race-goers, went a step further and published a pocket-size
form book, entitled Saima Zhinan BRI (A guide to horse racing).
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This guide listed the performance of each horse for the year and noted
whether the horses in question preferred soft or hard going, making it easy
for punters to decide.5¢

Under such intensive publicity and educational efforts, city residents
gradually grasped the techniques and methods of betting. Simultaneously,
their spectating habits began to change. The former hectic dashes to watch
the excitement that had characterized Chinese viewers were replaced by
spectators who sat in a fixed place gazing with rapt attention at the races.
The visual interaction between seeing and being seen in the racecourse
naturally persisted. For instance, Chinese and Western ladies continued
to use the opportunity provided to display their costumes,’” and those
who went solely to watch people still felt that watching the faces of those
who had won money was more interesting than the races themselves.5
However, as the majority of spectators now worried about gains and
losses, the focus shifted from watching people to watching the galloping
horses and their jockeys.

With the gaze of the spectators concentrated on the outcome of the
races, the preparations for and self-consciousness of ‘being seen’ shifted to
the winning owners and jockeys. After victory had been determined, the
owners of the first three finishers had the privilege of walking through the
front of the grand stand along with the winning horses and receiving the
applause of the spectators. This was the moment of glory for owner and
jockey, but also the focus for being seen.?® Following the spread of pho-
tography, their moment in the gaze of the crowd could further be made
eternal, incarnated in photographic form and published in a newspaper
or magazine for yet more people to see. Or otherwise the image could be
enlarged, placed in a frame, and hung on the wall for passersby to see again
and think back, and discuss once again the events of the day. Or else it was
simply kept in an album and treasured by the owner so that henceforth no
matter how life changed, the image traveled with him as proof to later sons
and grandsons of that instant.®

CONCLUSION

The history of horse racing in China not only shows the development of
the treaty ports, but also presents in microcosm the changes experienced
by the modern Chinese city. Across China during this period, the cit-
ies were changing, with some older urban centers declining, while new
ones developed. One of the problems of development was how to cope
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with an increase in the city’s population. Some of the other chapters in
this volume have emphasized safety and environment, but this chapter
has emphasized urban consumption and especially recreation. It proposes
that what attracted people to the city was the ‘good life’. However, what
precisely is living the good life? Aside from eating and drinking well and
having money to spend, a factor that cannot be neglected is the abundance
of dazzling, unprecedented new entertainments, including horse races,
amusement parks, taxi dancing, cinemas, and department stores. These are
all leisure activities that can only be provided by the city. Among all these,
the horse races were a rare spectacle from which different nationalities and
social groups drew different things according to their needs. They thus
fully embodied the Chinese-Western mix of the treaty port city. When
horse racing first entered China, it was used by the leaders of the foreign
community to promote social cohesion and to exhaust the energy of their
youth. Meanwhile, the Chinese population used the gray area on the outer
circle of the racecourse as a space for wild display and spectating. As the
population of the treaty ports increased, the race clubs responded to the
demands of city residents and opened the racecourses to the Chinese. The
gambling-loving population was thus able to come and enjoy the excite-
ment of betting, while the sport-loving Chinese elite were able to become
jockeys and horse owners alongside the foreigners.

Leisure entertainment embodies all forms of sensory experience.
Among them, to watch and to listen are paramount, hence the phrases ‘to
feast the eyes’ and ‘to delight the ears’. Thus, these ‘to see and be seen’
activities have always existed, but in horse racing, the element of viewing
was especially intense and the scale was also much larger than is conven-
tional. Whether within or outside the racecourse, or as an insider or an
outsider of the game, actions were repeatedly taken to see and be seen.
There were those watching people, those watching horses, men watch-
ing women, women watching men, members of the same sex sizing each
other up, judging by appearance, dressing, physique, and manner, and
all watching for the outcome. It can be said that without the element of
spectating, there would be no such thing as horse racing. To prioritize and
greatly expand the visual is one characteristic of the modern entertainment
industry. From cinema and television to the recent development of the
internet and smartphones, all have advanced step by step toward the abso-
lute domination of the visual, and horse racing was truly the vanguard of
this movement. From another perspective, to see and be seen also touches
upon the essence of consumption. Whether consuming an item or a loca-
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tion, the act of consumption itself and the results of consumption both
require to be seen before enjoyment can be fully achieved. Again, in this
regard, horse racing was a pioneer of consumer culture.

N oo
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