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An astonishing void: official history ignores football. Contemporary history texts fail to mention it, even in passing, in countries where it has been and continues to be a primordial symbol of collective identity.

I play therefore I am: a style of play is a way of being that reveals the unique profile of each community and affirms its right to be different.

Tell me how you play and I will tell you who you are.

Eduardo Galeano

The only thing that has never changed in the history of the game is the shape of the ball.

Denis Law

Introduction: Life and Death, Love and Money
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The ball is round. The game lasts ninety minutes. This much is fact. Everything else is theory.

Sepp Herberger

Some people believe football is a matter of life and death: I am very disappointed with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that.

Bill Shankly

Is there any cultural practice more global than football? Rites of birth, death and marriage are universal, but infinite in their diversity. Football is played by the same rules everywhere. No single world religion can match its geographical scope. Even Christianity, borne on the back of European expansion, is a relatively minor player across Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. The use of English and the vocabularies of science and mathematics must run football close for universality, but they remain the lingua francas of the world’s elites, not of its masses. McDonald’s, MTV? Only the most anodyne products of America’s cultural industries can claim a reach as wide as football’s, and then only for a fleeting moment in those parts of the world that can afford them. Around half the planet watched the 2006 World Cup Final – three billion humans have never done anything simultaneously before.

Football is available to anyone who can make a rag ball and find another pair of feet to pass to. Football has not merely been consumed by the world’s societies, it has been embraced, embedded and then transformed by them. Football is a minority sport only in North America, Australasia and South Asia, where baseball, rugby and cricket are stronger, and even here it is a rising force. Whatever the course of its migration, whatever its geographical origins, whatever the hierarchies of the game, no single country or continent owns football.

Life and death? Can anything be that important? Football has claimed enough innocent victims in its hellish fires, tragic crushes and vicious little knife fights to ask the question. Important enough to be distrusted and banned by the last nervous Ottoman Sultanate, the neurotic demagogues of China’s Cultural Revolution and Iran’s revolutionary theocracy. Important enough that football has either outlasted its oppressors or forced them to relent. For football is driven by love and money, and if anything trumps life and death then they do.

Love of playing the game. Because before the great club colours were chosen and the monumental stadiums were raised and filled, people just played anywhere. They still do. No one knows how many people play football; how could you count them? But FIFA has tried – and their guess is that around a billion people play the game reasonably formally. That’s 50 million referees, balls and pitches and 25 million kilometres of white lines, enough to circle the earth over a thousand times.

Love of watching the game. Because before the pitch was circled with fences and turnstiles, before the earth was circled with television satellites, before giant screens and action replays, people just came to watch. To capture singular moments of brilliance. Ninety minutes of grind and plod for a sly feint, an impish dribble, an unstoppable, rifled shot – and goals, always goals.

Love of following the game. Because the game is not just an art, it’s drama, too. It has great metropolitan and minor provincial theatres, with free-spending and penny-pinching impresarios and their megalomaniac obsessive directors. It has legions of critics and a fantastical rotating cast of angels and devils, geniuses and journeymen, fallen giants and rising stars. It offers the spotlight for individual brilliance while relishing the defiance and heart of collective endeavour. It has staged tragedy and comedy, epic and pantomime, unsophisticated music hall and inaccessible experimental performances. It does imperious triumph, lucky escapes, impossible comebacks and stubborn stalemates. It captures the brilliance of unpredictability, the uncertainty of the human heart and human skill, of improvisation and chance. And those that follow it are not merely the crowd; they are the chorus. Consumers and commentators, spectators and participants, without whom every goal is just a ball in the back of the net, every victory just three points in the bag.

Love of us and hatred of them. Because, before clubs became global brands, before club crests competed with corporate logos, football had become entwined with every conceivable social identity and the social divisions that surely follow them: derby day in Glasgow, Belfast and Dundee pitches Catholic against Protestant; in Calcutta it aligns Hindu Mohun Bagan against Muslim Mohammedan Sporting. In Athens, AEK are the migrant refugees from the Graeco-Turkish war contesting the turf, eighty years later, with the locals of Olympiakos. In Manchester, Turin and Munich, wealthy outsiders and parvenus play off against the authentic heart and soul of the city. In Rio, rich and poor, elite and mass, white and black take to the field alongside Fluminense and Flamengo. In Soviet Moscow, Dinamo play Spartak and the lumbering communist leviathan faces off against its surly public. Through the multiple acts of playing, organizing, watching and following, people have defined and expressed who they think they and their neighbours are.

And all for what? Because football matches do not change social structures. Because no victory, however comprehensive, can shift the real balance of power, or change the actual distribution of wealth and status. It is for the glory. For winning, and winning in style. For winning because you were the best, the quickest, the cleverest. Because, when it came to it on the pitch, when the whistle blew and money, power, status, reputation and history were all sent to the bench, you wanted it more.

But, in the never-ending arms race of competitive sport, glory – even the chance of glory – must be paid for, schemed for, planned for. From the first Lancashire industrialist coughing up for the works team’s boots to Nike’s virtual ownership of the Brazilian national squad, victory has been pursued through the relentless expenditure of hard cash. So relentless that football has not been and cannot be too choosy where it comes from. If money is not the currency of power then other more basic political means will do. Power, authority, threats and violence have acquired squads, built stadiums and ordained results. Football has served the greater glories and fed on the brute power of every imaginable political institution; all to borrow or steal their share of glory.

And yet the historians and the sporting press want to separate what is obviously connected: football and history, sport and politics, the game and money. The historians do so on grounds of causality; the press on grounds of morality. Perhaps the historians are right. Football has not altered the course of history. Football did not kick-start the industrial revolution or build the world’s cities. Football does not start, end or replace wars; it does not make the peace or redraw the borders of the world. But is it not extraordinary that, in an epoch characterized by unprecedented global interconnectedness, the most universal cultural phenomenon in the world is football? Is it not worthy of note that, the moment male urban working classes have had a bit of time and money on their hands, they have chosen, almost everywhere, to play, watch, organize and follow football? Is it wise to recount the history of the modern world without some reference to this? Whether the historians like it or not, football cannot be taken out of the history of the modern world and the history of the modern world is unevenly, erratically but indisputably etched into the history of football.

Much of the sporting press would prefer us not to bring the big bad world into the game at all. Football has its history, its traditions, its turning points, but they are the work of great players, charismatic managers, unrepeatable performances, unquenchable team spirits and the serendipity of interlocking personal histories. History, yes, in the guise of heritage and urban myth, but economics, politics, never. And perhaps the reporters are right. The drama and its outcome cannot be decided by the forces of money and power. Victory should not be bought. Allegiances should not be imposed. Love is not tradable, nor can it be ruled. Yet so often it is. Referees have been bought, linesmen have been corralled and games been thrown. Players, clubs and fans have been exploited, liquidated, mistreated and thrown on the scrap-heap. Across the world, football’s bureaucracies have been run as personal fiefdoms and political campaign machines. Violence, racism and bigotry have constantly staked their place on and off the pitch. So what alternative explanations are there? Sepp Herberger expresses the virtually autistic refusal of the football world to see its own enmeshment with the social institutions and ideas of its day; its resistance to seeing the game explained by anything other than its own internal rules of chance; its meaning and significance restricted to its own protected times and spaces. Herberger lived the firestorm of the rise and fall of the Third Reich as Germany’s national team coach. In his 361 notebooks compiled daily throughout the cataclysm there is not a single reference to anything other than football. But if you flee from theory, conjecture and engagement with power, what are you left with? Are these pathologies simply the work of evil men? Are they the random and unfortunate consequences of a few bad apples, secret coteries and plots?

No, and in this football expresses the Faustian bargain that all modern societies have made with the forces of money and power. For the modern world comes with strings attached. The logic of the market is to price, buy and sell everything. The logic of power is to control, monitor and regulate everything. Can your health be priced? The market will try. Can dignity or loyalty be bought? Money will ask the question.

Football, in its transition from a chaotic folk ritual to a sector of the global entertainment industry, has encountered the same dilemma. In the world of football, glory has the final say. The bottom line for those who follow football is not calculated in money or power, but in victories and pleasures. But spectaculars require backers, the circus must be paid for. Football attracts and must therefore deal with money and power and they will always be looking to buy or take their share of glory; and glory bought or stolen turns to dust.

So, what bargain can be struck with these forces? How will the line be policed? Who will seek to cross it? It is not just the bureaucrats and the moneymen, the cynical professionals and opportunist politicians who must make their deal, but everyone who plays, watches and follows football. We want to see the best professionals play at the highest level, but we cannot bear that their wages might diminish their heart and their hunger. We want to see grace and invention, but we will settle at half-time for a single grubby point. We want pantomime crooks and villains as club owners, but we also want them to obey the health and safety laws. We hate the way the media barons try to buy the game, but we pay our subscriptions anyway. Money and power, capitalism and the state: can’t live with them, can’t live without them. Football, the game the world plays, offers a metaphor for the dilemmas that sit at the very centre of any moral framework or political programme that takes the reformation rather than the abolition of modernity as its starting point.

No history of the modern world is complete without an account of football. No history of football can begin to disclose its meaning or describe its course without shadowing the economic, political and social histories of modern societies. The Ball is Round is my attempt to write the history of how humanity has played and watched and followed football; the stories of players and managers, fans and owners, clubs and national teams. It is a chronicle of who has won and lost, of how and why. Because if the currency is glory, it matters who scored, and when they scored and how they scored, who they beat and how they celebrated. But this book is also a history of states and markets, money and power. Above all, it is a history of how all these forces have interacted. A history which attempts to locate where the line between the realm of glory and the realm of power has been crossed, that celebrates the love of the game, but knows that it can be bought.


PART ONE

Ancients and Moderns:

Football and the Invention of Modern Sport, from the Beginning to 1914

1

Chasing Shadows: The Prehistory of Football
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Football is as old as the world… People have always played some form of football, from its very basic form of kicking a ball around to the game it is today.

Sepp Blatter, FIFA President

I

Is it? Have we? Let us forgive the President of FIFA his hyperbole, let us not take him at his word. Football, at the very least, requires feet. The emergence of bipedal hominids, whose feet and hands are sufficiently differentiated that they can trap and kick or catch and throw rather than paw, pad or shove, can be dated to around 2 million years ago. The world is somewhat older. And the ball? Let us forgive Blatter his carelessness with the archaeological record, for there is no evidence of any human manufactured sphere that could be kicked before 2000 BCE. Perhaps those stitched ancient Egyptian balls were kicked, but the hieroglyphic and mural evidence only shows throwing. No doubt, people have been kicking fruit and gourds for longer, rocks and pebbles at a pinch, skulls perhaps and any manner of the roughly spherical objects that the world throws up. Of course they have, it is an irresistible act; to spy the object, to imagine its future trajectory, to shape and balance one’s body and then to take a mighty swing. Better still there comes the delicious moment of impact and the always extraordinary sensation of energy and motion passing from one’s leg to the inanimate object. It soars into the air. It scuds across the ground. It finds its target or perhaps it bounces, tumbling, spinning on an unimagined course. This is not football. This is play. It has no rules and no obvious purpose. It is not a contest or a trial. It contains no strategy or tactics. Yes, it is pleasure and wonder and experiment, but if this is football, then peek-a-boo is drama. This is not to say that football is not a form of playing, or that even in its most modern, structured, commercialized forms that it does not draw upon the same spirit of play that animates a Neolithic rock-kicker. But football is the game modernity plays and the gulf between the modern world and prehistory, between sport and play, is so vast, so punctured by profound transformations in the organization of human life, that to declare an unbroken lineage between the two is to embrace an historical perspective only to render it utterly vacuous.

Undaunted, Mr Blatter has had another stab at constructing football’s prehistory. He chose to make his intervention in the debate in a speech at the Beijing Football Expo 2004, an international bazaar devised to bring together the sporting-industrial complex of companies that create the game’s elaborate infrastructure and the global and national bureaucrats and officials that run it. Blatter said, ‘We honour the Chinese people for their country’s role as the cradle of the earliest forms of football, having firmly planted the roots of our sport and helping set the course for it to grow into the beautiful game it is today.’1 A statement which received a chorus of coordinated support from the Chinese Sports Ministry and the Asian Football Confederation. Blatter is at least on firmer ground here than on his excursion into the prehistory of play. Certainly, the China created and ruled by the Han dynasty (206 BCE – 221 CE) widely played a game called cuju, simply translated as kick-ball. The technological and social precocity of ancient China is not in doubt; the Chinese invented a lot of things first. The emergence of settled societies, cities and social hierarchies provided the framework in which spontaneous play could be organized into rule-bound contests, and China came to all of these things early. In the initial attempts by nationalist historians of the 1920s and 1930s to write a Chinese history of sport these truths were applied to football.2 Claims based on stories of the cuju-playing Yellow Emperor dated his political and sporting career as early as the third millennium BCE. The claims however were an attempt to give historical foundation to mythology, relying on legendary epics written just before the emergence of the great Han dynasty in the second century BCE. It seems most likely that cuju, although played in the era of the Warring States (in the third and fourth centuries BCE), was first formalized as an organized sport under the Han. The game was played with a stitched leather ball stuffed with fur or feathers, though some accounts suggest hemp. There were two teams on a marked pitch with goals at the two ends. It appears handling and rough tackling were allowed, but kicking was an important form of propulsion. In some accounts the goal was moon- or crescent-shaped, in others it was described as a hole in a silk sheet hung between bamboo posts. The game was clearly popular among the Royal Household – Emperor Wu Di has been described as both enthusiast and expert. But the game’s home was most likely to have been in the army where it became an element of both training and recreation; some suggest that it warded off the leg numbness suffered by cavalry after a long ride.

Under the subsequent imperial dynasties – the Tang (618 – 907 CE) and the Song (960 – 1279 CE) – the game continued to be played but its form changed. The ball itself was transformed as players adopted the more technologically advanced but less physically robust hollow ball. It was easier to control, but less suited to combative mêlée. It may be that the new ball was only accessible to the rich, which would help explain the linguistic and formal separation of the common or popular game Bai Da and the courtly game Zhu Qiu. Bai Da was closer to the original Han version of cuju. Although details of the rules are not certain, in Zhu Qiu physical contest and direct confrontation appear to have been lost and a more stylized format adopted. Two goals merged into one. The ball was first passed among the players of one team until it was received by a designated player who alone could attempt to shoot at a target. Whether they scored or not, if the shooting side could keep the ball in the air afterwards they would retain possession and have another go at shooting. If the ball touched the ground the shooting initiative passed to the other side. The game was certainly ubiquitous enough for it to appear in Tales of the Water Margin, one of the four classics of Chinese literature. The tales feature a court official named Gao Qiu whose senior position in the imperial bureaucracy was won by his prodigious cuju skills. But cuju did not outlive its Tang and Song patrons. With their decline and the rise of the Ming dynasty (1368 – 1644 CE) that replaced them, cuju disappears.

Like many other Chinese innovations, the ball game appears to have spread along the tracks of imperial expansion and the networks of long-distance trade routes, land and marine, that radiated out from the Middle Kingdom. In the Malay Peninsula, for example, a cross between football and volleyball called Sepak Raga was played with a light rattan ball. It has recently been formalized and modernized as Sepak Takraw – a compromise between the Malay word for kick and the Thai word for ball – but its roots are at least four hundred years old and derive from its Chinese counterpart. Medieval Japan played kemari. Although Japanese nationalist historians have insisted on its indigenous origin as far back as the sixth century BCE, the earliest documented writing on the game dates from the twelfth century.3 The form of the game is clearly related to the courtly version of cuju that the Song had been playing half a millennium before this. In the hands of the Japanese nobility the game became even more stylized than in China. Kemari was also known as ‘standing among the trees’. The playing space was a six-or seven-metre dirt square demarcated by four trees placed at its corners. These could be cherry, willow or maple but pine trees were considered to have the highest status. Eight players would take the field, standing in pairs on either side of the trees. The ball was hollow, light and made of deerskin, often coated white with albumen or dyed yellow by smoke from a pine needle fire. The courtiers with the highest social status would kick-off and the players would simply try and keep the ball in the air as long as possible and used the trees to bounce it off, their branches pruned and trained to provide a path back on to the court for the ball. If a formal count of successful kicks and passes was being carried out, the official responsible could award extra kicks for particularly impressive or stylish plays. Individuals were admired for their ball skills, but also their attention to the etiquette and traditions of the game. A day’s kemari was best ended by a single high kick from the most senior player gracefully caught in the folds of his kimono.

Kemari became an important pastime amongst the Japanese elite in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The first masters of the game appeared, wrote down the rules and displayed unheard-of levels of excellence. Retired and active emperors Goshirakawa and Gotoba became noted enthusiasts and participants. Distinct schools or houses of kemari emerged with their own take on training, technique and rules. Gotoba himself first set down the sartorial regulations covering the game, specifying the colour and pattern of playing socks according to social rank and kemari skill. The game continued to be represented in Japanese art and literature throughout the Tokagowa Shogunate and into the nineteenth century. But while kemari proved longer lived than cuju it was no more able to capture the imagination of a modernizing society. Within a few years of the Meiji Restoration (1868) and Japan’s headlong drive for industrialization kemari had shrunk to a minority pastime of a minority social caste of aristocrats reduced to lobbying the emperor and government to preserve this fragment of the country’s feudal past. Although some imperial patronage was dispensed the game was virtually extinguished by the end of the Second World War.

So are cuju and its descendants the ancestors of football as Mr Blatter and the Chinese sports bureaucracies claim? What really marks these sports out in the ancient history of ball games was that they were primarily, though probably not exclusively, kicking games. Yet this preference for the foot over the hand or any other part of the body to propel the ball does not make cuju or kemari unique or even the most venerable. Among the Aboriginal Australians of what is now Victoria State, Marn Gook has been played for millennia. Accounts written by white Australians in the 1840s suggest that it was predominantly a kicking game. The Pacific Islands societies of Polynesia and Micronesia had their own indigenous kicking games with balls made from wrapped Pandanus leaves. Native Americans played many large-scale team ball games and showed a general disinclination to use their hands, preferring bats and feet. William Strachey, the first colonial governor of Virginia, described one game as:

a kynd of exercise that have often amongst them much like that which boyes call bandy in English and may be aunceynt game. They have the exercise of Footeball, in which yet they only forceibly encounter with the foote to carry the Balle the one from the other, and spurne it to the goale with a kind of dexterity and swift footmanshippe, which is the honour of it.4

Does that make these games and cultures the ancestors of football? Marn Gook is likely to be as old as and probably older than cuju. The Native Americans continued to play their games of football long after the Ming had abandoned theirs. They also continued to play the ball horizontally, passing it towards a goal. While early forms of cuju appear to take this form, its refined courtly versions as well as kemari play the ball upwards. The switch from the horizontal to the vertical as the main axis of movement was perfectly in tune with the shifting culture of the times. Late medieval China and Japan closed their doors to the world until Americans and Europeans forced them to open them again in the nineteenth century. Expansive territorial imperatives were abandoned for the delicate maintenance of vertical hierarchy. The price of over three hundred years of glorious internal order was social, military and technological inferiority; and that is why whatever the similarities of Han cuju or Marn Gook to football, neither can claim its origins.

What has ultimately determined which game modernity plays is not who played a kicking game earliest, nor even who kept the ball on the ground for longest, but who played the game at the moment of modernization. Perhaps, in an alternative history, in which China or Japan had industrialized before or alongside Europe, a sizeable portion of the world, at least in Asia and the Pacific, would be playing an alternative football code of their own. But they did not. The pallid remnants of cuju and kemari were, like the elites that still played them, swept aside by the whirlwind of East Asia’s encounter with modernity.

II

The Chinese Tang imperial household may have dabbled in cuju but they revelled in polo. Roman senators might have warmed up in the gym with a game of catch but the slaughter at the Coliseum was the centre of their sporting world. Competitive ball games are present in nearly all the cultures of the ancient world, but only in Mesoamerica did the ball game take centre stage. In this respect the sporting universe of the modern world is closer to that of the cultures that lived in what is now Mexico, Guatemala, Belize and Honduras; the ball game was the only game. For 3,000 years, between the emergence of the Olmecs in Central Mexico and the fall of the Aztecs to the Spanish conquistadors in 1521, every society in Mesoamerica, every settlement from the great city of Teotihulucan to the scattered village compounds of the Gulf of Mexico played the game. The material archaeological record left behind cannot quite match the singular splendour of the Coliseum or Olympia but its breadth is unparalleled. Over 1,500 ball courts have been unearthed, from tiny plain rectangular troughs in small villages and ancient hilltop towns to the vast and elaborate stepped constructions of the great Mayan city of Chichen Itza. Many more must have been lost to the jungle or were destroyed by the Spanish occupation. In addition, the ruined ball courts and ransacked tombs have yielded an extraordinary trove of ceramic figurines, glyphs, carvings, reliefs and statues that depict the game and its rituals.5

The mythological record is even stronger. The Popul Vuh is the defining written document of the Qiche Mayan cultures that ruled over southern Mexico, Belize and Guatemala from around 800 to 1400 CE. It consists of three parts. The first is the story of creation. The third is a dynastic history of the Mayan nobility. At the heart of the text, sandwiched between the two, is an account of the creation of the sun and the moon and with it all the dualities around which Mesoamerican life was organized: light and dark, day and night, good and evil, life and death. Its chief protagonists are the hero twins Hunahpu and Xbalanque. The twin’s forefathers were the brothers Hun Hunahpu and Vucub Hunahpu. Both were ball players of considerable repute whose noisy game disturbed the gods of the underworld. The Dark Lords of Xibalba opened a portal on to the brothers’ court and tricked them into entering their realm. There they challenged them to a game. The mortals lost and were immediately sacrificed, their bodies buried in the subterranean court and the head of Hun Hunahpu humiliatingly displayed on a calabash tree. When the goddess Xquic passed the tree Hun Hunahpu’s dismembered head spat in her hand. The goddess was impregnated and when her pregnancy was discovered by the Xibalba lords she was banished to the upper world. Here she gave birth to the hero twins. The demi-god brothers proved to be divine ball players and once they reached adulthood were summoned to the underworld for the second leg of this intergenerational encounter. On and off the court the twins proved a match for their immortal foes and escaped back to earth with their father and uncle’s bodies, exhumed from the diabolical ball court. The corpses were placed in the sky to become the sun and the moon.

It is worth pausing for a moment to reflect on this. These are not ancillary elements of Mesoamerican culture, a mere addendum to their central myths and narratives; they are at the core of their whole structure of belief. How can it be that a ball game provided the physical and symbolic fulcrum of an entire continental culture? We could ask a similar if secularized question of our own world. What appeared to strike the Spanish most of all on seeing the game for the first time was the ball and how it moved. Columbus brought examples back to the Spanish court for investigation. Royal chronicler Pedro Mártir de Anglería was flummoxed: ‘I don’t understand how when the balls hit the ground they are sent into the air with such incredible bounce.’6

Mesoamerica alone had balls that bounced, because it alone had rubber. Today rubber can be found all over the tropics but prior to the conquest it was indigenous to the forests of Mesoamerica. But rubber plants are not enough alone to make the ball. In the earliest settled communities of the second millennium somebody had to have the wit and the luck to mix the latex juice of the plant with the roots of the morning glory flower. What they got was a botanical form of vulcanization that created a solidified, elastic, jumping ball. When all you have known are pebbles and squashes, who wouldn’t want to play with that? The playful energies of these ancient Mesoamericans must have been so intensely stimulated, so unreservedly released by the quicksilver bounce of the rubber ball that the game itself became sacred; a portal into the world of magical energies.

Archaeological fragments suggest that ball manufacture had begun as early as 1500 BCE, but it was around 1200 BCE that the expanding Olmec Empire, with its emergent cities, public architecture and hierarchical religious and political institutions, provided the context in which the rubber ball and the insatiable desire to play with it could be framed by settled rules to create a contested team game. The Olmec version of the ball game contained all of its lasting characteristics. The courts the game was played on were invariably part of a larger public space or temple complex. They were either rectangular or a capital I-shaped, flanked by high sloping whitewashed walls and often richly decorated with brightly coloured murals. The very biggest complexes would have further levels of stepped stone serving as seating for a considerable audience. The rubber ball, varying in size between a large softball and a small basketball, moved back and forth across a central line between two competitors or two teams. From the protective clothing worn by players in sculpture and pictures, it seems that the ball was struck with some combination of forearms, shins, shoulders, buttocks and hips. The heavy speeding ball would have been dangerous and difficult to control with the head or bare feet. The aim appears to have been akin to modern volleyball: to keep the ball aloft in one’s own half or restrict it to a limited number of bounces before returning it to one’s opponents.

The precise form and meanings of the ball game changed over the next 3,000 years. In the smaller cities of Pacific Mexican civilization, at their height around the second century BCE, the game was played at village level in modest courts. In the city-state of Teotihulucan three centuries later, the game was restricted to the elite who played with bats and sticks. Among the Maya the game’s ritual and religious dimension peaked, while the greatest enthusiasts for just playing were probably the civilizations of Vera Cruz on the Caribbean coast whose urban ruins are studded with simple ball courts. The game even spread east to the island societies of what is now Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, and to the north it was taken up by the Hohokum Indian cultures of Arizona. The Aztecs, who knew the game as Tchatali, added decorated stone rings to the side of a court, and awarded the game to those who could send the ball through them.

The geographical spread of the ball game was matched by its social depth. From its inception the game was entwined with other features of Mesoamerican life. The sheer number of courts and ubiquity of objects indicated that the game was played informally by commoners as well as ritually by the elite. Aztec and Mayan records even point to the emergence of highly skilled players from the lower classes competing with nobles. The meaning of the game was tied to the complex systems of astronomy and calendrical time around which these societies were organized. The patron deity of the Aztec game was Xolotl who appeared in the night sky as Venus, and players appear in murals as representatives of other cosmic bodies. Statuettes and carvings show that the game was often accompanied or preceded by dramatic performances, and that gambling was rife. A number of Mesoamerican cultures record accounts of the nobility wagering their land and their tributary authority on the outcome of a game. Sometimes a substitute for war, the game could also provide its denouement as defeated opponents first played the game before being sacrificed – their heads cut off or their hearts torn out.

When the Spanish arrived they were amazed and appalled by the ball game. In 1528 Hernando Cortés was sufficiently intrigued to take ball players and equipment back to the court of King Charles V of Spain, where his captive athletes performed for the Castilian nobility. But the devil was in the ball, its capricious flight diabolical, its intrinsic rhythms pagan. The Spanish suppressed the game. They needn’t have bothered: the introduction of Eurasian diseases into the continent, the enslavement of much of the population and the forced Christianization of those that survived were easily enough to destroy the societies and beliefs that sustained the ball game. All that is left are shadows; the odd, the quaint, the rural and the regional. For example, in the far north-western Mexican state of Sinaloa variants of the ball game – called Ulama – survive. Here the unpaved dirt streets provided the court for the rough rubber balls still hand-made by the players; broken Aztec words furnish its specialized language.

Modern football is now the game at the centre of the region’s culture. The World Cup has been played out twice in a stadium called Azteca, on a site just a few miles south of the great Aztec capital Tenochtitlan. There, beneath the foundations of the Metropolitan Cathedral of Mexico City, lie the remains of its great ball courts. It is a cruel accident of global history that football’s twentieth-century triumph in Mesoamerica was predicated on the epidemiological slaughter and cultural eradication performed by the Spanish conquest that preceded it.

III

The European civilization that eventually outpaced and dominated the societies of Asia, Africa and the Americas was an amalgam. It was forged from the remains of the Roman Empire and the Hellenistic culture that it had conquered and appropriated. Rome was in turn conquered from within by the new monotheism – Christianity – and from without by the invading nomads of the Eurasian steppes who arrived in the fifth century. Their fusion generated the fragmented, warring feudal Christendom of medieval Europe. None of these elements in the European mix can claim a significant ball-playing culture.

Classical Antiquity did not lack ball games, but they had little or no status.7 In The Odyssey, Homer’s description of Odysseus’ encounter with the Phoenicians tells us that the Minoan cultures of the first millennium BCE knew the ball. The shipwrecked hero was woken by the excited shrieks of naked royal serving-girls playing catch ball while their clothes dried in the sun. In The Iliad, Homer’s description of the funereal games held after the death of the Athenian warrior Patroclus includes athletics, archery, wrestling and chariot racing, but in this esteemed sporting and social company ball games do not merit a single mention. No laurel wreath was ever awarded at Olympia for any ball game of any kind, nor at the Greeks’ other sacred sporting gatherings.

Rome’s relationship with the ball was not dissimilar though if anything the Romans were more enthusiastic ball players than the Greeks. They had specially constructed indoor ball courts called Sphaerista for Expulsum Ludere, a competitive game not entirely unlike modern handball. Like the Greeks there were plenty of ball games based around circles, catching, throwing, feigning and dodging. Adults and children played Sky-ball, Pila and Trigon. Other games were played outdoors on playing fields or Palaestra, especially Harpastum. Like the Greek games it was based upon – Episkyros and Phaininda – the rules of Harpastum remain hazy but it appears to be something akin to rugby with kicking, catching and physical contact the order of the day. In one of the best accounts of the game to have survived, Athenaeus writes, ‘He seized the ball and passed it on to a teammate while dodging another and laughing. He pushed it out of the way of another. Another fellow player he raised to his feet. All the while the crowd resounded with shouts of out of bounds. Too far. Right behind him. Over his head, on the ground, up in the air, too short, pass it back in the scrum.’8 Like cuju in Han China, Harpastum seems to have been most popular in the army and may have formed an element of formal military training. But as a spectator sport or a game of social significance it was nowhere.

Harpastum could not be found at the Coliseum, where the Romans had built the single most important and impressive sporting architecture of the ancient world: a five-storey, 50,000-seat stadium that would aesthetically and practically remain superior to every other sports stadium until the twentieth century. Rome had mass, urban sporting spectacle that had no parallel, but in that spectacle there was no place for ball games. For the lumpenproletariat of the city and the senatorial class alike the preference was for real blood and guts. At the Circus Maximus, they crowded in to watch chariot racing, but this often proved as macabre and bloody as the staged fights down the road. The desperation of Rome’s proletariat can be measured by the coarseness of its pleasures, the cynicism and manipulativeness of its ruling class by the baroque scale of the circus they created to sate them. In this important sense Rome’s sporting culture is closer to the modern era than that of the ancient Far East or Mesoamerica. Rome had the crowd and the impresario. Of course, cuju, kemari and the Mesoamerican game had their audience, but it is a qualitative rather than just a quantitative shift to move from a few hundred cheering round the edge of a field or ball court to 50,000 encased in a cauldron. It is one thing to gather a refined selection of the local elite around a Zen Garden; it is quite another to sweep up every level of a deeply divided urban colossus and throw them together in an atmosphere of intimidation and contest. At the Circus Maximus, Rome even created the first secular sporting derby in which the blue and green chariot teams and their supporters faced off on the track, in the stands, and sometimes on the street or on the floor of the Senate. Rome’s sporting legacy and tastes were lost. The intensity and scale of Rome’s secular spectacle would only be recovered when societies evolved that could build and sustain cities of equal magnitude. It would be a long wait.

Of the barbarian invaders we know little. Whatever sporting practices the Visigoths and Vandals may have brought with them from the steppes were soon subsumed and lost, like the rest of their cultures, beneath the vast edifice of Christianity that their kings embraced. The dominant sporting cultures and practices of medieval Christendom that these invasions produced were not amicable to ball games. In short, knights don’t play kickabouts, they fight wars. The feudal ruling classes of the era were more wholly militarized than the nobility of either Mesoamerica or the Far East. Europe’s aristocracies were dependent on the use of organized violence for their social status, political power and economic wellbeing. The most powerful technology of war was the mounted, armoured knight and such force could not be conjured from a rural peasant levy or standing army; it had to be provided directly by the nobility itself. There was no time, no utility and no glamour in such trite pastimes as ball games; the joust, the hunt and the tournament were the only sports fit for a mounted warrior caste.

Yet despite this paucity of ball games in the European cultural mix, this is where modern football did emerge. Unlike the development of basketball or volleyball – which are games completely invented anew as exercises in modern sporting rationality – football in the far northwestern corners of the continent did have traditional roots and practices to draw upon. These practices had survived despite their subservience to the games of aristocrats and their irrelevance to the tasks of warriors. They survived because the societies that incubated these games had themselves maintained a degree of independence and autonomy from medieval Europe’s mainstream. They had eluded the control of Rome even at its height, absorbed Christianity without losing their pre-Christian festivities and retained networks of kinship and tribal authority that could challenge the feudal hierarchies of the medieval world. These were the Celtic cultures and societies of the Western Fringe.

IV

On the western edge of the European peninsula, Celtic-speaking cultures preserved a degree of autonomy and separateness throughout the medieval era. All appear to have played large-scale and often riotous ball games in large open spaces with innumerable participants divided into two teams trying to get the ball to a particular place with few formalities or restrictions. Often the games were played between two parishes or villages, the ball carried across the open fields between them. Alternatively a village could be divided by geography, or age, or between married men and bachelors in a game linked to courting rituals or Shrove Tuesday and saints’ days. In Ireland the game was well known. In 1527 the Statutes of Galway referred to it by its English name stating that people should not play ‘the hurlings of the littll ball with hockie sticks or staves nor use no hands ball to play without the walls but only the great footballe’, while poets of the seventeenth and eighteenth century describe games in the Boyen Valley, Country Kildare and County Kerry.9 A game called La Soule was played in Brittany but also further east in Normandy and Picardy and like its Irish counterpart was subject to repeated bans by ecclesiastical and secular authorities. In Cornwall the game was know as Hurling and on the Pembrokeshire peninsula in south Wales they played Knappen. In the Orkney Islands, Kirkwall hosted the Ba game between the uppies and downies of the town. The game was formalized and revived in 1850 but can claim a much older ancestry. Similar games were played in Perth, Jedburgh and Duns Castle in Berwickshire.

The only example of a team ball game of similar qualities played outside of the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon areas is Calcio – played in medieval and early modern Florence until its disappearance, possibly its banning, in the mid-eighteenth century. Today it survives as a tourist and civic spectacular, revived by the fascists in 1930 and played annually in the central squares of Florence in medieval pantaloons with accompanying gunfire. Legend claims that the game was played in 1530 while the city was under siege from the Medici, and that the aristocracy of the city liked to take the field on feast days, saints’ days and Epiphany. The rules were first published in 1580 by Giovanni Bardi. Unlike the Celtic ball games there does not appear to be a rural or folk version that the urban aristocracy civilized – it was and is a purely urban phenomenon; and it was played, according to one English observer in the seventeenth century, with the same attention to rules of courtly procedure and etiquette.

As well as sharing linguistic and sporting ties, what all of these Celtic societies shared was an antipathy towards long conflict with their nearest expansive imperial neighbours – England and the English. Brittany would elude the English Plantagenet kings only to be subsumed by the expanding French monarchy. Wales, Ireland and Scotland were all subject to repeated incursions and colonial settlement. Political independence was eroded, as the English crown established its hegemony over the British Isles.

While the Angles, Saxons and Normans that made up much of the English mix may have had their own ball games, it seems as likely that they learned them in the course of their long struggles with their Celtic neighbours. By the early medieval era football was sufficiently commonplace as both a village occasion and an urban pastime that edicts were issued in the names of Edward II, Henry V, Edward IV, Henry VII and Henry VIII which sought to ban, control or restrict it. It was certainly violent enough for deaths and injuries to be recorded.

On some occasions the justification was one of public order. A law proclaimed in the name of Edward II in 1314 decried ‘a great uproar in the city, through certain tumults arising from great footballs in the fields of the public, from which many evils may arise’.10 An observer described its rural version as a game ‘in which young men, in country sport, propel a huge ball not by throwing it into the air, but by striking and rolling it along the ground, and that not with their hands but with their feet. A game I say abominable enough, and in my judgment at least, more common, undignified, and worthless than any other kind of game, rarely ending but with some loss, accident or disadvantage to the players themselves.’11 In other legal documents the need for the populace to focus on archery was the rationale for controlling the game. A statute of Edward IV from 1477 reads, ‘No person shall practise any unlawful games such as dice, quoits, football and such games, but that every strong and able-bodied person shall practise with the bow for the reason that the national defence depends upon such bowmen.’12 Court records show that individuals were fined and punished for playing the game. Provincial towns like Halifax, Leicester, Manchester and Liverpool banned the game at some point between 1450 and 1650. Yet for all the evident disapproval and repeated attempts to control it, football was an indelible feature of both rural and urban life for the lower orders. Even the determined efforts of the Puritan Commonwealth to purge Merrie England of its insufferable attraction to games and gaming failed. In the early years of the Restoration Charles II and his court dabbled in football.

By the eighteenth century all these quirky ball games were just a small element of the broader sporting culture that was emerging. Hunting and field sport still reigned supreme among the landed elites. Early forms of cricket, tennis and golf proved more attractive to their more pacific members. Horse racing and boxing were the preferred sports of the gambler from all social classes. All were played alongside the rise and remaking of a global imperial ruling class and in the furnace of the world’s first industrial revolution. It was the chance encounter of those immense historical forces with the surviving rough Anglo-Celtic mêlées of the eighteenth century that created modern football. It would embrace the kicking spirit of the Far East and the Pacific, it would assume a secular cultural importance that parallels the Mesoamerican ball game, and it would revive the memory of Rome’s urban furnace and the repertoire of bread and circuses. But it was only in the short-lived association of the game with aristocratic Corinthian amateurism that football would develop with conscious reference to or knowledge of Antiquity. The rest was confined to the shadows by the course of global history. The sphere is as old as the world. Kicking is as old as humanity. The Ancients knew the ball, but football is born of modernity.
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The Simplest Game: Britain and the Invention of Modern Football

The game was formerly much in vogue among the common people, though of late years it seems to have fallen into disrepute and is but little practised.

Joseph Strutt, 1801

Any lower boy in this house who does not play football once a day and twice on a half holiday will be fined half a crown and kicked.

Notice at Eton College, mid-nineteenth century

[image: Images]

I

Joseph Strutt, author of the incomparable survey of England’s sporting cultures in the late Georgian era, Sports and Pastimes of the People of England, would have been astonished to discover that a mere half century after he had noted the virtual disappearance of football it should have come to dominate the curriculum of the most prestigious and powerful public school in the land. It would surely have been beyond even the wildest reaches of Strutt’s imagination to conceive that a century after he had casually written the obituary of traditional football it had in its modernized form become the national game of England and Scotland and was well on its way to becoming the single most popular global sport of the twentieth century. The very idea of a national game would have appeared odd to Strutt, for in 1801 almost no game or pastime could boast genuine national coverage or a single codified set of agreed rules. Rules, such as they were, were tied to context, unstably enshrined in unwritten traditions. Nor had any sense of emergent national identity been tied to something as seemingly marginal and trivial as the playing of games. But then many other aspects of the future were as yet unclear. It was by no means obvious to contemporary observers that by mid-century Britain would, without question, be the dominant global power or that it would possess an unrivalled empire and have assumed the leading edge of economic and technological development. In 1801 Britain was embroiled in the long Napoleonic wars and was uncertain of final victory. The empire, after the recent loss of the United States, did not look unassailable and the slow-burning fuse of industrialization, ignited by tiny pockets of mid-eighteenth-century development, had yet to explode into a juggernaut of sustained economic growth and urbanization.

Even if these social preconditions for football’s growth in Britain and its eventual global spread had been apparent it was by no means certain that football would be the sport that Britain’s elites would lionize. The organizational energies of the nation’s aristocracy, which would reinvent and rationalize football as part of a wider and deeper commitment to games and sport, were otherwise engaged. Indeed a survey of the leading sports of the era suggests that the early processes of professionalization, agreed rules and a centralized organization – which were infrastructural preconditions of the emergence of modern football as the dominant national and global sport – were beginning in the worlds of boxing, rowing, horse racing and cricket.

In the early nineteenth century boxing was run by a network of pugilistic aristocrats and London publicans. This cross-class sporting alliance began life in the early eighteenth century in fights centred on Figg’s Emporium in London where written rules were first agreed and nationally open competitions established. Jack Broughton, the leading prizefighter and then promoter of the age, devised these rules in 1743 in a format that was to last until the last official prize fight in Britain was held in 1860. The Duke of Cumberland was a big backer of Broughton, wagering £10,000 on his man in a bout fought in 1750. These patron – client relationships and the significant prize money to be won in the many fights held created a small but unmistakably professional caste of boxers from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. More than just giving money, the aristocracy occasionally took to the ring themselves and provided safe haven for the sport away from the prying eyes of the law. The estates of the Duke of York and the Prince of Wales served as venues in the 1780s with both supposed to have made boxing bets as large as £40,000 a time.

The aristocracy’s love of gambling supplied the financial underpinning of both horse racing and rowing. Horse racing, in particular, had moved from informal, local and irregular contests between members of the gentry and aristocracy over open fields to a very highly organized sport. The arrival of thoroughbred Arabian bloodstock in the early eighteenth century provided both a different calibre of horse and a huge incentive for monitored, selective breeding and record keeping. Permanent race courses were built across the country, and the first classic races were run, establishing a hierarchy of competition and a truly national focus for the sport. A regular racing calendar followed and then the Jockey Club was founded in 1752 to regulate the sport. Rowing races had an equally long pedigree. The many boatmen plying their trade on the country’s major navigable rivers provided a ready-made pool of sporting talent. Annual challenge races, major regattas, and huge crowds hugging the banks of the Tyne and the Thames were regular features of urban sporting life in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. But the most formalized sport of all was undoubtedly cricket. The game had been played in something at least recognizable to the modern eye since the Restoration of the late seventeenth century. Once again rural landowners’ insatiable thirst for gambling was the catalyst for organized games and the nobility themselves were not above participating. The Duke of Richmond founded one of the first cricket clubs in 1727 and a thriving cricket-club culture was established in both the country and the city.

If football was being marginalized from above by a sporting aristocracy that preferred racing, fighting and cricket, it was also being squeezed from below by the persistent campaign against traditional sports and pastimes. In part, this movement drew on a gloomy Puritan heritage that equated play with impiety and used a fierce Sabbatarianism to articulate its disapproval for popular pleasure. However, traditional theology was then mixed with new arguments. The medieval church’s interpretation of the relationship between humanity and the natural world, in which the former wielded unwavering sovereignty over the latter, was no longer tenable. And though humanity might remain the senior partners in creation, there was a tangible distaste among these new social forces for the brutish cruelty of older peasant and aristocratic pleasures. For the Methodists, other non-conformists and urban professionals who articulated these arguments, the abiding concern was with the cruel animal sports of cockfighting and bear-baiting. Together, they created the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in 1825 and being among the first to benefit politically from the narrow expansion of the franchise in the 1832 Reform Act they used their new-found parliamentary power to push through the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act in 1835. From this milieu the emergence of a broader critique of the social disorder, personal danger and unregulated violence of traditional sports, like football, was inevitable. The new class of industrialists and business people were dismayed by the game’s impact on both property and labour discipline. Shopkeepers on the council of Kingston-upon-Thames lamented, ‘It is not a trifling consideration that suspension of business for nearly two days should be created to the inhabitant for the mere gratification of a sport at once so useless and barbarous.’1 Derbyshire Council cast the game in these terms: ‘the assembly of a lawless rabble, suspending business to the loss of the industrious, creating terror and alarm to the peaceable, committing violence on the person and damage to the properties of the defenceless poor’.2 The new business class found unlikely allies in the radical artisans of the era. This early aristocracy of labour attempted to put a considerable social distance between itself, the desperate rural proletariat and the new urban underclass that was emerging in late Georgian Britain. Thus the radical artisans of Derby could, with some contempt, describe the Ashbourne Shrovetide game as ‘barbarous recklessness and supreme folly’.3

A reliance on the records of legal cases overemphasizes those games of football that were subject to ban or control rather than those that carried on as normal. Even so the trend appears clear: informal and traditional forms of football were on the decline. The 1835 Highways Act explicitly permitted the banning of street football in urban areas, and its provisions were used to that effect. Simultaneously the traditional Shrovetide games of football were being closed down across Middlesex and Surrey. In the 1840s and 1850s games were eradicated in Kingston-upon-Thames, Richmond and Hampton Wick. The rest of Europe might have been engulfed by the urban popular uprisings of 1848 but in England the rule of the ancient regime was not to be challenged by the mob. The notoriously large and violent Ashbourne Derby was, like the Chartist movement, controlled in the years 1846 to 1848 by the use of the army and the reading of the Riot Act. Where games of football had once helped reassert the people’s control of common lands and by-ways, they were now being extinguished or tamed. That was certainly the fate of the famous football game in Alnwick, which was subdued and denuded of political content by the Duke of Northumberland who simply moved the game outside the town centre. This kind of direct action combined with the steady depopulation of nineteenth-century rural England saw traditional football games just peter out. The last game in Ashbourne was played in 1861 and the game of Knappen, once common in south Wales, was last recorded in the streets of Neath in 1884. By the end of the nineteenth century games of traditional football only survived in the most extreme peripheries and backwaters of the kingdom – Workington, Chester-le-Street, Jedburgh, the Orkneys and Cornwall – and even here these games were already anachronisms; extinction loomed.

But football, as we know, survived. It did so because it was preserved and nurtured in institutions that were beyond the cultural reach of Methodists, industrialists and artisans. Britain’s public schools were the ludic zoos of the age. They provided refuge for the wild and endangered games of rural Georgian Britain where they were bred and developed before being released into the new sporting and social ecology of industrial Victorian Britain.

II

The British public schools of the early nineteenth century existed to educate the sons of the country’s old landed and new commercial families who stood at the apex of the social and economic hierarchy. Quite what they were being educated for was less clear. The curriculum was grim and fusty and dominated by Latin, Greek and Theology. Beyond the immediate disciplines of the classroom they were turbulent, brutal and occasionally anarchic institutions. The social superiority of most of the pupils over the staff, combined with the basic disposition of young male aristocrats, meant that life in the schools often constituted ‘an irregular but continuous warfare against adult government’, a government whose illegitimacy was greatly enhanced by its use of flogging and brutality to enforce its rule.4 Mere indiscipline was often succeeded by openly seditious rebellions and occupations. The army was called to Rugby in 1797 to put down a pupils’ revolt, while the militia were summoned to Winchester in 1818 with fixed bayonets. It was their sixth such visit to the school in fifty years.

Games were a central component of the boys’ culture. All the usual playground amusements of tag, catch and hoop-la could be found, but public-school boys showed a distinct preference for cruelty and violence. Toozling was the slang at Harrow for killing small song birds. Duck hunting and beagling were favourites and stone throwing was greatly regarded. It was said that ‘no dog could live on Harrow Hill’ and ‘ponies frequently lost their eyes if they had to pull their owners’ carts near the school’.5 When animals offered insufficient competition for the pugilists the locals would do instead. Fighting was endemic among the boys and with their geographical if not their social peers. Harrovians were known to enjoy a good punch-up with the railway navvies that cut the embankment nearby, while Etonians were often scrapping with the Windsor butcher boys. If the boys were not above mixing it with the locals, they were unlikely to disdain their pastimes, especially when they were as boisterous and anarchic as traditional street football. Thus all the leading public schools had developed some kind of footballing tradition among the pupils in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. Once established in these relatively closed institutions, informal rules and modes of playing were, like school slang and rites of initiation, developed and handed down from seniors to juniors.

The Eton Wall Game and the Eton Field Game had been played since the mid-eighteenth century. Harrow, whose pitches were poorly drained and heavy, developed a game using a large flat-bottomed ball that scudded pleasingly across the clay mud and puddles. Winchester football was played on a long narrow pitch with the emphasis on kicking and then chasing the ball. Westminster’s enclosed spaces seemed to favour a short dribbling style of game, while Shrewsbury and Rugby appeared to put more emphasis on carrying the ball in the hands. Charterhouse, which was originally located in an old Carthusian monastery, also seemed to deploy dribbling, but they were not above a serious bundle: ‘the ball very soon got into one of the buttresses, when a terrific squash would result, some fifty or sixty boys huddled together and vigorously “roughing”, kicking and shoving to extricate the ball.’6 Scrums, hots, rouges and squashes were synonymous with public-school football; indeed the Eton Wall Game was just one long scrum up and down a narrow strip of earth. The violence and danger engendered by so much teenage masculine energy in one space at one time saw the Eton Field Game actually banned between 1827 and 1836, while Samuel Butler, the headmaster of Shrewsbury, described football as ‘more fit for farm boys and labourers than for young gentlemen’.7

While the disreputable and chaotic education of the elite, of which football was an element, failed to trouble many of Britain’s aristocrats, there were some who became convinced that the changing nature of the world required something different from the public schools. The pivotal figure in the movement for reform was Thomas Arnold, who was headmaster at Rugby between 1828 and 1848. Arnold planned to civilize the education of the elite in the classroom and the chapel. The barbarous scions of the aristocracy and the philistine nouveau riche of the industrial bourgeoisie would both be transformed by a programme of discipline, prayer and rational learning into a more polished and mannered form of masculinity more suited to the tasks of imperial Christian gentlemen in an age of enlightenment.

Games and athleticism were not a central component of Arnold’s programme of reform but in the hands of his contemporaries and supporters they came to acquire pride of place. The central dilemma faced by the teaching staff at Rugby and the other public schools was not initially how to create a different kind of student but simply how to take control. Engaging with team games, especially football, allowed staff to insert themselves into the pre-existing hierarchy of power with themselves at the top, senior boys below and new arrivals at the bottom and then to delegate some of their power down to the seniors. Simultaneously, games allowed staff to burn off some of the great flare of excess energy and hormonal transformation that large numbers of pubescent boys in confined spaces generate. Sotto voce, staff believed that regular physical exertion would provide an effective prophylactic to the unspoken evils of homosexuality and masturbation. Many of Arnold’s key lieutenants at Rugby were games players and they and their protégés spread the gospel of games and athleticism from school to school during their itinerant teaching careers. G. E. L. Cotton was one of the key figures in Arnold’s reform programme at Rugby and went on to be the headmaster of Marlborough. He formed the basis of the games master in Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays. A. G. Butler, the head at Haileybury, was so enthusiastic that he often joined the game himself, ‘dashing into the fray, now emerging triumphant with the ball held aloft and at another moment bowled over in the mud like the humblest forward, eventually retiring from the field to the great detriment of his clothes, but none to his dignity’.8 Charles Vaughan, headmaster at Harrow, was a very active proponent of the games ethic; and at the most extreme end of the scale we find characters like Edward Thring at Uppingham Grammar and the irrepressible Hely Hutchinson Almond of the Loretto School in Edinburgh who instituted the daily playing of games, created a school uniform that looked suspiciously like a football shirt, endorsed running in the winter snow and chose a school song called ‘Go Like Blazes’.

Why was it that such a small group of admittedly dedicated even fanatical teachers should be able so to mould the ethos and practices of an entire ruling class? Their enthusiasm and energy were one thing, but these evangelists were fortunate enough to pursue their mission in a practical and cultural context that was closely supportive of their arguments. The Victorians were increasingly concerned with issues of physical health as evidenced by the transformation of medicine, biology and public health thinking at the time. Moreover, the Victorians were quite convinced of the relationship between physical, mental and moral health. Healthy nations require healthy elites and thus the psycho-sexual health of upper-class schoolboys went right to the heart of the concerns of Victorian bodily culture. Indeed it has been said that ‘The Victorian Public School was the forcing house of a new kind of masculinity in which the distinguishing characteristics of the male sex were not intellectual or genital but physical and moral’,9 a combination that would become known as muscular Christianity and which chimed with many other elements of mid-Victorian thought.

This new ruling-class Christian masculinity would, it was proposed, best be nurtured and developed by playing team sports. Games provided a perfect instrument for welding together the old aristocracy and new bourgeoisie in a common pursuit through the schools, what Matthew Arnold called ‘this beneficial salutary intermixture of classes’. Above all games shaped character. For Thring it was a matter of hardness or toughness. Others interpreted the role of sport in general and football in particular as an instrument of Darwinian selection, weeding out those incapable of taking on the mantle of imperial rule. Sport physically hardened up the Victorian ruling class for the task of imperial conquest and global hegemony in an era when office work would otherwise enfeeble them. Sport simultaneously taught the essential lessons of cooperation and competition that such an elite would require. As Richard Holt has put it, ‘The idea of being a good loser was not just a matter of etiquette and upper-class style, it was a device for encouraging a healthy as opposed to a Hobbesian form of competition.’10 Charles Kingsley, one of the leading proponents of a Christian athleticism, wrote:

Through sport boys acquire virtues which no books can give them: not merely daring and endurance, but better still, temper, self-restraint, fairness, honour, unenvious appropriation of another’s success and all that ‘give and take’ of life which stand a man in good stead when he goes forth into the world and without which, indeed, his success is always maimed and partial.11

III

By mid-century the games ethic was central to the curriculum and ethos of the British public school. Indeed the headmaster of Fettes school went as far as to exclaim: ‘Cleverness, what an aim! Cleverness neither makes nor keeps man nor nation.’12 The internal hierarchies of school subcultures were now built around prowess in sport. The importance of games can also be measured by the size of playing fields. Harrow’s grounds expanded from just 8 acres in 1845 to 146 in 1900. Charterhouse actually moved out of their original and rather cramped site for the open fields and plentiful land of Surrey in 1872. The public school’s obsession with games was soon emulated by the leading aspirational urban grammar schools, like Ripon, Worcester and Bristol. These schools increasingly drew on public-school-educated teachers who brought the games ethic with them. A. B. Halsey, a former captain of football and head boy at Rugby, became headmaster of Ripon Grammar School and announced to parents during an open day that Wellington had indeed been right when he had claimed that the Battle of Waterloo had been won on the playing fields of Eton – though if Wellington had ever said such a thing he was probably referring to playground fisticuffs rather than team sport. While cricket remained immensely popular and the unchallenged summer game, and boxing, rowing, athletics and hockey all had their niches, it was football that most captivated the energies and imaginations of the staff and pupils.

Although the rules of each school’s game were not yet fixed, they had begun to assume a reasonably settled form. The first written set of rules was produced by Rugby in 1845; the increasing involvement of masters in the organization of the game saw the other schools follow suit in the 1850s. The next stop for most of these public-school sportsmen was either Oxford and Cambridge Universities or the armed forces or both. All of these institutions proved fertile soil for the development of sport. Oxbridge colleges and army regiments replicated the system of houses, colours, regalia and sporting contests familiar at all the leading public schools. Academic study was not hugely demanding of most students’ time and with the provision of magnificent sporting facilities at the universities in the late 1830s and 1840s the entire infrastructure for regular football was established. After the Crimean War the incidence of football within the army appeared to rise. Certainly it was widespread among convalescing soldiers on the Isle of Wight in this period. The only problem was what kind of football to play, for of course boys arrived with their own particular sets of school-specific rules. Two old boys from Shrewsbury School, Thring and De Winton, sought to establish the first set of compromise rules in Cambridge in 1846. As Thring later wrote, ‘An attempt was made to get up some football in preference to hockey then in vogue. But the result was dire confusion, as every man played the rules he was accustomed to at his public school. I remember how the Eton man howled at the Rugby man for handling the ball. So it was agreed that two men should be chosen to represent each of the public schools and two who were not public-school men for the “varsity”.’13 The major conflict in these discussions arose from the division between those schools that had created a primarily kicking and dribbling game (Harrow, Eton, Charterhouse and Winchester), and those that involved more extensive handling of the ball (Rugby, Marlborough); though there were as yet no rules that completely prohibited handling and catching. These debates were based on more than mere sporting logic. Questions of status and hierarchy among the public schools were never far from the surface, while the character of the compromise rules was often denounced as a ‘mongrel game’. The tone of the debate could become so bitter and the participants so unreasonably impassioned that in 1859 the editor of Bell’s London Life, in whose pages the issue had been discussed, announced that he was curtailing correspondence on the subject.

While the public schools and the universities were clearly central to preserving and transforming old football traditions and disseminating the new football, they were not alone. In the provinces, among cricket clubs and in scratch sides centred on pubs, minor schools and military units, informal football games were being played from the late 1830s into the late 1850s. A survey of Bell’s London Life – which despite its title was widely read across the country and across the socio-economic spectrum in these decades – reveals a wealth of letters, adverts and requests involving football teams. As far back as 1839 the Cumbrian town of Ulverston boasted two teams playing football, one seemingly open to all artisans and one concentrated in a single trade – the Ulverston Leathermen. In Scotland, Edinburgh yielded teams made up of domestic workers, waiters and members of various military regiments. Leicestershire, Derbyshire, Warwickshire and Lancashire all appeared to have football teams in these decades. Surrey Cricket Club created their own football-playing wing in the late 1840s and their own rule book. Christian Chartists in Birmingham who founded the Athenic Institution liked a game of football too. But the greatest concentration of footballing activity outside of the public schools was in Sheffield. Reports of games in the city’s Hyde Park date back to 1831 and there was sufficient enthusiasm for the game for Sheffield Football Club to be formed in 1857. The club drew on former pupils of the Sheffield Collegiate schools from middle-class manufacturing and professional families. Only in London, it appears, were football clubs overwhelmingly the preserve of ex-public-school men. In south London the Blackheath club was formed in 1857 by advocates of the handling game, while Old Harrovians living in London and preferring their version of the sport formed Forest Club in 1858, renamed the Wanderers in 1860.

Any resolution to the resulting chaos and disorganization required at the very least that all the different rules be laid out against each other and systematically compared as a prelude to synthesis, and this was only achieved in 1861 when Lillywhites published nearly all of the competing rules together. That said, the editor of The Field, in whose pages much of the rule-making debate was being conducted, confessed that he still found the rules of Eton’s Field Game unintelligible. In 1862 J. C. Thring, one of the convenors of the meeting to establish the first set of compromise Cambridge rules in 1846, was now headmaster at Uppingham Grammar School. He tried again to establish a shared set of regulations that could encourage widespread competition between different schools. Thring set out twelve rules which he described as ‘the simplest game’ but though this saw a massive increase in interest in the game at Uppingham and the rules were used in an eleven-a-side game between Old Harrovians and Old Etonians at Cambridge later that year, they failed to gain widespread acceptance. Once again in 1863 another attempt was made to generate a set of agreed rules in Cambridge but no definitive resolution seemed possible.

The problem must have been particularly acute in London where all of the public schools continued to be represented at different old boys’ clubs. In November 1863 a meeting was held at the Freemasons’ Tavern, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, in central London. Representatives from eleven old boys’ clubs in the London area were present: No Names of Kilburn, Barnes, the War Office, Crusaders, Forest, Perceval House, Crystal Palace, Blackheath, Kennington School, Surbiton, Blackheath School and an observer from Charterhouse. In a series of meetings over the next two months attempts were made to generate a single code from the many competing versions of football represented around the table. Although Thring’s 1862 rules provided a useful starting point, it became increasingly clear that there were irreconcilable differences on two key issues. First, between those that favoured a catch-and-run game and those that preferred a dribbling-kicking game. Second, between those who favoured ‘hacking’ – where players deliberately targeted their opponents’ shins as a way of stopping them in the tackle – and those who opposed the practice. Mr Campbell from the Blackheath Club remarked of the plan to dispense with hacking that, ‘you will do away with the courage and pluck of the game, and I will be bound to bring over a lot of Frenchmen who would beat you with a week’s practice.’ But as Ebenezer Morley, the honorary secretary of the group – now referring to themselves as the Football Association – responded, ‘If we have hacking, no one who has arrived at the age of discretion will play at football and it will be entirely left to schoolboys.’14 The published rule book also banned tripping, holding, pushing and running with the ball, though one could still cleanly catch a ball and call a mark, giving rise to a free kick for the catcher.

History is written by the victors. The coterie of London-based old boys who created the Football Association and came to control the game in England have been seen as the sole inventors and codifiers of modern football. But as we have seen they were neither alone nor first in drawing up a set of agreed written rules for the game as played outside the public schools and universities. That honour lies with the Sheffield footballing fraternity who published their own rules book in October 1858 and whose revised version formed the basis for the play of the Sheffield Football Club. Teething problems with this code included a proliferation of 0 – 0 draws caused by having goals a mere four yards wide. Over the next five or six years the rules were adapted and defects improved upon as more and more clubs in South Yorkshire came to adopt them, culminating in the formation of a football association in 1867. Despite starting four years after the London-based FA, the Sheffield association had more players and more member clubs than its southern compatriots. The status of the London FA was barely any higher; the public schools snubbed its authority and its rule book, preferring to retreat into their own esoteric and idiosyncratic modes of play. Few other clubs adopted their rules, while many provincial clubs continued to play their own variants, often retaining the hacking and carrying practices that the FA had sought to abolish. Many teams chose to play more than one code, often during the same game. Some of the confusion was alleviated when the Sheffield- and London-based FAs resolved their differences and played by a shared set of rules, and the predominantly handling-based clubs finally decided to establish their own set of rules and created the Rugby Football Union in 1871. Association football, as it was now known, was a distinct entity at last. Whether it was popular, whether it would even survive, were as yet unanswered questions.

IV

In the early 1870s football remained a minor recreational pastime for a very narrow stratum of Victorian society. There were many for whom this state of affairs was quite satisfactory. Indeed the rugby-playing clubs would continue to do all they could to keep their game within the confines of the elite and discouraged and disapproved of organized competition and trophies; what they contemptuously referred to as ‘pot hunting’. Football’s ruling class, who despite their elevated social status retained a streak of populism, thought otherwise. C. W. Alcock, Old Harrovian and secretary of the FA, took Harrow’s inter-house football competitions as his model and on 20 July 1871 announced: ‘It is desirable that a challenge cup should be established in connection with the association, for which all clubs belonging to the association should be invited to compete.’15 Fifty clubs were eligible to play in the first FA Challenge Cup but only fifteen entered. Many were deterred by the expense and complexity of nationwide travel, three never got further than registering their interest and only two came from north of Hertfordshire: Queen’s Park, the first Scottish club, based in Glasgow, and Donnington Grammar School from Lincoln. The semi-finals saw the Old Harrovian side Wanderers get past Queen’s Park when the Scots could not afford to come back down to London for a replay after the two sides had drawn, and the Royal Engineers beat the south London team Crystal Palace. Two thousand people came to the Oval cricket ground to see Morton Betts score a goal for Wanderers and win the first FA Cup. He played under an assumed name, A. H. Chequer, having played previously for Harrow Chequers. The social composition and range of the crowd meant that nearly all of them would have got the joke.

What would those spectators have seen? What kind of game had been created? The nature of the spectators can perhaps be gleaned from the social origins of the players who were exclusively drawn from the upper classes. The next few years would see among others in the FA Cup Finals the Lyttelton brothers, Alfred and Edward. Both were Old Etonians. Edward went on to be the headmaster of his old school, while Alfred, as well as playing cricket for England, served as an MP and member of the Cabinet. Edward described his brother’s extraordinary performances in a classical cultural context, writing, ‘When things grew to be exciting and his ardour rose to a formidable heat, he would come thundering down with the heavy knees far advanced and all the paraphernalia of a Homeric onset.’16 William Kenyon Slaney, another fixture at FA Cup Finals, rose to be a colonel in the elite Household Cavalry before becoming an MP and Privy Counsellor. Quentin Hogg, who played in goal for the Old Etonians, went on to be one of the leading social philanthropists of Edwardian Britain while his fag, Lord Kinnaird, was the first true footballing star and later on in his life the Lord High Commissioner of the Church of Scotland. In 1873 the Cup Final was delayed so that the crowd and the players could attend the football and see their chums in the Varsity Boat Race scheduled for that day as well.

The precise dimensions of the playing field were not recorded but under the FA rules of the time it could have been anything up to 100 yards wide by 200 yards long (91 – 182 m), considerably bigger than modern-day football pitches (between 100 and 50 yards (91.4 – 45.7 m) wide and between 130 and 100 yards (118.8 – 91.4 m) long). There would have been no white lines on the turf, only flags marking the boundary. Two flimsy goalposts would have stood at each end of the pitch 24 feet (7.3 m) apart and with tape strung between them about 8 feet (2.5 m) above the ground. The tape was a recent innovation after committee members of the FA had seen a goal allowed at a game in Reigate where the ball had passed between the posts but around 100 feet (30 m) up in the air. Regular spectators at subsequent FA Cup Finals would have to wait until 1882 for a fixed crossbar to be added to the goal, and until 1892 for a goal net to be in place. The goal posts were square and remained so until early in the twentieth century, when they were replaced by round and oval variants. 1882 also saw the introduction of the compulsory marking of the pitch boundary and the addition of a halfway line which served to locate both the kick-off and the precise area in which each goalkeeper could handle the ball; it was not until 1912 that handling by the goalkeeper was restricted to his own penalty area. That said, in 1872 there was no penalty area and no penalties. The 12-yard penalty line arrived in 1887 when a penalty could finally be awarded for fouls in this vital attacking area. The centre circle arrived at the same time, forcing the opposition to keep their distance at the kick-off. In 1891 12- and 18-yard lines were introduced across the breadth of the pitch, the former marking the line over which any foul was a penalty. The latter metamorphosed into an 18-yard area in 1902 or the box as it colloquially became known. With this, pitch markings assumed their contemporary form (but for the D-shaped curve at the top of the box behind which all players must stand when a penalty is taken, added in 1937). The ball at least had taken on a familiar aspect by 1872. Till then the rules had only stipulated that it be round – now its circumference was to be limited to between 27 and 29 inches (68.5 – 73.6 cm).

The number of players on each side would have been familiar – eleven-a-side being pretty much fixed by this time. There were however only two officials. They were called umpires, with one drawn from each team, and they were confined to the sidelines of the game. They were first mentioned in the rules in 1874. A third official was added late in the 1870s so that a final decision could be made when the two umpires disagreed. The third official was soon known as the referee and made it into the FA rule book in 1881. It was not until 1891 that the referee was given overall control of the game and made a compulsory fixture. However, it was still down to the team captains to call for a foul or draw the referee’s attention to a rule infringement rather than the referee initiating matters. This power finally passed to the referee in 1898 when neutral linesmen replaced club umpires.

Players had hitherto based their wardrobe on cricket kit: long trousers, flannel shirts, tassled caps and heavy boots. The drift from trousers to knickerbockers, often held up by belts, occurred during the 1870s when shirts also increasingly acquired distinct colours and patterns – though the earliest working men’s teams simply wore their own clothes. Shirts were not numbered and goalkeepers as yet did not have to wear distinct colours. It was not until 1909 that goalkeepers were compelled to wear different coloured shirts from the rest of the team and not until 1912 that they were permitted to wear the ubiquitous green shirt. Shirt numbers did not arrive for another fifteen years. The first experiment was conducted in England in 1928 – 29 and they did not become compulsory in league games until 1938 – 39. Distinct cap designs were one way in which players could be distinguished by colleagues and crowds. Memorably in the 1875 FA Cup tie between Queen’s Park and Wanderers, the Old Harrovian D. N. Kendrick sported a cerise and french grey design while his winger Heron had an orange, violet and black cap. Lord Kinnaird, for once a more restrained figure, wore white and blue, C. W. Alcock white and blue checks. Early shirt designs were on occasion equally flamboyant with Bolton Wanderers beginning life in white shirts with red spots which were said to make the players look larger than they really were. Everton, who later settled on royal blue, tried out black with a scarlet sash, and all manner of browns, pinks and purples were used until sides settled down into the dominant visual vocabulary of football shirts: predominantly single-colour shirts in red, white and blue with the occasional look-in for green, yellow, black; variety was provided by the use of hoops, stripes, halves and quarters. Boots were more prosaic, made of tough leather often with metal toecaps and of course with studs.

Catching the ball in any circumstances apart from by the goalkeeper had been ruled illegal in 1866, and in this respect the game was recognizably football. Other oddities remained: for example, teams would often change ends after every goal was scored. And beyond the goalkeeper both the formation and practice of teams was a long way from the style of the modern game. Most teams fielded two backs, one half-back and seven forwards. Although the backs would often hoof the ball far up the field, most of the time the ball moved at the feet of individuals dribbling the ball towards the opponent’s goal. Passing was only considered as a last resort and indicated failure, even dishonour. During the 1877 England – Scotland game the Hon. Alfred Lyttelton, when challenged about his failure to pass the ball, remarked to his team-mate but social inferior Bill Mosforth, ‘I am playing purely for my own pleasure, Sir!’ High crosses and the heading of the ball were also absent from the players’ repertoire. Thus most of the action was concentrated around the main dribbling player where a huge scrum of other players would gather, often bundling and charging into each other like a knot of schoolboys. Knocking one’s opponents over, including the opposing goalkeeper, was not frowned upon, indeed it was integral to the game. As late as 1888 a goal by Aston Villa against the Corinthians could be described in these terms: ‘The ball was soon transferred to Corinthian quarters, a fine tussle ending by Archie Hunter sending a grand one through the posts, while Allen grassed the goalkeeper in a most efficient unceremonious manner.’17

While barging and grassing remained features of the game for some time to come, the pre-eminence of dribbling was soon toppled by the advent of the passing game. This was certainly aided by the adoption of the offside rule, originally formulated by the Sheffield FA in the 1860s. Rugby had dealt with the problem of forward passing and ‘goal hanging’ by simply banning the manoeuvre, but in the process the game lost a degree of complexity, three-dimensionality and depth. Football was able to retain the swift shifts of pace and position that forward passing allowed, but by ruling that three opponents must stand between the recipient of the pass and the goal line for the play to be onside the rule prevented the game degenerating into an endless succession of long balls into the goal mouth.

Having saved the forward pass, it could only be a matter of time before the superiority of collective action over individual action in manoeuvring the ball towards goal became obvious, but quite who got there first is a matter of dispute. C. W. Alcock wrote that the ‘passing-on’ game was ‘first introduced in any degree of perfection by the Northerners in the early matches between London and Sheffield’ and that in the 1870s the short passing game was characteristic of the Scottish sides Queen’s Park and Vale of Leven, while Blackburn Olympic and the other working-class teams of the Lancashire cotton belt were associated with the ‘alternation of long passing and vigorous rushes’.18 By contrast Frederick Wall, who later replaced Alcock as the secretary of the FA, wrote that ‘the advantages of combination… over the old style of individualism’ were first formulated by the Royal Engineers who then took it to the provinces and the north in the early 1870s.19 Whatever the origins of the passing game, it revolutionized the spectacle. Ten years after Wanderers lifted the FA Cup the Old Etonians’ victory over Blackburn Rovers in the 1882 Cup Final would be the last in which a predominantly dribbling side beat a predominantly passing side. Moreover, the Old Etonians were perhaps the last to field a 2-1-7 formation. After this almost every club assumed the new 2-3-5 formation in which the defence was allocated two more team members. The ball now moved across the pitch as well as down it and came in the air as well as on the ground. Teams began to explore the wings more systematically rather than clogging up the centre; once the wings were brought into play, crossing and heading became the norm. Football as a game and a spectacle had been transformed and so, quietly, beneath the surface had its players, spectators and organizers.

V

A year after they had won their first FA Cup in 1872 the Wanderers were back in the final where they beat Oxford University 2 – 1. For the next seven years the final was contested by old boys, university students or military teams based in the south of England. Oxford University beat the Royal Engineers in 1874; the Old Etonians, after losing two finals, won the trophy in 1876 beating Clapham Rovers; the Old Carthusians won their only FA Cup in 1881. From these events it would appear that football remained a marginal phenomenon, an eccentric detail in the bigger picture of mid-Victorian culture. And certainly to most observers at the time it would have seemed so. But through the 1870s the popularity of the game was growing, reaching parts of the country and sectors of society hitherto untouched. Thus in 1882 the Old Etonians faced a rather different prospect in the final: Blackburn Rovers, a team from the north of England whose players were drawn from working-class backgrounds. The Etonians won 1 – 0, and Lord Kinnaird celebrated the winning goal by turning a handstand in front of the main pavilion at the Oval. Perhaps he knew that this was the final call for the amateur gentleman footballer.

The call had come because by 1882 football had spread from its southern English and upper-class strongholds into middle-and working-class neighbourhoods north of the Wash as well as to the Celtic nations. There had already been a few warning shots, none more widely remarked upon at the time than Darwen’s epic encounter with the Old Etonians in the quarter-finals of the 1879 FA Cup. Darwen, a team from a working-class cotton town in Lancashire, had taken the Etonians to a third replay after two bruising and unresolved encounters. In the first Darwen had recovered from 5 – 1 down with fifteen minutes to play to draw 5 – 5. The Old Etonians, perhaps sensing the drift of the game, refused to play extra time and settle the matter there and then. The second game ended 2 – 2 after extra time and only in the third did the Etonians settle it, winning 6 – 2 – though the accumulated costs and inconvenience of travelling for the Lancastrians must have been a factor in losing the tie. The new geography of lower-class football had four advanced zones: the South Yorkshire – Nottinghamshire borders, cotton-belt Lancashire, the central belt of Scotland and the West Midlands. South Yorkshire’s importance was actually almost exclusively focused on Sheffield, for the rest of the county remained wedded to rugby, in part because so few of the local landed or commercial elite were educated in the main football-playing public schools of the south. With expansion blocked to the north, it seems that football turned south, hopping the short distance across the border with Nottinghamshire to the city of Nottingham where the late 1860s saw the founding of two serious football clubs: Notts County, founded in 1862, and Nottingham Forest in 1865. The pair quickly established a combative relationship and considerable local followings.

The dense network of small but growing industrial towns made Lancashire a hotbed of popular sport in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Rugby was the leading game in the isolated north of the county around Barrow-in-Furness where football remained a marginal concern until the inter-war era. Further south rugby cut two swathes through the textile towns from Salford up to Rochdale in the east and from St Helens to Wigan and Warrington in the west. Football was concentrated between the two, centring on the triangle of Darwen, Blackburn and Bolton. The intensity of football’s growth here can be gauged by the formation in 1878 of the Lancashire FA with all twenty-eight founding clubs coming from this micro-region. But it was not merely the number of clubs that marked out Lancashire; it was the sudden development of big clubs drawing big crowds that made the region so distinctive. Preston North End and Burnley both began life in the 1870s as rugby-playing clubs but made the transition to football; by 1884 they were getting 12,000 into Burnley’s Turf Moor, and Preston was in the vanguard of professionalism.

The experience of Lancashire points to the role of educational institutions of all kinds in the diffusion of football. Ex-public-school and Oxbridge students returning to their family homes had carried the game north. The first club in the Lancashire cotton belt was probably Turton FC, founded in 1871 under the influence of two old Harrovians, John and Robert Kay, whose families owned land in the area. Among the earliest converts was J. J. Bentley, later president of the Football League, who wrote, ‘Turton was the factory… of footballers for Lancashire and a good many other places beside.’20 Darwen FC, just down the road, was also created by Old Harrovians returning to the family estate and teaching the locals. Grammar-school boys who had followed the lead of their social superiors did the same. Ex-pupils of Wygesston School in Leicester created Leicester Fosse; Chester City can be traced back to the King’s School in the town, while Blackburn Grammar School was the source of Blackburn Rovers. By the 1880s the spread of football down the social scale was sufficiently entrenched that old boys of the most lowly state school could create sustainable football clubs. The boys of Droop Street Primary in west London founded Queens Park Rangers in 1885, while Sunderland AFC started life in 1879 in the local teacher-training college. Those colleges which supplied the massive influx of new teaching staff into the expanding state education system were amongst the most enthusiastic proponents of the game, not only playing amongst themselves, but even in the face of official opposition introducing the game to working-class boys. In so doing they created a pool of talent and enthusiasm that would be essential to the massive growth of professional football later in the century.

Scotland’s two major cities, Edinburgh and Glasgow, had possessed football-playing clubs and schools since the 1850s. After 1863 there was a clear and sharp division between Edinburgh, which predominantly played the handling game, and Glasgow, which played the dribbling game. Queen’s Park was the first Glasgow club, founded in 1867 from a group of gentlemen players who used the YMCA and which came to dominate Scottish football in the next two decades. A clutch of clubs soon followed suit. In Glasgow alone Dumbarton, Renton and Third Lanark were founded in 1872, Glasgow Rangers in 1873, Hamilton Academicals and Cambuslang in 1875, Cowlairs, Partick Thistle and Vale of Leven in 1876. With the foundation of Heart of Midlothian and Hibernian in Edinburgh in 1874 and 1875, central-belt Scotland could boast a density of football clubs as great as anywhere in Britain. The Scottish Football Association was created in 1873 and an English-style FA Cup soon followed on. Glasgow’s precocious reputation was enhanced by hosting the very first official international game in 1872 between England and Scotland at the West of Scotland cricket ground.

The development of football in the west midlands points to the role of the Church in the emergence of working-class football. In response to the decline of organized religion among the poor, evangelical sportsmen had spread the gospel of football through various forms of missionary and social work in working-class communities in the new industrial cities, though the initiative to create sports clubs came as much if not more from the congregation than from the clergy. In Birmingham over a quarter of all football and cricket clubs in the 1880s had their roots in the Church. Aston Villa were founded in 1874 as the Villa Cross Wesleyan Chapel cricket team. In the winter the club played half their games under the FA code and half under the rugby union code but quickly settled on football as its first love. The Church also provided the springboard for the formation in 1877 of Wolverhampton Wanderers. Hard on their heels came the cricketers of Holy Trinity Church who formed Small Heath FC, later Birmingham City. Similar routes created Everton in Liverpool from St Domingo’s Church in 1878, and Bolton Wanderers sprang from Christ Church Sunday School in 1874.

Beyond these core areas, working-and middle-class clubs were beginning to form in the north-east and London, but they remained marginal. Considerable parts of Yorkshire, Lancashire and the far south-west were preoccupied with rugby while the south-east and East Anglia had yet to acquire much of an urban working class, let alone a battery of successful working-class sports clubs. Football arrived in north Wales from across the border with Cheshire. Wrexham cricket club set up a football-playing section as early as 1872, the Welsh FA was set up in 1876, the nation’s first international (against Scotland at Wrexham) and a national cup competition were established the following year – but the game remained in the north. Transport connections from the north to the south of Wales were poor even by rural Victorian standards, but even had they been better it is unlikely that they would have effectively carried the north’s enthusiasm for football. Wales possessed a new working class in the coalmining villages and valleys of the south who might have taken up the game, but they and the rest of urban south Wales were also populated by English immigrants from rugby-playing zones in the south-west. The new professional classes turned their considerable entrepreneurial sporting energies to developing a cross-class, semi-professional but hidden, rugby union culture. Football would develop in south Wales in the biggest cities – like Cardiff and Swansea – but not for another thirty years.

The diffusion of football and other British sports to Ireland met an even more implacable foe, for their arrival ran parallel to the most sustained and serious nationalist ferment of the century. Football quickly caught on among Catholics and Protestants in Belfast and in some of the smaller towns of the south, and later in parts of working-class Dublin. The Irish FA was based in Belfast and in the years before the First World War clubs from the north dominated both the Irish League and the Irish FA Cup. But aside from these predominantly Anglophile urban enclaves, football acquired an air bordering on collaborationism. In the increasingly bitter struggle over Irish sovereignty, home rule and independence, sport was being mobilized and football could not be the game of the Irish nation as conceived by the nationalist movement. The half-invented, half-revived games of rural Ireland – where much of the demographic strength of the nationalist movements lay – became emblematic of the struggle. Gaelic football and hurling expressed the oppressed but rising nation; football was the game of the colonist. This process culminated in the formation of the Gaelic Athletic Association (the GAA) in 1884, which explicitly set out to preserve and develop what were perceived to be indigenous Irish games and to oppose those games that appeared as just another instrument of cultural imperialism.

The Irish of course were not alone in welding together British imperialism and football. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it became clear that Scotland took on football as an opportunity to beat the English at their own game. Scotland, after all, was the nation that most clearly benefited from its association with the British Empire, staffing many of its key institutions including the army, civil service and imperial service. The Welsh, who felt their inferiority and minority status most acutely, and who had done less well out of their imperial connections, played rugby to distinguish themselves from the English without completely making a break from the anglophone cultural norm. New Zealanders and white South Africans would fit into the same category. The Irish, the Americans and Australians, all of whom were exposed to the new game of association football in the second half of the nineteenth century, would proclaim their fundamental opposition, separation and distance from the monopoly by playing their own distinct football codes.

If attitudes to the dominant metropolitan power and its game helps explain why, Scotland apart, the Celtic nations and the white dominions played football unenthusiastically, fitfully or chose to play other games entirely, what explains why people did play and watch the game? What was it about association football that captivated so many middle- and working-class town and city dwellers in England and Scotland in the 1870s and 1880s? Here let us just pause to consider the attractions of playing the game for the pioneering working-class players of the era. Remarkably little written material has been left behind by the first generation of lower-class footballers – they were, not surprisingly, not the most literate section of the population. So to some extent we are forced to try and re-create the choices and decisions made by this class. Certainly we can argue that there would have been a pent-up demand for recreation and exercise among the urban lower classes. Despite their often gruelling conditions of work they would have experienced physical activity as a regularized, soporific grind rather than as a sphere of exuberance and self-expression – football offered these pleasures. But if it were merely physical recreation and competition that was in demand, why not hockey or rugby? Football was and is cheaper and easier to organize, play and learn than either of these other team sports. Moreover, football is played more easily and with less danger to the participants on poor quality surfaces; for working men who could not afford to miss a day’s pay this would not be an inconsiderable factor in choosing the kicking game over the handling game. Football’s more flexible division of playing labour would also have been attractive. But perhaps most important of all, football’s upper-class participants proved markedly less insular and snobbish than rugby and hockey players – they alone among this cadre of upper-class sportsmen were evangelists for their game.

_____
 
31 March 1883
Blackburn Olympic 2 Old Etonians 1
Kennington Oval, London

Say what you like about the British aristocracy but nothing became them more than their passing. They had the decency and good taste to depart without any of the fuss and rancour of the Europeans: no desperate pacts with authoritarians and ultra-nationalists, no nasty counterrevolutions. They seemed to know when they were beaten. After the collapse in land values, the decline of the House of Lords and the slaughter of the officer class in France, they dissolved into moneyed eccentricity and the higher reaches of high finance or sold their souls to the heritage industry; but they relinquished football first.

Blackburn Olympic: you couldn’t ask for a better cross-section of the provincial industrial workforce. A certain S. Yeats Esq., owner of an iron foundry, provided the capital. Mr W. Braham Esq. was employed as a full-time trainer. In his team three weavers, a spinner, a cotton machine operative and an iron worker were his working-class spine; a plumber and a picture framer his skilled tradesmen; a clerk and a dental assistant from the lowest rungs of the white-collar middle class and up front, oiling the wheels, a publican. A whip-round from the shop floors of the mills and foundries sent them off to Blackpool for five days’ training on the sand and a strict diet of kippers and porridge, beer and oysters. They even arrived in London two days early, resting up before the game. They meant business. Another couple of thousand from Blackburn arrive on the day, in their Sunday clogs with the brass rivets.

The Old Etonians are another matter. They just roll up at the last moment. They’ve been here before. Ten of the eleven have Cup Final experience and hard training is ‘bad form’. Who needs training when you have the future Lord High Commissioner for the Church of Scotland, a dilettante gentleman farmer, a Professor of Latin, the leading commercial lawyer in British India and a baronet by the name of Percy de Paravicini?

The first half finishes 1 – 0 as the Etonians, riding the rough tackles, squeeze a goal past Olympic. While they leisurely sip their half-time pavilion tea, the Blackburn dressing room resounds with cursing and complaints. In the second half Olympic’s organization begins to tell and they equalize. Arthur Dunn, the Etonians’ best striking threat, departs the field injured. Down to ten men, they are forced to defend and are looking tired when the final whistle comes. Olympic ask to play on rather than return for a replay, with all the costs that involves. Lord Kinnaird agrees. When it’s time to go it’s time to go.

The Old Etonians go 2 – 1 down and Olympic’s fans invade the pitch and exult in victory. On their return to Lancashire Blackburn Olympic parade through the town in a carriage drawn by six horses, preceded by six brass bands. Less than twenty years later they are broke, sell their ground and disappear. The silver cup, which never leaves the north and midlands, passes to Aston Villa in 1895 where it is stolen and melted down into half-crowns. Eton College is still with us.

_____
 
VI

The shift in power announced by the 1883 Cup Final was confirmed in 1884 and 1885 when Blackburn Rovers twice beat the amateurs of Queen’s Park, Glasgow. The Lancashire team won their third Cup in a row in 1886 against working-class, professional opposition in the shape of West Bromwich Albion. No amateur team would ever make the final again. In retrospect it might appear inevitable that the spread of the game to the working class and the emergence of large paying crowds would lead to the creation of an elite commercialized and professional game. But as the development of rugby shows, this was not automatically the case. When rugby was presented with a similar challenge from a similar cross-class alliance of northern working-class spectators and players and provincial middle-class club directors, its ruling elite could not bring themselves to compromise. Thus in 1895 the aristocratic majority in the Rugby Union effectively sanctioned an irrevocable split between northern professional working-class rugby league and southern amateur middle-class rugby union. In a generation they thereby consigned both codes to a marginal status in the sporting culture of Britain with Union the leading sport only in south Wales and among certain factions of the middle classes, while League was only dominant in the micro-zones of south Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire. Football remained unified and universal; that it did so was primarily a consequence of the way in which the issue of professionalism was handled. In that regard the commercial politics of football mirrored the high politics of electoral reform – the middle and working classes were incorporated into the ruling order but on the managed terms of the old aristocratic elite. In so doing, revolutionary and radical politics was contained but at the cost of an incomplete modernization of politics and football alike.

Exactly which club paid which player first and how much is not clear. The illegality of the practice makes precision difficult. As with so many features of the game a reasonable claim for primacy can be made for Sheffield where the Heeley Club paid Peter Andrews while Wednesday employed the itinerant J. J. Lang. Both were Scots who came south with a Glasgow representative team to play against Sheffield and ended up staying. Lang, who it transpired was blind in one eye, was good enough to warrant a sinecure at a local knife works in return for his sporting services, while Andrews had a job as an insurance agent in Leeds. Although the clubs were prepared to pay for the services of these Scottish migrants, at the time the Sheffield FA remained implacably opposed to professionalism. The London FA was no different. But the fearsome rivalry that was developing between the leading clubs ensured that clubs’ directors and supporters were prepared to pay out to acquire the skills of a key player.

The Blackburn – Bolton – Darwen Lancashire triangle was particularly important in forcing the pace of professionalism through the late 1870s. Turton were said to have hired the much touted Fergie Suter for £3 when he appeared for the club in the Turton Challenge Cup. Suter also played for Darwen and like many other players on their books he was a recently arrived Scot. Under-the-counter payments, jobs in local firms, mock testimonials and a variety of other devices hidden on the club’s balance sheets were used to pay players. Bolton Wanderers and Blackburn Rovers seem to have gone down the same road in the early 1880s and Preston North End were not too far behind. Arrangements for paying players were not always so covert. Billy Mosforth was one of the leading players of the early 1880s in Sheffield and was notorious for his openly mercenary attitudes. ‘He was once stripped to play for Hallam against Wednesday [but] when a supporter called “ten bob and free drinks all week, Billy if you’ll change your shirt”, he returned to the dressing room to re-emerge in Wednesday colours.’21

The Football Association, although slightly grudgingly, did actually allow ‘broken-time’ payments for players who were forced to miss work to fulfil their fixtures. Expenses and travel costs could also be covered for players. Even the high priests of amateurism, the Corinthians, liked their expenses set at around £150 a game. But direct payment or salaries were forbidden alongside the multitude of other sins that came with the arrival of money in the game, such as financial inducements for players a club wanted to sign, or the poaching of players by one club from another. The case against professionalism was multifaceted. There were certainly members of the liberal elite around the Manchester Guardian newspaper and among the radical artisan fraternity that were concerned by the negative moral and practical consequences of professionalism in sport, but the loudest voice and most fearsome opposition was an aristocratic and conservative one in which the moral argument failed to hide the extent to which this class felt itself displaced in the sporting firmament by its social inferiors. The sheer bitterness of the social and class prejudice that the growth of professionalism unleashed is captured by the claim that the ‘Employment of the scum of Scottish villages has tended, in no small degree, to brutalise the game.’22

The Scottish presence was certainly overwhelming. Burnley were fielding nine Scots in their team in 1883, and the rising Scottish stars of Preston North End occupied ten of the first team’s eleven places. Scots could be found at the Sheffield clubs, Darwen, Bolton, Blackburn and Aston Villa too. As the pioneer J. J. Lang had said of his career – and this could apply to all of these players – he ‘hadn’t crossed the border to play for nothing’.23 Matters came to a head when an FA Cup tie in 1884 saw Preston North End beat Upton Park. The London club then complained to the FA, arguing that the professional status of the Preston players should make the result void. Preston counter-attacked in the shape of their powerful secretary Major William Sudell. His response was ‘so what’. Preston, Burnley and Great Lever announced their departure from the Cup. This was followed by the very real threat from thirty-one clubs, mainly in Lancashire and the midlands, and all currently paying players in one form or another, that they would leave the FA altogether and form an independent British Football Association in which professionalism would be normalized and legalized. The landed and aristocratic interests at the pinnacle of the FA could see that alone they could not defeat the combined forces of provincial capital and the organized working class and that the principles of amateurism were not so precious that they should be retained whatever the cost. The FA retreated and in July 1885 offered this political compromise: ‘It is now expedient in the interests of association football to legalise the employment of professional football players, but only under certain restrictions.’24 Those restrictions included a pervasive sense of class superiority and apartheid: the first professional to play for England was made to wear a blue shirt while the rest of the team sported white. The FA attempted to maintain an annual Gentleman versus Players contest in emulation of cricket which kept its professionals very much in their place until after the Second World War. The FA also debarred former professionals from taking up places on any FA committees and issued rules that regulated wages, contracts and working conditions in favour of the clubs and their management.

Those players and clubs that were most threatened and most appalled by the legalization of professionalism pushed the FA to establish a separate Amateur Cup. The first was held in 1893 and won by the impeccably elite Old Carthusians. But there was to be no respite for the aristocratic footballer, no space for the gentleman player in a sport that demographically and culturally was becoming more and more working class. Middlesbrough beat the Old Carthusians to win the Amateur Cup in 1895 and the competition was subsequently dominated by amateur working-class clubs from the north of England. These kinds of clubs also sprung up in the midlands and the south and formed the backbone of the new amateur leagues like the Northern League and the Isthmian, Spartan and Athenian leagues in London and the south-east. There was persistent disquiet over ex-professionals finding their way into the amateur sides. In a desperate effort to preserve a realm in which the old order could not only be dominant ideologically but sportingly and competitively as well, the leading public-school sides established the Arthur Dunn Cup in 1903, named in honour of the Old Etonian and English international who had died tragically young. The secessionist impulse implicit in the creation of the Arthur Dunn Cup found its clearest expression in 1907. A row erupted over the FA’s edict that the Middlesex and Surrey FAs, hitherto bastions of home counties’ amateurism, must incorporate professional clubs. The issue in the end was peripheral but it provided a rallying point for the remnants of elite amateur football. A breakaway football association, the AFA, was formed and led by Old Etonian Lord Alverstone. It rapidly received the backing of the leading journals Amateur Sport Illustrated and Amateur Football and 500 clubs joined. However, the FA stood firm and banned contact between its own clubs and the breakaways. Amateur clubs in the midlands and the north refused to join, making the AFA appear the expression of an anachronistic social order that it undoubtedly was. It stumbled on until the outbreak of the First World War when the prevailing sentiment of patriotic unity and the hopelessness of its cause saw the AFA return to the FA’s fold.

There was still a small space left open in the new professional game for the exceptionally gifted and dedicated amateur. The ludicrously talented C. B. Fry found space in his crowded timetable (England cricketer, world long-jump record holder, Olympian, Rugby Union three-quarter for Oxford and Surrey, classical scholar, journalist, schoolmaster and parliamentary candidate) to play as an amateur for Southampton, including their FA Cup Final defeat in 1902. Vivian Woodward, centre-forward for Spurs and England in the years before the First World War, was the last truly great amateur player able to compete at the highest level. Much was made at the time and in retrospect of the distinctive character of the amateur genius in the professional world. Woodward was said to be endowed with exceptional talent, intelligence and spontaneity compared to the dour drill and low-risk learned responses of the plodding workaday professional.

A more quixotic response to professionalization came from the illustrious N. L. Jackson, who in the early 1880s was the assistant secretary of the FA. He founded the Corinthians in 1882 as an elite standard bearer for the amateur game. He was able to draw on the cream of British aristocratic society, the universities and the public schools to assemble a considerable body of freewheeling talent. The club had no ground and for much of its existence refused to enter anything as vulgar as the FA Cup. Rather it issued and responded to challenges. The Corinthians played a self-consciously buccaneering, free-spirited attacking football that was emblematic of an older golden era of aristocratic sporting, political and ideological dominance. As Jackson himself put it, ‘In the very early days of the game, when it was chiefly confined to old school boys, the laws were strictly observed, any infringement being purely accidental. This was doubtless due to that honourable understanding which it cultivated amongst boys at the better class schools and which prevents them taking unfair advantage of an opponent.’25

Despite the rapid progress of the professional game, the Corinthians were a force to be reckoned with. They beat Blackburn Rovers, the leading professional side and FA Cup holders, in 1884. Two years later the Corinthians provided nine of the eleven in the England team that played Scotland. In 1894 and 1895 they provided the whole of the England team that met Wales. Yet overt practising was considered bad form and the Corinthians cultivated an aura of Olympian indifference to their own brilliance: ‘I remember how they walked onto the field, spotless in their white shirts and dark shorts. Their hands were in their pockets, sleeves hanging down. Yet there was about them an air of casual grandeur, a haughtiness that was not yet haughty, which seemed intangible. And how they played!’26 The team never took up the opportunity to score a penalty and always left the goalmouth undefended when their opponents were awarded one – on the grounds that the foul must have been sufficiently serious in the first place to merit a goal. As late as 1904 the Corinthians were able to mix it with the best of the professionals – beating Bury, that year’s FA Cup winners, 10 – 3 – and they continued to attract huge interest and crowds on their many foreign tours, including South Africa, Brazil, Australia and Continental Europe. But although the Corinthians and their class would survive the First World War, they would never take the field with the same élan. Passchendaele and the Somme ripped the heart out of the British aristocracy and in the inter-war years it was clear that their political, social and sporting superiority was over. The Corinthians’ decline was such that they would be forced to merge with another club to survive, just as the class they sprung from would be forced to seek jobs in the City and merge with the industrial, professional and commercial middle classes that now ran football and the empire. The aristocracy joined the rat race, the Corinthians took part in the FA Cup, and the glorious, effortless superiority of the gentleman amateur was crushed by the relentless forces of modernity.


3

An Altogether More Splendid Life: Industrial Football and Working-class Britain, 1888 – 1914

[image: Images]

The emancipation of their class appears to them as a foolish dream… it is football, boxing, horse-racing which move them the deepest and to which their entire leisure time, their individual powers, and their material means are devoted.

Karl Kautsky

It turned you into a member of a new community, all brothers together for an hour and half, for not only had you escaped from the clanking machinery of this lesser life, from work, from wages, rent, doles, sick pay, insurance cards, nagging wives, ailing children, bad bosses, idle workmen, but you had escaped with most of your mates and your neighbours, with half the town, cheering together, thumping one another on the shoulders, swapping judgements like Lords of the Earth, having pushed your way through a turnstile into another and altogether more splendid life.

J.B.Priestley

I

Between 1840 and the mid-1870s football had made the journey from a dying folk ritual and the scorned pastime of urchins and urban undesirables to the formalized if eccentric hobby of overgrown, aristocratic schoolboys. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century it embarked on a second transformation. Almost from the moment of its codification football was colonized by the British working classes as both players and spectators. While cricket remained immensely popular in England, it had by the First World War ceded its place as the national game to football. In Scotland fitba’s place as the cynosure of sporting and social life was unchallenged. But if football’s centrality to the social life of the majority of male, urban Britons in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was without doubt, its function and consequences were disputed. To some observers, like the puritanical German Marxist Karl Kautsky, football functioned as an opiate, pure and simple – a diversion from the more pressing tasks of industrial organization and revolutionary politics. But the British proletariat was not a revolutionary animal irrespective of its sporting passions. Football mania did not create a reformist Labour Party and a cautious economistic trade union movement; it merely reflected these institutions and their outlook. Thus despite their numerical advantage, the British working classes did not attempt to wrest ultimate control over the nation’s sporting or political institutions from the aristocrats and entrepreneurs who ran the state, the FA and football clubs. But by sheer demographic presence and obstinate persistence with football they did leave an indelible impression on the game. In this respect it is the novelist J. B. Priestley, rather than Kautsky the theoretician, who best captures the nature of industrial working-class football. It was an escape, of course, from drudgery, misery and uncertainty. But it was no crude circus handed down from above. It was also created from below. The trademark of the football created by British working men and which is its legacy to the wider world was a spectacle that combined individual and collective excellence; that called upon a balance of grit and inspiration, physical prowess and technical skills; and that offered the opportunity for the public affirmation of an intertwined civic and class-based solidarity.

The working-class colonization of football in the last quarter of the nineteenth century coincided with the maturing of Britain’s long process of industrialization and urbanization. However, the connections between football and industrialism were always more than mere coincidences, parallels or reflections. Late nineteenth-century industrialization underpinned the emergence of British working-class football in a number of direct and material ways. (Early-twentieth-century industrialization would spawn the same connections in much of Europe and Latin America). First and foremost, real wages finally began to rise. Although there were big differences between occupations and regions, the last quarter of the nineteenth century saw a general increase in family incomes of around 30 per cent. Lifestyles were hardly lavish but the spare cash for a football match was much more widely available. Moreover, there was time to spend it at last. Employers and government had spent the previous hundred years attempting to impose a gruelling six-day week, eradicating old patterns of labour indiscipline, erratic timekeeping and traditional holidays. They had largely succeeded and in response industrial labour in mines and factories in the 1870s forced a massive wave of change in the working week. A mixture of parliamentary legislation and local industrial action gained the Saturday half-day holiday for many working men. The obvious significance of this for the development of professional football and mass crowds is illustrated by the experience of Liverpool and east London where dockworkers in particular and workers in general were late in gaining their Saturday holiday; local football leagues were slower to develop in both areas by comparison to central Lancashire or south Yorkshire where the half-day holiday was instituted a decade or so earlier.

The industrialization of transport technologies and infrastructure underwrote the increasing size of crowds and the enlarged geographical scope of leagues and cup competitions. Between towns and cities, the rail network was now substantially complete and reasonably priced, although the Football League could still exclude Sunderland in 1890 on the grounds that the cost of travel for other clubs to the far north-east was prohibitive. Trains provided the means for the bigger teams to conduct national Christmas and Easter tours to top up their coffers and for international teams to meet in the annual Home Countries championship, but they were not as yet being used by spectators. Aside from very local derbies away fans were almost absent during this whole period (1880 – 1914). The one exception was the annual day out for northern fans to the FA Cup Final in London, though the cost required fans to join savings clubs at the start of each season to fund the journey should their club be lucky enough to make it to the final. Within cities, the spread of the bicycle down the social scale and the development at the turn of the century of horse-drawn trams and then electric trams massively increased the radius from which football crowds could be gathered together. The presence of railway stations was a factor in determining where new grounds and clubs were based. Tottenham Hotspur settled at White Hart Lane right next to a station that could handle tens of thousands of fans arriving in less than two hours. Stamford Bridge, Chelsea’s ground, was consciously built next to the Underground stop Fulham Broadway. Having established a ground and transport links first, Stamford Bridge’s owners simply created Chelsea as a club to use them. Arsenal’s move in 1913 to Highbury in north London from their home in Woolwich, south of the river, was primarily determined by the availability of land next to a Piccadilly Line station. Some clubs even had special stations built for them. In south Bristol Ashton station was opened in 1906 to service Bristol City’s new stadium on match days.

Finally, industrialism was slowly bringing a widespread literacy to the working classes. Britain’s ruling classes had awoken to the fact that an increasingly technical, industrial economy required that a significant part of the workforce be able to read and write. Hitherto the working-class self-help literacy movements had shouldered most of the educational burden. This was now combined with compulsory junior schooling funded by local government. This facilitated the growth of football by creating a huge secondary market around the game for newspapers, magazines and advertising which helped economically sustain the game while at the same time creating a cultural depth to the sport. But if industrialism furnished some of the essential preconditions of organized football, that organization had still to be imagined and invented.

II

By 1885 nearly all of the key elements of a modern industrialized mass sporting infrastructure were in place. The rules and tactics of the game had evolved to the point where the football played would have been recognizable to us today. The FA had been forced to accept a form of managed, but open, legal professionalism and a cadre of professional players had emerged. A network of clubs existed across much of Britain, albeit heavily concentrated in certain regions and almost absent in others. One key problem remained for the clubs at the leading edge of the game. That problem can be revealed by a glance at their erratic and eclectic fixture cards in the mid-1880s. There was no consistency to the games played over a season. One of industrial society’s defining features was its ordered use of space and time which arose from the need for planned and regular use of expensive capital investments, the efficient meshing of interlocking transport systems and technical production processes, and the disciplining and control of an otherwise unpredictable and unruly labour force. These feats of social organization were achieved by the use of new technologies – like accurate clocks – and the introduction of common frameworks of timekeeping, the use of transport timetables and the imposition of inflexible work rhythms.

Football, however, was anything but regular. Leading teams would enter themselves in a multiplicity of cup competitions at national, county, city and local levels, though of course the progress of a team through any one of them would not be guaranteed. Thus each team faced the problems of either too few fixtures if they went out of the cups or too many fixtures and cancellations if they progressed in all of the competitions. Then there were friendlies, charity matches, challenges, testimonials, tours and exhibition games of variable value, drawing power and income. Clubs often found themselves ditched by other clubs that had found a more remunerative game to play or ditched others themselves for the same reason. Even when a fixture was played, that was no guarantee that the right team or the best team would turn out or that they would turn up on time or bring the right number of players with them. Mismatches and one-sided victories were therefore often the order of the day; Preston’s 26 – 0 FA Cup victory over Hyde in 1885 must have been fun for their strikers but was not the kind of taut competitive encounter that would, in the long term, guarantee big crowds and financial security.

The free market in fixtures that was in operation was not, contrary to the dominant economic ideology of the era, providing optimal solutions for clubs, fans or players. The hidden hand of the market was creating chaos not order. The same problem had already presented itself to the two other modern team games that had acquired a mass paying public – baseball in the United States and county cricket in England. In both cases the solution was the creation of a league, in which a central authority drew up a regular and balanced competitive schedule among a group of clubs. It must have been obvious to most of the new commercial football hierarchy that this was the solution for their sport as well, but an example is not enough; someone must actually propose its emulation and in football that someone was William McGregor.

McGregor was a draper of Scottish descent who had moved to Birmingham, set up his business and joined the board of Aston Villa. Like the rest of Birmingham’s progressive industrialists and small employers, he was acutely aware of the economic problems that a permanent salaried labour force (players), unpredictable demand (the chaotic fixture list) and expensive underused assets (a stadium) create. McGregor wrote to his fellow directors at the leading professional clubs of the era suggesting that ‘ten or twelve of the most prominent clubs in England combine to arrange home and away fixtures each season’.1 A meeting was held at the Royal Hotel, Manchester in April 1888 and representatives of twelve clubs formed the Football League. Six clubs came from Lancashire – Accrington, Blackburn Rovers, Bolton Wanderers, Burnley, Everton and Preston North End – and six from the midlands – Aston Villa, Derby County, Notts County, Stoke City, West Bromwich Albion and Wolverhampton Wanderers.

_____
 
8 September 1888
Bolton Wanderers 2 Derby County 6
Pikes Lane, Bolton

Time: spend it, save it; keep it, give it; make it, kill it. Victorian capitalism had beaten time into a shape like a sheet-metal plate. Moulded it into regulation seconds and minutes, fixed it on a global grid of zones and meridians. It has riveted down its hours. Like the railway companies that insist on standard time to anchor their timetables, like the stockbrokers and shipping companies who deal in global time, simultaneous coordination needs standard time. Three o’clock in Bolton, is three o’clock in Liverpool, is three o’clock in Preston, Stoke and Wolverhampton. The first five games of the Football League kick-off together.

‘The first generation of factory workers were taught by their masters the importance of time; the second generation formed their short-time work committees…; the third generation struck for overtime or time and a half. They had accepted the categories of their employers and learned to fight back within them.’

Now the fourth generation is making time work for them.

_____
 
And with that the basic pattern, the rhythm, the form, the competitive nature of most football, in most of the world, for most of the last 120 years, was set. Preston North End on an unbeaten run won the inaugural League and then the FA Cup as well to make it a double. In a number of ways the ‘Invincibles’ set the template for the football characteristic of the late Victorian era and beyond. As with all great winning clubs to come, Preston had their charismatic figurehead. The team was led by Major William Sudell, an ex-military man turned mill manager who was the irrepressible organizing energy behind the club – raising money, arranging transport, poaching strikers, cajoling players and supplying kit. His immense energy, attention to detail and, it later transpired, regular siphoning of cash from his mill job to the football club’s coffers made Preston unbeatable. The side boasted ten Scottish professionals who had been tempted south by Sudell. Every other team in the League had their Scottish contingent. Sunderland and Aston Villa, who between them would dominate the League in the next decade, were almost as dependent on immigrant labour as Preston. But it was not just the club’s officials and players that set the tone for future football, it was the fans and the town – for when Preston returned north from winning the FA Cup, the town erupted into an immense civil celebration, the players and the cup slowly winding their way to the town hall on an open-top bus.

From 1889 until 1914 clubs were falling over themselves to be admitted to the League. Where they couldn’t get in, leagues were set up in emulation of the original. The Football Combination and its successor the Football Alliance were the main competitors, drawing on the strongest clubs in the north and the midlands that had not been allowed into the Football League. Most of their strongest sides joined the League in 1892 when a second division was created. Of the twenty-eight teams in the League in 1892 none was from further south than Birmingham. The Southern League was created in 1894 to cater for the leading clubs there, like Southampton, Portsmouth and Millwall. Scottish football also took its cue from the League, adopting professionalism in 1891 and establishing a Scottish League in 1893. Ireland and Wales, although unable to sustain professional football, both quickly adopted the league format for their leading sides. With the introduction of compulsory promotion and relegation on the basis of league position in England in 1898 the essential format of all league competition in global football was set. By 1905 the two English divisions had expanded to encompass twenty teams each and thus a much longer football season. It remained however an overwhelmingly northern combination with just four clubs – Arsenal, Chelsea, Clapton Orient and Bristol City – from the south. Only Luton Town and the London sides Tottenham and Fulham would be added to the list by the beginning of the First World War. As the Manchester Guardian put it in 1896, ‘London is the capital of the kingdom certainly, but who in the football world regards London as a centre of any interest?’2

This northern bias in English football extended to more than merely the number of teams in the Football League. In the first place the League itself maintained its offices in Preston and its senior administrative staff were predominantly drawn from Lancashire – in both cases this was a rarity for what was a national institution. The League’s champions also all came from the north. In the years before the First World War the championship-winning sides were drawn exclusively from the major industrial conurbations of the north: Preston, Blackburn and Manchester United from east and central Lancashire, Everton and Liverpool from Merseyside, Aston Villa from the west midlands; Sheffield provided champions in the shape of both United and Wednesday while the northeast supplied Sunderland and Newcastle. Not only were these cities in the north but they were from medium to large in size. No club from a city of less than 100,000 people could win the League, and no club from a town of less than 40,000 in size could stay in the League, as Glossop and Accrington found out. The FA Cup was little different and while a number of smaller-town clubs could win it (like Barnsley and Bury) and a few southern clubs made the final, only Tottenham kept the trophy down south, winning in 1901.

The FA Cup Final itself had become a northern day out with working-class crowds saving all year and going into debt to follow their side should they make it to the final. Even the usually hardbitten, unforgiving mine owners of Barnsley gave their workers the day off to follow the team to the 1910 Cup Final; few of the crowd that day had ever been to London before and few would return: ‘They don’t know English i’London an’ stare at us like we was polecats…and there’s not a happy face in the streets.’3 As early as 1884, the Pall Mall Gazette had commented negatively on the Blackburn Rovers fans who travelled to London for that year’s final, describing them as a ‘northern horde of uncouth garb and strange oaths’. Athletic News was more positive if more patronizing, writing ‘the northcountry men hit one another in a playful yet vigorous manner and almost hugged one another in their excesses of joy’.4

The enduring political, linguistic, economic and cultural differences between the north and the south of England that were played out through the Cup speak to a bigger truth in early industrial football, that at root the phenomenal popularity and success of the game cannot be divorced from the notion of civic pride and civic identity. For the oppositions and solidarities that these kinds of north – south, provincial – metropolitan contrasts generated could be every bit as fierce and pointed between clubs from the same city (Everton vs. Liverpool), the same region (Newcastle vs. Sunderland) or from different regions altogether. Football, alone among the many forms of working-class urban culture in late Victorian Britain, provided an opportunity for a gathering of people whose origins, identity and purpose cut across very local neighbourhoods, industrial occupations, employers, trade union membership – and united them around a bigger but comprehensible geographical location and identity. It also served to insert these nascent forms of working-class localism into a national framework and national institutions, at exactly the same moment that the working class as a whole and its representative economic and political institutions were beginning to assert themselves in national economic and political forums. The working man, and working families, were finally beginning to lift their eyes up from the most parochial and immediate concerns to assume a wider set of horizons and to claim their rightful place in the national culture. Nothing could do this with more accuracy, simplicity and immediacy than supporting your local football team in the national league and the nation’s cup.

III

So who were those supporters? What did they look like? How did they create the first football-fan culture in the world? In his celebrated 1896 essay The New Football Mania, Charles Edwardes, with his tongue only just in his cheek, described the football public in the following terms:

Thrice during the last season, the writer witnessed matches in violent snowstorms; and on one of these occasions, with snow and slush ankle deep on the ground, the downfall was so severe that a layer of more than an inch of snow accumulated on the shoulders and hats of the enthusiasts, who were packed so closely together that they could not move to disencumber themselves. You would have thought that they were all possessed of some sovereign preventative of the many diseases that proceed from simple catarrh. Yet, of course, such was not the case. Probably more than one of them was fast asleep in his grave ere the match of the ensuing Saturday.5

More than this, they paid for the privilege and in the twenty-six years between the foundation of the Football League and the outbreak of the First World War they did so in ever increasing numbers. In England the FA Cup Final was the best-attended game of the season. The crowd for the 1888 final at the Oval Cricket Ground was 17,000; by 1913 the game had moved to the Crystal Palace where 120,081 saw Aston Villa beat Sunderland. But it was not just the one-off spectacular that pulled in the crowds. In its inaugural season the twelve-team Football League was watched by around 600,000 people; in the 1905 – 06 season the crowds had increased more than eightfold to 5 million; and by 1914 attendance at Division 1 matches alone was almost 9 million. With FA Cup ties, Division 2 and the burgeoning and well-supported semi-professional leagues in the south-east and north-east the figure climbs to something around 15 million paying punters in a single year.

The borrowed cricket grounds, simply fenced fields, rented parkland and tiny pavilions that hosted most football matches in the late 1880s could not possibly have coped with this great wave of humanity. Fifty league clubs moved to new grounds between 1889 and 1910 and initiated an era of stadium building.6 The basic principles of the task were simple. Clubs needed to put a fence up around their ground to keep paying customers in and freeloaders out. Turnstiles were the technology for controlling entrances and taking money. A fence might not always have been enough, particularly where grounds – like Blackburn Rovers’ – were overlooked by trees, hills and high buildings. Most clubs built small grandstands or pavilions on their halfway lines and most initially opted for separate dressing-room tents for the players. The rest of the pitch would be steadily encircled with a raised embankment of some kind to provide a vantage point for standing spectators. Some clubs went so far as to invite the dumping of waste and spoil to build this up. When Fulham FC were building Craven Cottage they used street sweepings, while many clubs in mining areas used slag and ashes. Those prepared to invest a little more would construct wooden-frame terracing. Nearly all of these stadiums were built right in the heart of towns and cities, nestled among a working-class community. Opening ceremonies were elaborate civic events. When Sunderland proudly unveiled Roker Park, the event was marked with marching pipe bands and a flotilla of steamboats on the River Wear with Lord Londonderry as master of ceremonies.

Roker Park’s architect was the Scottish engineer and draughtsman Archibald Leitch, and it was Leitch more than anyone else who defined the nature of the early industrial football stadium.7 Leitch made his name in Scotland where his engineering practice specialized in the design and construction of factories and warehouses; utilitarian and cost-effective models of design that appealed to the impecunious directors of football clubs looking to expand their capacities at the lowest possible cost. Leitch was responsible for the first great wave of stadium building in Glasgow, including Celtic Park, Ibrox and Hampden Park. He then moved on to projects in the north of England and the midlands including Roker Park and Middlesbrough’s Ayrsome Park in the north-east, Sheffield Wednesday’s Hillsborough, Blackburn Rovers’ Ewood Park, Bolton’s Burnden Park, Aston Villa’s Villa Park and Wolverhampton Wanderers’ Molyneux. Leitch’s work was so popular that he finally reached the south coast, designing Southampton’s The Dell and Portsmouth’s Fratton Park, while in London Leitch was also responsible for parts of Stamford Bridge (Chelsea), White Hart Lane (Tottenham) and Craven Cottage (Fulham).

Leitch’s early work created an enclosed stadium that had a covered, seated grandstand on one long side of the pitch and open terraces on the other three. As the ambitions of both clubs and designer grew, Leitch innovated by producing two-tier grandstands, some with seating above and standing below, others all seated; and, in his later efforts, he created stadiums with cover on all four sides of the ground and seating and standing on each side as well. Though his work was not austere, it had a certain functionality about it, leavened only by a number of trademark details including criss-cross iron work on grandstand balconies, gabled roofs and pediments. Yet for all the functional eloquence of the stadium, Leitch and his contemporaries built a very low-tech, low-cost infrastructure. There was little appetite for experiment or aesthetic innovation among the patrons of the game and the directors of the board. Floodlights were tried in a variety of forms – strung across and along the side of pitches at Bramall Lane, Sheffield in the 1870s, for example – but not followed up. Nor was there the same kind of ideological aesthetic that would shape the stadium-building programmes of fascist and communist Continental Europe in the inter-war era. Like the industrial revolution that gave birth to British football, its fixed capital assets were functional but crude, initially effective but quickly obsolete, a model for others but soon superseded.

So who were the huddled masses, the crowds that filled Leitch’s stands and terraces? The architectural division of his and other early English grounds into covered and uncovered, seated and unseated, cheap and expensive areas probably provides the most accurate indicator of the crowd’s social make-up. There was always a small tranche of middle-class supporters in the best seats, perhaps 10 per cent of the total. At the centre of the pavilion or grandstand there would be the club’s directors and civic dignitaries – often symbolically separated by the creation of some kind of barrier, though the hermetically sealed executive box was yet to be invented. The other 90 per cent of the ground was filled by what contemporaries would have called a mix of the rough and the respectable. It seems likely that the bulk of those on the terraces were drawn from the lower middle classes – especially young single men – and the skilled working classes; if only because most contemporary reports, observational rather than statistical, say precisely this. The only actual record of a crowd’s occupations is a somewhat morbid document – the list of the dead in the 1902 Ibrox disaster – and this confirms the observers’ reports. The commitment and income of these social groups was such that the Football League was able to raise admission prices to 6d in 1890, which was more expensive than the cheapest seats at the music hall or later the cinema. That said, it did not put a place on the terraces out of reach for anyone but the very poorest and then there were always ways of smuggling oneself in; security remained fairly lax. Boys were usually charged half-price and made up a small but not inconsiderable portion of the crowd, sometimes given their own enclosure or pen, other times carried aloft over adult heads to the front or even down to the side of the pitch. Initially women were usually granted free entrance, but when over 2,000 came to watch Preston North End in 1884 the club abandoned the practice and others followed suit.

By all accounts football grounds were noisy places. The air was rent with violent oaths and swearing though this could be balanced by the spontaneous rendition of hymns from behind the goals. Rattles, drums and other instruments made their way on to the terraces, and tunes, gags and catchphrases from the contemporary music hall repertoire joined them. In much of the photographic record the crowd on the open terraces is dressed in heavy winter coats, mufflers and the ubiquitous flat cap. From around the turn of the twentieth century, and especially for the big games and the Cup ties, rosettes and ribbons in team colours seem to have made their first appearance. Although it is harder to prove from contemporary photographs, there is little doubt that much of the crowd would have had a drink beforehand and during the game too if they were organized enough to have brought a hip flask or a bottle.

The behaviour of the crowd, outside of major events of disturbance and disorder, can only be gleaned from the many chance remarks, reports and jottings of the era. Although clearly there were occasional incidents of violence, the most fundamental point to make is that the crowd was overwhelmingly good humoured, well behaved and self-policing, with an immense tolerance for the low standards of comfort and scant regard from the authorities for their sightlines or well-being. There is some suggestion that working-class life of the time inured many to the low-level scuffling and drunken fisticuffs that might break out. There is also a hint of the presence of more organized ruffians and gangs from the worst streets in the toughest cities. But there is very little direct evidence that they were an enduring feature of the late Victorian and Edwardian football crowd. What seems incontestable is the degree of passionate interest, detailed observation and delirious pleasure that football could evoke in the fans.

The hunger for football beyond the raw ninety minutes was soon recognized by the media entrepreneurs of the era. In the 1880s scores for the big matches were almost immediately being telegraphed around the country and from town to town. Youths would gather by pubs and post offices to get the news; shopkeepers would chalk up the current scores of FA Cup Finals. Inevitably a specialized press took shape to cater for this interest. By the late 1880s England possessed three sporting dailies: The Sporting Chronicle, The Sporting Life and The Sportsman. They all covered a multitude of sports, especially horse racing, but were steadily more and more focused on football. The Athletic News was founded in Manchester in 1875 under the irrepressible H. A. H. Catton who turned it into the leading football newspaper of Victorian Britain. It emerged each Monday with coverage of every League game and a reported circulation of 170,000. The local press all over the country were quick to follow as they recognized the passion for the game. Special Saturday-evening editions were printed on coloured paper – and thus known as Pink’Uns and Green’Uns – at such extraordinary speed that you could pick one up on the way back from the game. The whole report from the game would have been dictated move by move down the phone as the game developed, ready to go to press on the final whistle. Clubs began to reciprocate interest as they understood the virtuous circle of football and press coverage for the bottom line; the first press facilities specially constructed at a football ground were at Celtic in 1894. The love affair of the press with football was ratcheted up even further when the technology for taking action photographs was perfected and in 1907 the Daily Mail became the first title to make massive use of football photos to report on the game and sell the paper. Dailies and weeklies were soon joined by a variety of other publications, with Charles Alcock’s Football Annual, published every year between 1868 and 1908, defining the genre.

Where the press and the public lead, the advertisers cannot be far behind, and the early twentieth-century footballer was used to sell consumer items to the working class. Players and teams sponsored, endorsed, supposedly used and often specially preferred everything from Player’s cigarettes to Sloan’s Liniment and Eliman’s Embrocation. Oxo advertised itself by claiming: ‘Remember the English Cup was won in 1911 for the fifth time in succession by a team trained on Oxo.’ And for those who simply wanted more football rather than football-endorsed beef drinks there was the first flickering of the memorabilia industry in the form of cigarette cards. Although the heyday of football cards was yet to come, after the First World War, the 1890s were notable for the aesthetically pleasing and much sought-after Ogden’s Golden Guinea series. From the very beginning Edwardian football tapped into the range of predominantly male obsessions and traits – collecting, listing, mapping, numbering – that fuel the massive ancillary football industries all over the world today.

IV

If football was consumed primarily by the upper echelons of the skilled working class, who produced industrial football? For most consumer products of the era, the private company and the individual entrepreneur were the main agents of economic organization. In football the club was the hub of production and for this reason football, not just in Britain, has defied the conventional assumptions of rational market economics. Whereas the dynamics of most industries saw the steady concentration of power and production in a small number of big corporations and eventually monopolistic arrangements, football’s success was accompanied by the steady proliferation of clubs. While many of the clubs that still make up English professional football were created by the 1890s, many others, including some of the most famous names, were being formed and moving towards top-flight status in the years just before the First World War.

The legal structure of football clubs was a grey area at first, but most appeared to fall under the legal rubric of charitable and voluntary organizations. However, as clubs grew and needed to take on considerable debt to fund their expansion and the creation of football stadiums, there was a steady conversion of clubs into private limited companies (that could take on debt) with private shareholders (providing some of the capital). An examination of those shareholders and the directorial class that was drawn from their ranks gives us a good profile of the make-up of the people in charge of producing industrial football. The cost of initial share offerings in football clubs was relatively low: low enough that by 1915 manual workers constituted 37 per cent of all shareholders. However, each shareholder tended to own only a few sentimental shares and they did not organize themselves in a way to make use of their potential voting power. Only 20 per cent of directors came out of the ranks of manual and clerical workers. The other 80 per cent, who were in general larger shareholders, came from substantially wealthier backgrounds.8

The motivations of this intriguing group of sporting entrepreneurs and amateur bureaucrats are complex. Unlike almost any other investment financial gain could not have been the primary return they were looking for. With the Football Association signalling its distaste at too overt an intrusion of commercial logic into football, annual dividends that could be paid were fixed at a maximum of 5 per cent (7.5 per cent after 1918). There were innumerable better ways to invest one’s capital. In any case, the profitability of clubs was consistently undercut by the relentless dynamic of catch-up with one’s competitors in pursuit of glory. When faced with a choice between a bigger dividend and a better centre forward, there was little option. There were probably some indirect benefits for directors who were in the drink or hotel business, supplying clubs and their fans. Brewers on the board of Manchester City voted against a ground move in 1903 fearing that they would lose their local captive drinking audience. This was an exception rather than the rule. There were unquestionably genuine enthusiasts who loved playing, watching and organizing. But the most plausible return on these investments was the immense local kudos and status that would inevitably arise from occupying such a hallowed position in a hallowed institution. This would be enough for many.

If club directors were the capitalist managers of industrial football then the players were its labour force. By 1914 there were fewer than 5,000 professional footballers in England. The leading players in Edwardian Britain tended to be drawn from the same class that dominated the terraces – the skilled working class – although there continued to be exceptions. In many ways their conditions of labour were not entirely dissimilar to that class as well. In the 1890s players were earning around £3 a week and £2 in the close season: not a fortune but well above what the poorest stratum of the urban working class might earn. Moreover, these young men were doing something that they actually liked doing and experienced minimal supervision and control compared to their factory-and workshop-based peers; there were as yet few coaches with any authority in football clubs, nor any attempt to systematize training.

The most significant form of control that clubs exercised over players was through the retain-and-transfer system. Clubs held or retained players’ professional playing licences and a player could only play for the club that held that licence. Of course the licence could be bought and sold for a transfer fee and the obsessive pursuit of talent saw the value of a player’s licence steadily climb. Middlesbrough were the first to pay £1,000 for a player – Alf Common – in a desperate bid to avoid relegation in 1905. This system prevented player poaching but the club retained absolute control over where a player could play. The possibility of escalating wages in pursuit of the best squads, with all the implications that had for the concentration of talent in a few clubs and generalized wage inflation, was registered early on by football’s administrators. The Football League tried to introduce a maximum wage in 1893 but was unable to muster a sufficient majority of clubs. Then in 1900 the FA did the League’s dirty work for them by introducing a maximum wage across all football clubs, set at £4 a week. For the very best players there were a variety of open and hidden inducements, bonus payments, and the opportunity to endorse consumer products. But like the rest of the British working class, life in the long term remained precarious. Little if any provision was made to support players after their short careers ended. Pension systems were nonexistent and the problem of injuries was dealt with by an inconsistent paternalism. Many disappeared after their playing days into the very lowest ranks of working-class destitution, alcoholism was a prominent risk, while a few were rescued by sinecures at their old clubs though often in a humiliatingly lowly position. Others who had husbanded their resources carefully made the traditional but limited transition to small-scale entrepreneurship, running a pub, shop or hostelry of some sort. But whatever the risks of embarking on a playing career, few young men who could make the grade appeared to have had any qualms about taking them on. Once again, Victorian and Edwardian football established a pattern that would be repeated all over the world for decades to come.

V

It was clear by the early 1880s that Scotland’s contribution to football (like its contribution to industrial technological innovations, the British imperial civil service and the British Army) was quite disproportionate to the size of its population. Prominent footballing Scots included Lord Kinnaird, the celebrated Old Etonian forward and FA bureaucrat, William McGregor, the Aston Villa director and initiator of the Football League, and the earliest professionals in Sheffield in the 1870s. From its inception the Football League saw Scots present in huge numbers, making up virtually the entire championship-winning teams of Preston North End in 1888 – 89 and the great Sunderland sides of the 1890s. They would soon all be playing in grounds designed by or influenced by the Scottish engineer Archibald Leitch. Scotland saw the first international game in 1872, played between England and Scotland, the first organized women’s game, in Inverness in 1888, and the first penalty kick in an official match, at Airdrieonians in 1891. While every urban area in the country took to football, it was in the central industrial belt in general and in the city of Glasgow in particular that football mania was most intense. As George MacDonald Fraser put it in The General Danced at Dawn: ‘The native highlanders, the Englishmen, and the lowlanders played football on Saturday afternoons and talked about it on Saturday evenings, but the Glaswegians, men apart in this as in most things, played, slept, ate, drank and lived it seven days a week.’9 Just as the artistic avant-garde has concentrated its creative energies in key cities, and technological revolutions have been focused on key urban areas, so the new sport of football acquired its leading edge, its most modern expression, in a single city. In the years before the First World War that city was Glasgow.10

The most compelling indicators of Glasgow’s football mania were its stadiums and its crowds. For the first Scotland vs. England international held in 1872 the crowd was a very respectable 3,500, almost double the attendance of that year’s FA Cup Final in London. The same fixture in 1876 attracted 16,000 and in 1878 when the first Hampden Park was opened the figure had risen to 20,000. The game at Ibrox held in 1892 also attracted 20,000. But after extensive redevelopment and building work in 1902, Ibrox could pack in 75,000, while Celtic Park, the main venue for the big game in the last decade of the nineteenth century, peaked at 63,000. With two stadiums already taking over 60,000 people a time, it was little wonder that a new record would be set by the completely rebuilt Hampden Park, and in 1906 Scotland’s game against England was seen by around 102,000 people. In 1907 the crowd rose again to a record 121,452. Thus by the beginning of the First World War, Glasgow alone possessed the three grandest football stadiums in the world. In Hampden, it possessed undoubtedly the largest. Taking all of the city’s grounds together, there was enough capacity to hold over 300,000 people at a time – a very significant percentage of the male adult population of greater Strathclyde.

The sales of the sporting and footballing press are equally instructive. The Athletic Journal, launched in 1882 and predominantly about football, began with a circulation of 20,000; and all this over a decade before professional football had started up. Its success encouraged others like Scottish Umpire and Cycling Monthly while the most popular magazine Scottish Referee could in 1909 boast a circulation of half a million in a total population of only 5 million.

What accounts for such precocity? In the sporting realm football had no significant competition in Glasgow. Rugby union, the main competitor at club level particularly in the amateur era, was overwhelmingly played in Edinburgh and the Borders, where the Anglophile Scottish upper middle classes were concentrated. The sons of Glasgow’s industrialists who might have formed a corps of elite rugby or football players were overwhelmingly educated in Edinburgh or England. Similarly, both popular and elite golf were concentrated in Edinburgh and on the east coast of Scotland. Middle- and upper-class Glaswegian sportsmen overwhelmingly played football and not merely the professional middle class, but the emergent strata of clerks, tellers and white-collar office workers, who in Queen’s Park created a nucleus of talent and commitment to the game that would catalyse the creation of clubs all over the city and the wider Strathclyde region. In contrast to England, where football was initially colonized by the aristocracy and the public schools, in Scotland the game moved much more quickly into the hands of less exclusive social circles.

If the growth of football is in some sense bound to the growth of industrialism then Glasgow’s sporting and economic rise can be linked together. Although in the second half of the nineteenth century already a successful port and small-scale shipbuilding city, Glasgow underwent such massive economic growth that it became the self-styled ‘second city of the British Empire’. Only the megalopolis of London could exceed it. Shipbuilding, engineering and metalworking, railways, chemicals and glass all took root along the banks of the Clyde, and with this Glasgow’s working-class population soared. While every new industrializing region in Britain drew on migrants to staff its factories, railways and docks, Glasgow was perhaps unique in drawing on so many distinct migrant streams – highlanders, lowland Protestant Scots, Irish Catholics and Northern Irish Protestants. This created a whole series of distinct communities which looked to their local football team as a source of identity, succour and entertainment, and by the same token created the possibility of deep and fearsome rivalries and oppositions. Glasgow was by someway the most densely populated city in Britain and possessed a particularly strong transport infrastructure for a late nineteenth-century city with tram and bus networks that connected many parts of the city with the new football grounds. This combination of density and accessibility helped create an immediate and compelling sense of civic pride that connected football clubs to their communities, physically and emotionally.

Whatever the precise alchemy of Glasgow’s urban and class structure, the figures do not lie; football was king. The speed of Glasgow’s advance brought with it three other firsts that make its footballing culture particularly important. In the Old Firm – Rangers and Celtic – Glasgow created not only one of the most bitter and enduring feuds in world football, but given the clubs’ roots in their respective religious communities and the sectarianism of Scottish society at the time and since, Glasgow’s football rivalries were the first to be so intimately connected to the warp and weft of real social divisions and conflicts. The vast crowds, crude commercialism, emotional instability and practical difficulties of such intense sectarian dislike expressed through football meant that Glasgow was also the first city to see a major stadium-based catastrophe – the Ibrox disaster in 1902. Similarly, while not alone in possessing a culture of disorder, violence and intimidation around football, Glasgow was the first to experience a full-scale football riot – the Cup Final replay of 1909 at Hampden Park.

Glasgow Rangers began life at the very start of the working-class football craze in Glasgow. A group of local lads, built around the McNeil family, gathered on Glasgow Green, where the playing mania centred in early 1872. They wore light blue, practised like fury and managed to get fixtures with the likes of Clyde, Argyll and Queen’s Park second team. Eleven years later after much roaming around central Glasgow they built Ibrox Park and have been there ever since. Rangers rapidly ascended Glasgow’s new footballing hierarchy, taking the more established side Vale of Leven to three games in the 1878 Scottish Cup Final and were soon attracting crowds of around 8,000. It seems that early on Rangers were acquiring a reputation for bad sportsmanship, a lack of humour and a fearsome concern with the bottom line. When Rangers played a charity match with Dumbarton to raise money for the families of the victims of the 1883 Linthouse steamer disaster, to the dismay of the footballing fraternity, Rangers insisted on taking their expenses out of the pot. The fans could be equally bad-tempered, invading the pitch in the inaugural game at Ibrox when Preston North End were thrashing the home side 8 – 1. The club had a significant tranche of the Protestant business classes on the board and the Protestant working classes in the Govan area in the crowd, but at this stage Rangers’ relationship to the Orange Order, Freemasonry and sectarian politics had not been established. The club only began its rise to sporting greatness and social conflict with the arrival of a suitably well-supported opponent.

Celtic were founded in 1887 in the East End of Glasgow by an alliance of Catholic churchmen, rising professionals and publicans. On the one hand the team served as a money-raising tool to feed the Catholic poor of the area, on the other it provided an instrument for keeping Catholic football players in a Catholic institution. In the years before the First World War, the side became the sporting icon of Glasgow’s Irish migrant community. The club, which boasted the Archbishop of Glasgow as patron and Irish nationalist politicians among its most prominent fans, lent its facilities to the Church and other Catholic organizations for parades, masses and the like. But despite such obvious links with the Catholic Church, Celtic were never explicitly closed to Protestants.

In the 1890s Celtic and Rangers had clearly established themselves as the best-supported clubs in the city and their capacity to generate massive crowds and thus massive takings earned them the moniker of the Old Firm. The sharpening of the opposition between the two clubs and the depth of animosity only emerged close to the First World War. This occurred in part because the Irish Question had become more pressing in British politics, and after the Belfast firm of Harland and Wolff had opened a shipyard in Govan and staffed it exclusively with Northern Irish Protestant workers. The pre-existing differences between the clubs soon hardened into more systematic and emotionally charged opposition. The First World War kept the lid on the political conflict in Ireland and Scotland, but they would both explode after 1918.

While the Old Firm games were huge money-spinners for the clubs, the biggest and certainly the most lucrative fixture of the year was the Scotland vs. England game. Hampden and Celtic Park had monopolized the hosting of the game at the turn of the century, but in 1902 Rangers had managed to bring it to Ibrox. In anticipation of a bumper pay day the club had installed new terracing at the north-west corner of the ground. As the packed crowd swayed in unison to watch a passage of play, the timbers at the far back corner of the rebuilt terrace gave way. A huge gaping hole opened, into which dozens of men fell to their deaths; many were only saved by falling on the bodies of others. The resultant panic and crush saw more deaths and injuries lower down the stand. Mercifully the referee stopped the game and the players retired to their dressing rooms where they witnessed a macabre procession of mutilated and asphyxiated bodies on their way to the hospital or the morgue. The final death toll was 25 killed and there were more than 500 people injured. Amazingly the authorities decided to finish the game, fearing the response of a disgruntled Glaswegian football crowd that hadn’t got their money’s worth. As the game restarted men were seen clambering back into the damaged area of the stand to take up a new and better vantage point over the match.

As early as the 1880s when large paying crowds first began to attend games in Glasgow there are reports of bottles being thrown at players and referees, though mud and stones were the missiles of choice. In Glasgow among the shipyard workers a well-aimed rivet was not uncommon, though at this stage the fans of Hearts and Aberdeen had the worst reputations. The gentlemen down at Queen’s Park seem not to have been immune from this with the Glasgow Examiner often berating the behaviour of the ‘pavillionites’ and ‘covered standites’:

Rabid and bigoted partisanship is an exceedingly mild term to apply to their ferocious ebullitions. Were any of them working-class there might be a little excuse for them, but the most of them at any rate are dressed like gentlemen. I am afraid the resemblance ends there. A worse exhibition than these gents favoured us with has never been given in Scotland. It was worthy of a band of drunken cannibals.

In this Scotland and Glasgow were not alone. The record of hooliganism in England in the years before the First World War reveals a large number of minor incidents of crowd disorder and a few that were rather more serious. Research focused on Leicester reveals a great deal of bad language, the occasional scuffle and a variety of missiles thrown at players, officials, police and above all at referees. But in general there were few outbursts of large-scale fighting or disorder; the records of the Birmingham police between 1900 and 1940, for example, do not mention football as a separate or distinct policing problem.11

Glaswegian football generated disorder and violence on a level that England had yet to reach. In 1898 the New Year’s Day game between Celtic and Rangers at Celtic Park stood at 1 – 1. The enormous attendance had already spilt on to the pitch on a number of occasions and forty police officers were barely enough to control the crowd of over 50,000. With Rangers pressing for a winner spectators invaded the pitch in such numbers that the tie was abandoned altogether. The crowd at Celtic Park did the same again during a 1905 Cup semi-final, only this time Rangers were leading 2 – 0 with eight minutes to go. To make matters worse the Celtic player Quinn had been sent off for apparently kicking at a Rangers fullback. As he made for the tunnel, Celtic fans tore up the spiked iron railings in their section of the ground and proceeded to assault the referee.

The causes of the 1902 disaster and this series of crowd disturbances and pitch invasions of Edwardian Scottish football are not hard to fathom. Given Glasgow’s massive demand for football, commercial reasoning was central to the directors of the big football clubs. The Ibrox disaster was driven by a combination of enormous crowds, and a commercialism that sanctioned under-investment in shoddy infrastructure. The outbreaks of disorder were fuelled by a combination of an already violent and boisterous working-class subculture, revved up by sectarianism, alcohol and being housed on open terraces with primitive security arrangements. But the events around the 1909 Cup Final illuminate something else: the depth of working-class/middle-class divisions in Glaswegian society manifested in football. Some people had gathered to see the final at Hampden Park. They had paid a shilling each, which given the acute depression in the city’s economic fortunes over the previous year was a considerable investment. Celtic and Rangers had played out a 2 – 2 draw. The replay the following week still managed to attract 61,000 who were treated to yet another draw. The arrangements for such an eventuality were not made entirely clear before the match. Certainly the bulk of the crowd believed that extra time would be played while club officials assumed another replay (and pay day) would be in order. At full-time the Rangers players walked off, but the Celtic team remained on the pitch, encouraging the crowd to think that extra time would indeed be played. What finally triggered a pitch invasion by both sets of fans and a headlong charge for the players’ and officials’ dressing rooms is not clear, though some reports suggest that an official who ostentatiously uprooted a corner flag may have been responsible. In any case the riot soon assumed the form of a pitched battle with bottles and stones flying at the police and, according to some observers, police horses and their riders pulled to the ground. Goalposts and netting were torn apart and wooden railings around the ground broken up as makeshift weapons. Fires were lit in the stands and on the pitch and the fire brigade were soon called out though their progress was hampered by the crowd stoning them. The middle-class horror at this working-class orgy of violence was evident from the tone of the Scotsman’s report:

It would be impossible to adequately describe the many cruel incidents which went to make up a riot now proceeding in almost every quarter of the field. Stricken men fell with blood streaming from their wounds and the rage and tumult became more intense. Many of the police were beaten and injured in the most callous fashion, and the force as a whole were the chief sufferers of the day. It was generally remarked that those of the crowd most active in the disturbance were composed of the most degraded section of the community, the self-respecting portion having as far as possible retired when the character of the fray became apparent.12

In the pages of the Glasgow News an attempt was made to link the riot to the wider spectre of politicized working-class unrest. Under the banner headline ‘Seeing Red’ the paper suggested that the same spirit of disorder that animated the Hampden riot had also disfigured meetings earlier in the week of the trades council and Glasgow city council. To the ruling order, it appeared that the once pacific and cowed working classes were sensing their power and flexing their muscles. Any crowd, any hint of disorder and volatility in a world beyond the reach of pulpit and police, was beginning to look worrying. In the years before the First World War the ruling classes would have plenty of reasons for fearing the crowd and linking it to football.

VI

In 1900 a Bournemouth minister wrote: ‘The professional footballer is a monstrosity. God did not design a life to be spent in kicking a leather ball about. It was a perversion of God’s meaning of life.’ 13 He had certainly not designed the human skull for regular heading of a soaking-wet leather ball – for it has subsequently been revealed that many football players would have received considerable if low-level brain damage from the practice. Medical matters aside, the minister was not a lone voice. Football in Edwardian Britain continued to attract the opprobrium of a small fringe of cultural observers. Those close to the scouting movement, founded in 1908, and in the business of creating a fit, healthy and disciplined imperial master race, poured their scorn on the hunch-shouldered, fag-smoking masses that merely watched rather than participated. The trade union and Cooperative movements were mainly indifferent to the sport though there was an undercurrent of Marxist thought in the labour movement that equated football mania with a definite lack of cutting-edge class-consciousness. The temperance movement, many of whose members were drawn from the ranks of labour, frowned upon the drinking that inevitably accompanied football matches, before, during and after: ‘Football is a fascination of the devil and a twin sister of the drink system.’14 The same school of thought was equally disapproving of the gambling that the game attracted. This stony-faced radicalism made common cause with a strain of Edwardian conservatism that launched attacks on the whole panoply of emergent popular mass culture, decrying the music hall, the saloon, the penny dreadful and the Football League all in the same breath.

Yet despite this spectrum of censoriousness ranging from militant imperialists and conservative elites to alarmed teetotallers and frustrated socialists, football was the recipient of increasingly public royal patronage. The Prince of Wales had been invited to become the patron of the FA in 1892 and had accepted. In 1901 the FA postponed all Cup replays for one month as a slightly eccentric mark of respect following Queen Victoria’s death. The newly crowned Edward VII replied by retaining his position at the FA, and every monarch has followed suit ever since. More than merely a name on the FA’s headed notepaper, George V, who was no particular fan of the sport, became the first reigning monarch to attend a game, watching England vs. Scotland in 1912. Football, like the British working classes, had become just too big to ignore. An intelligent monarch in an era of populism and creeping democratization would be well advised to develop a demotic sheen to his rule. Thus on the recommendation of his confidants George V also attended the inaugural Royal Variety Performance in 1912, tying the House of Windsor to the other great wing of working-class culture, the music hall. This strategy of uncontentious populism peaked when the King attended his first Cup Final in 1914, seeing Burnley dispatch Liverpool at the Crystal Palace.

Football in Britain had thus become more than an innocent pastime; it had become a social phenomenon of such size and centrality that it had begun to accurately reflect, perhaps even shape, the dominant economic, political and cultural contours of Edwardian Britain in its late imperial pomp. British football, like the British economy, had become the leading power not because of its technical sophistication but simply by being first. Both survived on a diet of low and restricted wages, small clannish companies and clubs, and low levels of investment yielding low levels of profit. Politically, the relationship of football associations to professional leagues reflected the broader class compromise of the aristocracy with the new commercial classes of the urban north; while culturally and demographically the game reflected the unmistakable imprint of the working classes whose sheer size rather than the radicalism or ingenuity of their politics ensured that they would have to be included in some way in national politics and sport.

However, direct political manipulation or even indirect exploitation of the game was rare. Swindon Town and England player Harold Fleming actively supported the Unionist candidate Colonel Caley in the 1910 election. T. Gibson Poole, the chairman of Middlesbrough FC, also ran as a Unionist candidate in the town in the 1910 general election. He persuaded members of the team to speak on his behalf at campaign meetings. Poole also tried to bribe Sunderland players to throw the local derby. He lost the election, his scam was uncovered and the FA banned him from football for life. In this the FA was reflecting a distaste for politics among the footballing press and public. The Green’Un for that year began an article with the words, ‘Faint not dear reader, for I have no intention of talking politics at this time of day’, while the Swindon Evening Advertiser was relieved to take its readers ‘from the heat of the political atmosphere into the more exhilarating and congenial air of a cup tie’.15

Football was certainly an accurate barometer of Britain’s relationship with the rest of the world. The immensity of Britain’s formal and informal empire, its enormous merchant and royal navies, its engineers, bankers, teachers and travellers, had helped spread the game all over the world. In the decade before the First World War British clubs were touring extensively in Europe and North and South America. The superiority and sophistication of English and Scottish professional football was apparent to all. British amateur football was pretty good too and the British national team won gold at both the 1908 and 1912 Olympic football tournaments. Indeed, the home nations considered themselves so advanced and so superior that they looked at the rest of the world with a certain degree of disdain. Thus when in 1904 the first international football organization – The Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) – was created, it was founded by Continental Europeans in Paris, without any British involvement.

If Britain’s tepid relationship with Continental Europe was typified by its cautious dealings with FIFA, so the underlying conflicts and tensions of Edwardian Britain were also illuminated by football. Three forces in particular were shaking the seemingly stable edifice of British politics: Irish nationalism; the new women’s movement; and the seemingly unstoppable rise of organized labour. In Ireland football had become closely enmeshed with the nationalist struggle. The formation of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) had politicized the whole realm of sports in the 1880s and to most Irish nationalists association football was clearly part of the British imperial universe. As a consequence football was concentrated in the north of the country and, within the north, among the Protestant community. However, the dividing lines of religion and sport had not yet become hard and fast, and in 1892 Belfast Celtic was formed.16 The team was clearly modelled on its Glaswegian namesake and thus while it was never officially or unofficially a club for nationalists or Catholics alone it soon acquired that reputation. The team entered the Irish League in 1896 – 97 and its presence immediately ignited trouble; Celtic player Terry Devlin was attacked by the crowd when they played staunchly Unionist Linfield, while police had to separate fans later in the season in the game against Glentoran.

Outside the stadium, the Irish Question became more vexed and more intractable. The dependence of the Liberal government in Westminster on the votes of Irish nationalists forced them to concede the possibility once again of home rule. This is turn created the most vicious reaction from Protestants in the north who spent the years before the First World War arming themselves, and preparing if necessary to create their own independent state. As the home rule debate reached new heights of intensity in 1912, a game between Linfield and Belfast Celtic had to be abandoned after there was persistent gunfire from the stands.

While the Irish issue challenged the geographic reach of the British state, the emergent struggle for women’s rights and women’s suffrage challenged the legitimacy of its ridiculously narrow franchise. In England the game was taken up by public-school and university-educated women – the same cross-class alliance that formed the core of the new suffragette movement. On 23 March 1895 Nettie Honeyball, later secretary of the British Ladies Football Association, and Lady Florence Dixie, youngest daughter of the Marquess of Queensbury, organized the first recorded women’s game in England at Crouch End Athletic Club in London. The game was played between a team from the south and a team from the north. Further games followed in a small tour of the country culminating in a game at Newcastle attended by 8,000 people. The response of the male establishment, like their political counterparts, was first to ignore the phenomenon, then to try and claim it was in some sense deleterious to health, and, when that failed to convince anyone, to deploy draconian forms of exclusion. For the FA it all ended in 1902 with a sharply toned note to members informing them that they were not to play with women’s teams or support them.

Finally the politics of organized labour could not be kept out of football. The first decade of the twentieth century saw successive attempts by the courts and the state to control, weaken and divert the growing power of trade unions and the nascent labour movement that they were in the business of creating. But whatever obstacles that might be thrown down in their way, the working classes of Britain were demographically growing and finally getting politically organized. A similar tale could be told of football’s labouring classes – the professional players. The first attempt to create a players’ union took place in 1893 but proved short-lived. A second attempt in 1897 – 98 created the AFU but its weakness within the profession and its isolation from the rest of the labour movement meant that a refusal of recognition by the sport’s governing bodies scuppered it. Almost a decade later the landscape had changed. The 1906 Trades Dispute Act had made union organization and strike action easier, while the music-hall performers’ strike of 1907 over contractual restrictions suggested that previously unorganized but skilled workers in the entertainment industry could, under the right circumstances, win a labour dispute. The AFPU was formed in December 1907 at the Imperial Hotel in Manchester, chaired by Welsh international winger Billy Meredith and led by Manchester United centre-half Charlie Roberts. It has been suggested that Roberts’s England career (only three caps) was sharply curtailed for his temerity in taking on such a role. Although there were many points of disagreement between players and their employers, the most vicious conflicts took place over, first, the right of players to take their cases of complaint to the formal court system rather than having them dealt with in-house; and, second, the right of the union to affiliate to the wider trade-union movement and thereby gain access to the power, status and financial reserves of the rest of the organized working class. The FA and the clubs strenuously opposed this and were prepared to take the union – which threatened strike action – right to the brink. Indeed all the League clubs prepared lists of amateur footballers that they were prepared to use as strikebreakers. But it was the players that capitulated. Like the wider British labour movement, militancy was not its strong suit. With the organization financially crippled by a number of unsuccessful court cases fought over the retain-and-transfer system and its membership decimated by the First World War, the players’ union struggled on, but its weakness condemned British professionals to a small maximum wage and highly restrictive contracts for almost another half century.

VII

The torrent of political protest that was threatening to break the consensus and compromises of liberal Edwardian England was stilled if not eradicated by the advent of the First World War. As the Germans crossed into Belgium en route to France, the often understated nationalism that lay at the core of British sport was suddenly revealed. The aristocratic sportsmen of Edwardian Britain appeared to relish the prospect of a ‘good game’ with the Germans, believing that they would polish them off quickly. But if sport’s call to the colours exposed a deep vein of nationalism it was equally instructive in revealing the depths of class division within British society. The Rugby Football Union took its cue from the Evening Standard, who ran the headline ‘Duty before Sport’, and abandoned its playing programme for the duration of the war. The cricket season was almost over but cricket’s credentials were assured by actions like that of Yorkshire’s captain A. W. White who left the field during a game with Lancashire to join his territorial regiment.17

The Football Association and Football League shared the general consensus that the war would be over by Christmas. Given that football provided a perfect distraction and recreation on the home front, they argued, why close it down now? That was not to say that football did not have a duty to perform. In close collaboration with the War Office the footballing authorities agreed to allow the use of their stadiums and other facilities for drill practice and military storage. Many benefit games were played to raise money for war charities of one kind or another. Most importantly of all, the football clubs agreed to act as recruiting sergeants in the creation of Britain’s new mass volunteer army. This was no mean project for despite the authority and imperial might of the British state its actual capacity to intervene in or connect with working-class life, aside from strike-breaking and other forms of labour repression, was actually minimal. Football clubs and football games provided the perfect instrument for engaging with the young working-class men that the armed forces were desperate to turn into the necessary cannon fodder of the new industrialized war they had to fight. The Times claimed that over 100,000 men, led by professionals who took the King’s shilling on the pitch before a game, had signed up by November 1914. This meant that around half of the country’s whole recruiting drive had been achieved through football clubs. Two thousand players out of around 5,000 professionals had joined the armed forces and only 600 unmarried professionals had not enlisted.

But it was all to no avail. The most conservative and bellicose forces in British society were determined to close down working-class professional sport and demonstrate the greater power and moral authority of nation over class. F. N. Charrington, scion of the brewing family, was among the most extravagant in his dismay: ‘What an appalling contrast it is to the fact that three well-known international Belgian footballers have already given their lives for their country… The thickest flannel petticoats should now be provided for our footballers.’18 He was also prepared to do more than merely write letters; on 5 September 1914 he persuaded Fulham to allow him to speak to the crowd prior to the game on the subject of enlistment. Charrington quickly moved on from this topic to a full-blooded attack on football and its malingering players and fans. He had to be escorted from the ground. E. H. D. Sewell unfavourably compared rugby’s manly athleticism and gallant patriotism with degenerative soccer, a game now only fit for the basest elements of the lumpenproletariat: ‘the sooner the army as a whole takes up “rugger”… the better for Tommy. Let “soccer” remain the exercise of the munitions workers who suffer so much from varicose veins, weak knees, cod-eyed toes, fowl’s liver and a general dislike for a man’s duty.’19 It is instructive to note that hunting and field sports did not take the opportunity to engage in any wartime restraint, nor would anyone have asked them to consider doing so.

The war of course was not over by Christmas – it had hardly begun. The declining reputation of the game took a further blow in spring 1915 when relegation-threatened Manchester United beat middle-of-the-table Liverpool 2 – 0 at Old Trafford. The match had been comprehensively fixed by a group of players from both sides. Their concern was not who went up or down a division for it was becoming clear that there would be no division at all the following season; rather it was the expectation of losing their livelihood that led them to organize a small betting coup. To ensure the 2 – 0 result that they had bet on, one player missed a penalty and a lot of balls flew into the stands. Players on both sides visibly abused one of the Liverpool strikers who was not in on the coup and who had nearly scored when the game already stood at 2 – 0. By all accounts the ruse was perfectly obvious to most of the crowd and the scam was subsequently exposed, giving the conservative press another powerful tool with which to denounce the continuation of professional football.

If the Football League was struck at from one direction by the moral lash of hyperbolic patriots, it was struck from another by the raw facts of life in a war economy. As more and more men were called up, sent away and killed, so crowds steadily diminished; only Luton and Watford bucked the trend, but then they were both close to some of the major human marshalling yards where recruits were turned into soldiers. By early 1915 attendances were falling sharply, so income to clubs was in steep decline and the wages of the few professional players left had to be cut. The military requisitioning of the railway made journeys to away games increasingly difficult and the munitions industry was taking more and more people away with every week. The League limped on. Everton took the title. Sheffield United and Chelsea played out the last game of the season, the last game of the war: the FA Cup Final.

_____
 
24 April 1915
Sheffield United 3 Chelsea 0
Old Trafford, Manchester

If Orwell had it right, that ‘Serious sport has nothing to do with fair play… it is war minus the shooting’, then this is very serious sport indeed. Not because Sheffield United have won the FA Cup – Chelsea didn’t offer much real resistance – but because here we have almost everything you need for a good war. The Minister of War Lord Derby is in attendance, and the crowd is so densely populated with soldiers, snatching leave or soon to depart for France, that we know it as the Khaki Final. All that is needed is the shooting and that’s to come.

The cartoon urging football players to sign up for the slaughter reads, ‘The Greater Game: No doubt you can make money in this field my friend but there is only one field today where you can get honour.’ Mr Punch and the rest of the gang have been so good at persuading footballers and their followers to join the forces that the money game has had to stop. Crystal Palace, the usual venue for the Cup Final, is now in the hands of the Admiralty. There will be no more finals for a while.

In the single photo that survives of the day, taken from the players’ tunnel, a peaked cap in the foreground reminds us of the military presence. But beyond the figure is the field of money lost in a white blur, a fog of light and over-exposure. On the field of honour, in Ypres, on that very day, at that very moment, there is also an impenetrable blur as, for the first time, clouds of chlorine gas silently drift across the battlefield.

The Minister of War presents the Cup and speaks to his men: ‘You have played with one another and against one another for the Cup… play with one another for England now.’ Attendance was just under 50,000. A year from now, 60,000 just like them will be killed or injured on the first day of the Battle of the Somme. A whole terrace of mangled corpses, a double-decker stand of the seriously injured; the walking wounded fill another, the shell-shocked and the shattered invade the pitch. The Minister of War is still in the directors’ box, the brushed black silk of his top hat spattered with blood.

_____
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