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The famous quote “The battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton” not only reveals the militaristic purpose that sport had in English upper class education (Eton is an upper class school), but also the confidence that English upper class society had regarding the efficiency of sport as early military preparation. 
The title of the book sums up the ends sought (and largely achieved) by the education on the playing fields of Britain’s upper class public schools from 1850 to World War 1. 
During that period, the British Empire saw its most glorious time; its colonies stretched throughout all the continents, and in order to rule and defend them, the empire needed men with a special preparation. In this sense, public schools became the factories that manufactured those men.
From 1851 to 1904, the British Empire fought armed conflicts almost every year, so the elite that came from the public schools needed to be prepared for winning wars. As Professor Mangan states “it was team games like rugby and cricket that were supposed to give Englishmen an inherent superiority when it came to the supreme sacrifice in battle” (p.190).
It was a manufactured mentality where concepts such as Social Darwinism, Jingoism, and “the white man’s burden” were essential; Britannia had the duty of civilising backward, less fortunate peoples. 
Nevertheless, the militaristic end was not the only one sought by through sport in the public schools, morality principles (such as fair play) were also important. Actually, Mangan thinks that on the games field pragmatic ethical training was the predominant purpose at the beginning, and imperial expansion and then the growing tension in the years prior to World War 1 ensured that military preparation acquired higher importance. 
Throughout the 22 chapters of the book, Mangan traces the emergence, evolution, and eventual decay of a belief in the potency of the playing field as medium of effective education from the years of the Victorian era, when educationalists used sport mainly as a means for taming rebellious schoolboys, creating muscular Christians and producing self-sacrificial subalterns thus building up the team spirit necessary in closed institutions that were boarding schools, to the years preceding the Great War, when that same spirit became heroic patriotism, and the struggles of the games field a preparation for the conflicts on the battlefield.
Mangan carefully and thoroughly analyses the sociological and anthropological processes by which public school masters turned the sports of their schoolboys into effective educational indoctrination by means of chant-songs, scarves, badges, and ceremonies. He examines absolutely everything, reaching the conclusion that moral education was at the centre of school sport, but does not overlook the fact that compulsory sport was also to occupy the pupils, keep them healthy, and deflect the boys from impure thoughts. As a clear illustration of the care to cover the complexity of the ideology of athleticism, he presents three influential schoolmasters for whom the exclusive end was to forge morality and manliness, without militarism. Thring, headmaster at Uppingham, turned sport into a curricular device for bringing out the talent in every boy; Bowen, housemaster at Harrow, distinguished himself by his opposition to Jingoism and by his antimilitarism, and Lyttelton, at Haileybury and then Eton, was a convinced pacifist, who in 1915 was obliged to resign after having suggested that a peace treaty should be agreed.
Nevertheless, the norm in most public schools in the period 1850-1914 was the use of sport to build up morality, manliness, and militarism, the latter becoming ever more important year after year. 
As Professor Mangan suggests, the team spirit, fair play, and pursuit of victory inculcated on the playing fields had much to do with the heroic way in which those schoolboys gave their lives in the Great War: the average life expectancy of these officer boys was six weeks.
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