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Ning Jennifer Chang’s book shines a new light on micro-history studies of 
modern China. In this carefully researched project, Chang presents a significant 
number of details about horse racing, greyhound racing, and jai alai in modern 
Shanghai to her readers.  

Chang states that the main focus of the book is to examine these three 
sporting events and to analyze how they were localized during the “cultural 
translation” process (p. 8). According to Chang, “translation” in the present 
study includes the concepts of “transfer” (yizhuan 移轉), “displacement” 
(yiwei 移位), and “metaphor” (yinyu 隱喻). Thus, Chang says, the word 
“translation” needs to be understood as “translation with changes” (zhuanyi 轉
譯) and not “translation without changes” (fanyi 翻譯) (pp. 4–5). In other 
words, even a reader without lots of knowledge in modern Chinese history 
may easily process the background, the main focus, and the key terms of this 
book in a relatively short period.  

Chang explains why the Shanghai Race Club (Shanghai paoma zonghui 上
海跑馬總會, hereafter SHRC) was the “backbone” (zhizhu 支柱) of the 
colonial society of the city. According to Chang, horse racing in Shanghai was 
developing at almost the same time that its counterpart started in Britain. Horse 
racing in Shanghai, as Chang writes, was not a “transformation” (bianxing 變
形) of the British version. Instead, it was “adjusted” (tiaozheng 調整) to “fit in” 
with the colonial society in Shanghai (p. 38). Horse racing in Shanghai started 
as a “public entertainment activity,” and later became a “tool to showcase one’s 
social status” in colonial society (pp. 38–39). 

Organized horse racing in Britain began as a local event in the nineteenth 
century. As railroads started to be built, people became more connected than 
before. Meanwhile, people’s salaries were also increasing. Thus, in around 
1840, horse racing was turning into a national competition. In 1870, to 
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prevent cheating, Britain’s Jockey Club implemented stricter rules and 
unethical behavior was heavily penalized. Due to these regulations, gambling 
on horse racing in Britain took a major hit, and the races themselves were 
heading in the direction of greater fair-play. In Shanghai, on the other hand, 
horse racing did not start as a countryside activity. At first, it was organized by 
foreign bankers, circa 1850. Horse racing in Shanghai then experienced a series 
of changes, including the introduction of Mongolian horses, the management 
of the SHRC by the colonial elites, and the introduction of rules for SHRC 
membership. One of the main differences between horse racing in Britain and 
Shanghai was that gambling on horse racing was allowed in Shanghai (p. 89). 
Chang’s key argument in this part is that SHRC members were usually the 
elite class of colonial Shanghai and the head of SHRC was often a leader of the 
Shanghai colonial authorities. Therefore, SHRC membership was viewed as a 
source of social status in colonial Shanghai society. 

Chang shows her micro-history research skills and uncovers a significant 
number of details about the main players of the International Recreation Club 
(IRC) and the Chinese Jockey Club of Shanghai (CJCS). She also explains the 
reasons that the Chinese elites in Shanghai wanted to have a horse-racing club 
of their own. As Chang says, the SHRC was organized by Westerners, and 
therefore they rejected the idea of having non-Western people join the club (p. 
101). Thus, to fit in with the colonial society, the Chinese elites of Shanghai 
formed the IRC in 1909. The IRC accepted both Chinese and Western 
members, and until 1920 it was even “challenging” the SHRC in terms of 
“authority” over horse racing in the city. However, the situation took a 
different turn in 1920. Due to financial issues caused by the 1911 Revolution, 
the main shareholders of the IRC, who happened to be the owners of the four 
largest Chinese banks in Shanghai, were in serious debt. Thus, Ye Ziheng 葉
子衡, the head of IRC at the time, had to sell parts of IRC’s stock to the 
SHRC to solve these financial problems (pp. 130–141).  

While Ye’s goal of creating a horse-racing club for the Chinese elites did not 
work out as he wanted, another group of Chinese leaders was able to 
accomplish what Ye was hoping for in the form of the CJCS. Similar to what 
she writes in the previous chapter, Chang introduces the main figures in the 
development of the CJSC and discusses how the origins of horse racing were 
“lost” in the process of “translation” (p. 154). The CJCS was founded in 1926, 
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and its goal was to create a “pure Chinese horse racing institution” (p. 169). 
Learning from the past mistakes of the IRC, CJCS leaders decided to increase 
prize money, to have notable people present trophies, and to have regularly 
scheduled races. Later, as the CJCS became more influential, not only did 
Chinese elites participate in the club but wealthier members of the middle and 
lower classes also began to join as horse owners. 

Chang talks about the role that the Shanghai Green Gang (Shanghai 
qingbang 上海青幫) played in development of the CJCS. In 1931, a major 
flood happened in China. With the assistance of the Green Gang, the CJCS 
organized a charitable horse race and raised significant contributions for those 
who suffered from the disaster. After successfully managing the race, the Green 
Gang leader, Du Yuesheng 杜月笙, became a well-respected person among 
Westerners in colonial Shanghai (pp. 200–201). For Du, horse racing was a 
ladder by which he could climb to a higher level in Shanghai’s colonial society. 
Du was not the only person with this kind of thought. The situation highlights 
the main reason that many Chinese people were hoping to be a member of a 
horse-racing club. It was to prove that they too could understand Western 
culture and enjoy being celebrities (p. 220). Thus, as Chang concludes at the 
end of Chapter 3, horse racing in Shanghai, unlike in Britain, did not have a 
culture of being “anonymous” and “low key” (p. 220). 

Chapter 4 is arguably the key chapter of Chang’s book. The central focus 
turns from describing the organizers of horse racing in Shanghai to the sport’s 
viewers. Chang argues in this chapter that the audience also experienced a form 
of “translation,” which made them different from horse-racing fans in Britain 
(p. 223). Chang writes in the chapter that in the beginning the Chinese 
audience of horse racing was only “watching” the event. However, horse 
racing in Shanghai soon turned into an “entertainment,” because these Chinese 
viewers started to bet on the races. As one of the first cities in China to 
experience Western culture, Shanghai residents were no strangers to Western 
activities. Thus, as soon as horse racing started taking place in colonial Shanghai, 
its residents began going to the races in large groups. Even though most 
Chinese people were not allowed to enter the stands before 1919, they were 
still watching the races from surrounding hills (pp. 228–29). This practice 
changed in 1919. As the city’s central area expanded, the border between the 
Chinese area and Shanghai’s foreign settlements was demolished, and the 
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Chinese population also increased. Thus, the organizers of horse races had to 
adjust the rules by letting Chinese people enter the stands (p. 245). Another 
key “translation” of horse racing in Shanghai was that gambling based on the 
result of the race was legal. In this chapter, Chang gives very detailed 
information about how the “Champions Ticket” (Xiangbin piao 香賓票) 
lottery system worked, the well-known winners, and its popularity. Overall, 
Chapter 4 is an excellent transition chapter, as it reflects the core of the stories 
and passes it onto the following chapters.  

Chang cites the history of greyhound racing in Shanghai to discuss the issue 
of whether it might be considered as a sport or a form of gambling. Similar to 
horse racing, greyhound racing also started in Britain and was introduced to 
Shanghai by the colonists. Starting in 1928, three greyhound racetracks were 
built in colonial Shanghai. Two of them were located in the International 
Settlement, and one was constructed in the French Concession. Since 
greyhound racing was a cheaper alternative to horse racing, it attracted some 
members of the middle class to participate in the event. The race organizers 
also allowed women to join their racing clubs (p. 312). The controversy of 
greyhound racing came when the owners of the racetracks began to sell 
gambling tickets at the events. The prices of these tickets were as low as one 
yuan (p. 323). As such, the working-class population of Shanghai started to 
purchase these gambling tickets. This phenomenon eventually became the 
spark of a public debate that dominated colonial Shanghai for several years. The 
argument that greyhound racing was not a sporting event but a form of 
commercialized gambling, and thus might cause criminal activities, eventually 
won the support of the governing bodies in colonial Shanghai. Greyhound 
racing was finally banned in the International Settlement in 1933. 

Chang also tells the story of how jai alai developed in colonial Shanghai and 
how people were gambling on the matches. Unlike horse racing and 
greyhound racing, jai alai did not originate in Britain, but rather in Spain. In 
1930, professional jai alai players visited Shanghai, and the local press reported 
on the event. After a significant amount of money was spent on newspaper 
advertisements for jai alai matches, the sport soon became popular among 
Shanghai residents. Due to the decline of greyhound racing in the International 
Settlement, jai alai became an alternative for Shanghai’s gamblers (p. 377). To 
attract a wider audience, the organizers of the sport decided to build a jai alai 
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auditorium in an attractive Western architectural style. In addition to fans of jai 
alai, the sport also brought gamblers into the arena. Different than horse racing 
and greyhound racing, betting on jai alai matches, as some gamblers thought at 
the time, was not simply betting on one’s luck. Instead, it was entertainment 
that relied on a person’s knowledge of the sport (p. 395). For those who knew 
how to place bets, they were the most popular ones in Shanghai. 

While Chang does an outstanding job of telling these stories, it is worth 
pointing out that some aspects of this book may need a bit more attention. 
These issues may make the book an easy target for Chang’s critics.  

For instance, Chang mentions the theory of “civil society” in the 
introductory chapter (p. 51). However, she seems not to have applied this 
concept throughout the book. Thus, how does the idea of “civil society” relate 
to her study of these three sporting events in Shanghai? This aspect would 
preferably have been elaborated on more. To explain, in Chapter 2, Chang 
could have tied the “civil society” theory to the present study. In doing so, 
Chang could have helped her audience understand the influence of the CJCS 
better. Chang also could have done so in the case of greyhound racing, to 
develop a discussion and perhaps an analysis of why the “translation” of 
greyhound racing was not as successful as that of horse racing. 

In terms of sources, Chang uses English-language newspapers, the North 
China Herald (Huabei  jiebao 華北捷報) and the North China Daily News 
(Zilin xibao 字林西報 ), as the main sources, alongside other secondary 
materials. Using these documents, Chang presents the historical development 
of the SHRC and the case for why horse racing in Shanghai was not the same 
as in Britain. Chang also shows a connection between horse racing and 
greyhound racing. As she explains, greyhound racing was an affordable option 
for those who thought that horse racing was a bit too expensive, while some 
elites in Shanghai also took part in greyhound racing. The controversy that 
would emerge around gambling on greyhound racing is well recorded by 
Chang, as she presents the views from both sides and identifies in detail the 
main players and their actions during the debate. It might be fair to say that jai 
alai is perhaps not as well known to some as horse racing and greyhound racing. 
Chang does a fine job of explaining how the sport is played, and of introducing 
to readers the main people that promoted its development in Shanghai. The 
well-researched stories about these famous gamblers are good examples of how 
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micro-history should be written. 
While Chang writes a comprehensive history of how horse racing was 

“translated” to Shanghai, the histories that Chang delivers in the book 
regarding greyhound racing and jai alai are relatively shorter. Chang tells her 
readers about how the elites of colonial Shanghai viewed greyhound racing but 
some may ask why Chang does not tell her readers about how the general 
public viewed gambling on greyhound races. A similar question might also be 
raised about jai alai. The history that Chang writes seem to be primarily 
focused on the gambling elements of jai alai, and not a lot of discussion on 
what the general public thought about the sport. Besides, the analysis of how 
jai alai influenced the public lives of Shanghai residents could have been 
elaborated on a bit more, while a more in-depth explanation of how the 
activity was “translated” to China could also have been provided.  

Overall, in my humble opinion, Chang’s book on the cultural translation of 
horse racing, greyhound racing, and jai alai in modern Shanghai is an excellent 
example of writing on the urban history of China. Of course, some of Chang’s 
critics may ask why she mainly uses newspapers as sources for this book, and 
question how these sources, which were written by the elite class, can help one 
understand the lives of commoners in the public sphere. Considering the 
challenges of gathering materials for micro-history writing, I believe this book 
will be one of the foundations for future research on these sports, and on 
colonial Chinese society. This book is going to inspire historians and social 
scientists for years to come. 
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