
NETBALL – A Brief History 
 
Martina Bergman-Österberg (1849–1915) was a Swedish physical education instructor and 
women's suffrage advocate. After studying Swedish gymnastics in Stockholm she moved to 
London, where she founded the first physical education instructor's college in Hampstead where 
she admitted women only as she felt that female instructors would better understand their female 
students.  She pioneered teaching physical education as a full subject within the English school 
curriculum and directly encouraged women to be active in sport and education. 
 
Martina Bergman-Österberg is noted as having played a pivotal role in the early development of 
netball. Netball was derived from basketball, invented in the United States in 1891. In 1893, she 
returned from a visit to the United States, and informally introduced one version of basketball to 
her students at Hampstead. Two years later, an American lecturer named Dr Toles more formally 
introduced basketball to her students. The rules of this game were modified by Madame 
Österberg's students over several years. Substantial revisions were made during a visit in 1897 
from another American teacher and the new sport had also acquired a new name: "net ball". 
 
Late in 1895 she purchased a large country house named Kingsfield on a 14-acre estate in 
Dartford, Kent. She converted the ballroom to a gymnasium and the lookout tower to servants' 
quarters, before opening the new college in September. At its new campus, the school became 
known as the Bergman Österberg Physical Training College. She taught anatomy, animal 
physiology, chemistry, physics, hygiene, theory of movement, dancing, deportment and Swedish 
gymnastics. English team sports were also taught at the college and she appreciated the English 
potential to teach an "appreciation of space and time, discipline, reason, quickness and 
unselfishness". Bergman-Österberg's ideas on women's emancipation were centred on 
contemporary social Darwinism, gearing her young students for motherhood, or establishing them 
to train other young women for such a role: "I try to train my girls to help raise their own sex, and 
so to accelerate the progress of the race; for unless the women are strong, healthy, pure, and true, 
how can the race progress?". 
 
In 1897 one of her students, Mary Tait, invented the gymslip, a dress that facilitated practical 
movement for women playing sport, replacing the ground-length skirts and mutton-arm blouses 
that were normally worn by contemporary sportswomen. She adopted the new apparel for her 
students, which became a standard uniform among British schoolgirls during the 20th century. 
 
Once students entered the college, Bergman-Österberg maintained an autocratic rule over their 
daily lives. She forbade students from visiting each other's rooms, enforced an early "lights out" 
rule, permitted only cold baths, refused weekend leave except in special circumstances and 
censored their mail. But after completing the course, graduates of the college were virtually 
guaranteed employment in girls schools throughout the country, with an ample yearly salary of 
£100.  
 
A physical education instructor's college for men would not exist in England until the 1930s.  
During World War II, her college at Dartford was evacuated to Newquay in Cornwall, at which time 
it was renamed the Dartford College of Physical Education. In 1976, Dartford College was 
amalgamated with Thames Polytechnic: gymnastics instruction ceased in 1982, and by 1986 
teacher training had stopped as well; the college was eventually incorporated into the University 
of Greenwich. The university maintains The Bergman Österberg Archive, a collection of material 
regarding her physical education college in Dartford 
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Madame Österberg remained at the college for the rest of her life, although she retired from her 
teaching duties starting in 1913. Her health was reported to be declining in the spring of 1915: on 
29 July that year, Martina Bergman-Österberg died of cancer at the age of 65. Before her death, 
she bequeathed her college to the English nation.  
 
With the roots of Netball firmly established in Kent and the formation of the Kent County Netball 
Association in 1930 a group of Kent Life Members got together 4 years ago and agreed the urgent 
necessity to begin archiving our historical records.   Since our inaugural meeting, we have 
collaborated with the Bergman Osterberg Union Archivist at (what we will always call) Dartford 
College and Kent Netball now has its own room in the Archive and Cathy Hickey and I have been 
collecting and archiving hundreds of photographs and documents donated or loaned to us by 
netballers throughout the county and these are been stored on archive software and stored at 
Dartford (so our lofts are beginning to empty out!) 
 
We were dcelighted to meet up with fellow like-minded netballers at Netball House in February to 
begin to help Sheelagh sort a mountain of records, magazines, photographs, minutes, newspaper 
cuttings etc., etc.  A job for life Sheelagh! 
 
Other dates of interest : 
1900 250 copies of the first set of rules were published by the Physical Education Association.  
1926 An inaugural meeting of the All England Net Ball Association was held  
1932 First Inter County Tournament was held, with Essex emerging as the first county champions.  
1937 Netball was represented at a Wembley Festival of Youth in the presence of King George 6th  
1951 Netball was played as a demonstration game at the Festival of Britain Exhibition 
1963 First World Tournament was held in Eastbourne – won by Australia, 2nd New Zealand and 3rd 
England 
 
….. and the rest is history ! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


