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Abstract 

This submission for a PhD by publication consists of four sole-authored studies 

published between 2014 and 2019—a monograph, Publication (a), and three articles 

all published in peer-reviewed journals of international renown, Publications (b), (c) 

and (d). The publications are located in the discipline of sociology of sport and also 

draw on a wide range of disciplines—including journalism studies, gender studies, 

media and sports history—for theoretical and methodological support. 

Two related arguments run through the submission. The first is that football and 

the media in England have been increasingly functionally dependent since their 

modern inception in the late 19th Century. The resulting rivalries between media 

functionaries, and the organisations of which they were a part, led to intensifying 

competition and in turn the evolution of, and innovation within, football journalism. This 

underpins the second, which is that the result(s) of this socially constructed 

professional practice are discourses of social identity which both reflect and re-encode 

long-held norms and values within English society. 

Thus, this submission makes an original contribution in three key areas: It: 

(1) addresses gaps in disciplinary knowledge, in particular by providing a 

coherent, longitudinal history of English football media previously absent from 

research in the area; 

(2) shows how the practices of sports journalism are socially constructed; 

(3) unpacks the way in which the outcomes of such practice have led to the 

discursive strategies that (re)present and reinforce notions of national identity 

and gender in contemporary English society. 

Following a personal statement and introduction, the appraisal of research will 

be divided into three sections in which I will: (i) discuss the publications’ 
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methodological and theoretical underpinnings as well as researcher positionality, (ii) 

provide a summary of the research, and (iii) articulate the original contribution of the 

submission, outline limitations and contextualise the submission within my ongoing 

research in the area.  
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Personal statement 

In 1995 I graduated from Leeds University with a 2:1 BA (Hons) in Politics. Just 

as importantly, while studying there, I had become aware that football was a legitimate 

subject for academic study, having stumbled across a copy of British Football and 

Social Change: Getting into Europe (Williams and Wagg, 1991) in the university 

library. In particular I was inspired by the chapter on the media representations of 

successive England football managers written by Wagg (1991). When I saw an advert 

for a Master’s in the Sociology of Sport at Leicester University—my home city—in the 

back of the magazine When Saturday Comes it seemed fate was calling me. So, I 

studied at the Centre for Research into Sport and Society where I was taught by, 

among others, the late Professor Eric Dunning who is widely acknowledged to be the 

“founding father” of the Sociology of Sport (Waddington 2019) and in 1996 I was 

awarded a Masters’ degree. 

Subsequently, I worked as a journalist in print and online media at local and 

national level for more than 20 years. In 1997, I joined Sportinglife.com—my first 

journalism job—where we pioneered many digital journalism techniques now 

considered commonplace, such as live blogging. I later joined the now-defunct 

Ananova.com where I had editorial responsibility for coverage of events such as the 

2001 UK General Election and the 9/11 attacks later the same year. I have also worked 

for a range of newspapers including the sports desks of The Sunday Express and The 

Daily Star on Sunday and as the production editor of The Sunday Sun. I was the 

northern football correspondent for The Morning Star from 2012 to 2017 and I continue 

to write features for a range of publications including The New European, BBC History 

Magazine and Wisden Cricket Monthly. From 2011 until 2015, I worked as an 

Associate Lecturer at Sunderland University, teaching Journalism, and Sociology of 
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Sport. In 2012 I was appointed as a Senior Lecturer in Digital Journalism by Teesside 

University on a temporary, part-time contract. In 2015 I was employed by Northumbria 

University as a lecturer in Journalism. In 2018 I became a senior lecturer and 

programme leader for three programmes: Journalism, Media and Journalism, 

Journalism and English Literature. In that role I have developed a range of new 

modules, including Sport, Media and Society, and overseen significant curriculum 

change at all levels of the programmes. I have been the External Examiner for Sports 

Journalism programmes at Chester University and Gloucester University, and I am 

currently the External Examiner for Sports Journalism programmes at the University 

of South Wales. I sit on the editorial board of Ethical Space: The International Journal 

of Communication Ethics and I have been a member of the committee of the 

Association of Journalism Education. 

My Masters’ study introduced me to a range of research focused on sport and its 

representation in the media, as well as key theoretical traditions, research 

methodologies and contemporary debates in the sociology of sport. It also established 

my ongoing concerns with sports media’s role in identity formation, in particular 

through my research into the sensational and nationalist discourses employed by 

English tabloid newspapers during the Euro ’96 football tournament. The skills gained 

during my Masters’ degree were subsequently supplemented by a Postgraduate 

Certificate in Research Training, awarded by Newcastle University in 2013. This 

further equipped me with a range of epistemological knowledge, theoretical 

understanding and skills and aptitudes to undertake advanced research, particularly 

doctoral research, in the social sciences and humanities. 

Thus, my research, and teaching, is informed by significant, and ongoing, 

experience of working in sports media (and the media more broadly) while also being 
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underpinned by a strong academic foundation. Having a foot in both camps, I believe 

that it is vital for sports media researchers to work “actively to synthesize, translate, 

and mobilize their research outside the academy” (Glover, 2015: 3). While scholars 

may strive to ensure their research has value, they must also acknowledge that this 

process is not uni-directional. Consequently, I endeavour to not only draw upon the 

knowledge and insights of sports media practitioners to better inform my own research 

findings but also to engage sport media practitioners in critical reflection of their own 

professional experience and understanding.  
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Appraisal of research 

1. Introduction 

The extent to which sport influences all areas of contemporary English society 

would have been inconceivable even 50 years ago; it is now virtually unavoidable. 

However, when we talk about ‘sport’ more often-than-not we mean so-called ‘media 

sport’, that is any sport ‘not experienced in the space where it happens but represented 

through media’ (Bruce, 2013:126). Such is the omnipresence of media sport, it is an 

important part of identity formation on both individual and collective levels (Dunning, 

1999) and “shapes cultural values in most countries on the planet” (Trujillo, 2013: 69, 

italics in original). 

Arguably, football, which accounts for 43% of the £198bn turnover generated by 

competitive sport each year (Torrens, 2020), is the most popular sport of all (America’s 

NFL comes second with just 13%). In turn, the English Premier League (EPL) 

dominates football. The 2018/19 EPL season was watched by a cumulative global 

audience of 3.2bn across 188 of the world’s 193 countries1 (Premier League, 2019). 

This helped the EPL maintain its position as the world’s richest football league, valued 

at £5.44bn in 2017/18, a figure projected to rise to £5.94bn in 2019/20 (Deloitte, 2019), 

albeit a figure calculated before the onset of the global Covid-19 pandemic. The global 

popularity, and economic impact, of the English game, coupled with its importance in 

representing and re-encoding social norms means that it is important to account for 

the role of mediated football in society. 

The work in this PhD by Publication submission explores the historically 

synergistic and mutually dependent relationship between football and the media in 

England. As such, it has three central themes: (i) The development of football and the 

 
1 The only countries not to receive coverage were: Afghanistan, Cuba, Moldova, North Korea and Turkmenistan. 
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media in England has been mutually supportive since the in the late 19th Century; (ii) 

this has led to an intensification of rivalries between media organisations, which has 

led to an evolution of football journalism practice accordingly, and; (iii) football media 

discourse is thus a social and cultural construction in which societal norms are 

reflected. 

First, the development of modern football in England cannot be fully understood 

without also accounting for the concurrent development of the media, and the impact 

of that development on the sport. At the same time, it is important to understand the 

crucial role that football played in the development of the media as a commercial entity 

by providing ‘content’ that could be used to sell media hardware (for example, but not 

limited to, newspapers, radios and televisions).  

Second, as football became more functionally important for media organisations, 

so the resulting competition within and between those organisations led football 

journalists (and sports journalists more broadly) to be increasingly innovative. It is 

through negotiation of these challenges and by embracing new technologies that 

journalists evolved their professional practice and established new ways of working. 

Third, football media is a site in which traditional notions of identity, specifically 

focused on femininity, national identity, and race, are deeply ingrained within English 

newspaper coverage of football, and sport more broadly. Journalists continue to utilize 

‘established-outsider’ narratives that: (i) cling to outdated monocultural notions of 

English national identity with no acknowledgement of the country’s ethnic diversity, 

and (ii) utilize images and narratives of women which reproduce and legitimize the 

gendered hierarchy. 

This collection of one sole-authored monograph and three peer-reviewed journal 

articles makes an original contribution to knowledge by mapping a detailed socio-
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historical study of the trends supporting and promoting the aforementioned 

developments since the late 19th Century with a specific focus on the ‘state of play’ in 

the early 21st Century, thus establishing groundwork on which other scholars have 

subsequently built. The studies apply a multi-methods approach and the researcher’s 

own positionality as a former sports journalist also informs this work. 

2. Conceptual and methodological approach 

Within this section, I position the theoretical and conceptual framework of the research, 

the decision-making process in designing the research and articulate my positionality 

as a researcher within this study. 

2.1. Theoretical Underpinning and Conceptual Framework 

As Birrell (2000, p. 62) argues, “Theory is never perfect, never complete, never 

proven. Instead, theory provides us with a starting point for our understanding, but it 

begs to be expanded, contradicted, refined, replaced.” Thus, my theoretical framework 

has evolved and developed during the research undertaken for this submission. 

Having studied at the Leicester school, when I began the research for this 

submission, I was influenced by Elias’ concept of figurational, or process, sociology, 

which is most famously exemplified in his magnum opus The Civilizing Process (Elias 

2000). In particular, I believe it is important to situate our understanding of 

contemporary phenomena in a long-term historical perspective. Elias (1978; 2000) 

argued that the structure and dynamics of social life can only be adequately 

understood if people are conceptualised not as social systems or structures, but as 

interdependent figurations, which are when the “behaviour of many separate people 

intermeshes to form interwoven structures” (1978, 132). In turn, the dynamics of 

figurations are dependent on shared social habitus, in other words the personality 

make-up that constitutes the collective basis of individual human conduct. 
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Per Elias, social life has an inherently processual character. He conceptualised 

space and time to be inextricably interwoven, and thus used a historical perspective 

to allow for cross-cultural comparisons which elucidate the causal relationships 

between historical and contemporary phenomena. Elias argued that figurations were 

not ‘static’ and thus sought to understand their processual character (for example, 

instead of thinking of ‘bureaucracy’ or ‘modernity’, he would think in terms of concepts 

such as ‘bureaucratization’ and ‘modernization’). Although it can be difficult to label 

the appropriate concept (for example, in this submission it might be the rather clumsy 

“mediatization” of football) it is useful to conceptualize the process underlying the 

subject one is studying. As such, we can only properly understand groups of 

interdependent people—figurations—as both existing over time and being in a 

constant process of flux. 

The notion of power is central to an understanding for these interdependency 

ties. Power is a characteristic of all human relationships. It is not, however, a property 

or substance owned by any one individual (Elias 1978: 74). A degree of power, no 

matter how small, will always be invested in everyone involved in a specific 

relationship. It is thus fitting to talk in terms of power balances. The balance of power 

may be skewed in favour of one party, but it is, however, never static nor permanent 

but in a continual state of flux, 

Elias and Scotson’s (1994) ‘established-outsider model’, further helps explain 

these dynamic power relationships by exploring the ways in which dominant groups 

(re)construct “understandings of self that posit them as having superior human value” 

and in so doing implicitly articulate the characteristics of the outsider groups (Engh, 

Agergaard, and Maguire 2013, 783). This position of dominance is constructed and 

reinforced by the established group’s social cohesion and through acts of exclusion, 
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for example by setting norms of behaviour and also the forms of shame and stigma 

which are directed at various ‘outsider’ groups (Duemmler 2015). However, as Elias 

and Scotson argue, it is important to understand that established and outsider groups 

are mutually interdependent and in constant state of flux and transformation. Thus, 

established-outsider relations should not be seen as static, but instead as “discursive 

power struggles, with room for interpretation, negotiation” (van Campenhout and van 

Houtum 2021:1931). From a media-sociological perspective, it is important not only to 

see figurations as constantly changing patterns of interaction between people, but also 

to understand that technologies and other objects are enmeshed within them and thus 

they “are typically articulated through practices of communication that take place 

across a variety of media” (Hepp 2022, section 4 para. 7). 

Thus, figurational sociology provided a useful conceptual tool for my initial 

research, by (i) allowing for the exploration of the long-term processes of change and 

interdependencies within the socio-historical development of the football media in 

England, and (ii) helping to shed light on how established and outsider groups are 

(re)presented and/or ‘othered’ within English football media in accordance with related 

power dynamics. 

Following the completion of Publication (a) and after I gained my first full-time job 

in academia, my research developed as I began to explore the discourse of identities 

in the football media in more detail. In so doing, I began to be guided by other 

approaches in this field to conceptualise national character and gender identity (in 

particular femininity) with greater specificity than that provided by Elias’ established-

outsider model. 

Concepts of national identity differ, Guibernau, for example, defines the nation 

as “a human group conscious of forming a community, sharing a common culture 
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attached to a clearly demarcated territory, having a common past and a common 

project for the future and claiming the fight to rule itself” (Guibernau, 1996: 45). 

However, others, such as Bilig argue that nations are not ‘objective communities’ in 

the sense that they are not constructed around clear 'objective criteria' (1995: 26). 

Thus, a nation need not necessarily possess a territorial boundary (for example, 

Kurdistan encompasses parts of Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey), nor a shared language, 

nor common religion. Anderson takes a similarly subjective view, arguing that nations 

are imagined because even people living in the smallest will never meet or know the 

majority of the rest of the population in that nation “yet in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion” (2006:6). This submission takes a non-dichotomous 

approach, instead focusing on how the notion of a shared national culture is a key tool 

used to construct (an imagined) national identity, embedding it in habitus codes, which 

is common ground within ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ conceptualizations of national 

identity. In this regard, Guibernau (2007) outlined five strategies that are employed to 

construct and disseminate a definitive national identity, viz: (1) the image of the nation 

is defined and represented by the dominant ethnic group; (2) the nation’s culture is 

reinforced through the foregrounding of a shared history and the use of national 

symbols and rituals; (3) a clearly defined set of civic rights and duties establish who is 

accepted as a citizen and who is not; (4) a nation’s identity (us) is reaffirmed through 

the creation of common enemies (them); (5) the media and other systems are utilized 

to disseminate the above. Thus, her work provides a useful theoretical model for 

further understanding and analysing the mediatised (re)presentation(s) of English 

national identity in football media discourse. 

Relations between men and women are, arguably the most fundamental within 

any given society, however more often than not they are characterised by imbalanced 
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power relations between these two groups: men are the ‘established’ and women the 

‘outsiders’. To understand these power dynamics, we need to interrogate expected 

norms and characteristics of both men and women and identify which are afforded 

social value. Connell’s neo-Gramscian concept of gender relations (1987; 2000; 2002; 

2005; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) provided a model for understanding and 

analysing (re)presentation(s) of gender, in particular femininity. Connell argues that 

the power dynamics that exist within society create a patriarchal gender hierarchy in 

which a range of masculinities and femininities operate, but which is dominated by 

‘hegemonic masculinity’. This dominant form of masculinity not only “claims and 

sustains a leading position in social life” (2005: 77) in relation to subordinate 

masculinities, but also in relation to ‘emphasised femininity’, which is viewed more 

favourably than other femininities in the gender order (Connell and Messerschmidt, 

2005). Connell used the term ‘emphasised femininity’ as opposed to ‘hegemonic 

femininity’ because, she argued, in a patriarchal society no femininity can be 

hegemonic as all femininities are compliant with, and dominated by, masculinity. The 

practices which reinforce hegemonic masculinity and emphasised femininity as the 

most idealised form of femininity, thus resulting in the subordination of women—a form 

of established-outsider interaction—can be seen in the sports media (Fink, 2015) and 

several sports media scholars have drawn on the work of Connell to examine 

sportswomen’s representations in sports media (e.g. Hellborg and Hedenborg, 2015; 

Petty and Pope, 2019). Connell’s approach is, therefore, useful for making sense of 

(re)presentation(s) of both women athletes and women non-athletes in the sports 

media as not only is the media a male-dominated industry, so is the sports industry. 
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2.2 Researcher positionality 

I am mindful that as Scharp and Thomas argue “we are a part of our research 

regardless of our attempts to control the environment or appear unbiased. […] Thus, 

we cannot help but bring our own experiences into the research process, at least 

partially,” (2019: 152). As such, “a researcher must be able to self-reflect on biases, 

social background, location and assumptions in order to ‘maximise’ objectivity” 

(Hesse-Biber and Griffin, 2015: 7). Consequently, before I discuss methodology, I 

describe my own positionality. I am an early-career scholar, with training primarily in 

the social sciences, namely sociology. Prior to this I worked as a news and sports 

journalist in English print and online media at both local and national level for nearly 

20 years. I consider this pre-academic professional experience to be an important tool 

that strengthened the research process in two ways. Firstly, it enabled me to relate to 

interview participants though our shared experiences, thus establishing trust and 

informing my conversations with them. Secondly, it gave me nuanced insight into 

journalism practice which informed my analysis of the data set. As a researcher, I 

subscribe to the social constructionist/interpretivist paradigm, one of the 

epistemological assumptions of which is that “[…] there are multiple realities that can 

be articulated based on the values, standpoints, and positions of the author” (Daly, 

2007, p. 33). Thus, I acknowledge that the research findings are only one possible 

interpretation based on my standpoint as an educated, white, middle-class, 

heterosexual man of British heritage—the social group which has historically been 

most dominant on sports desks in English media organisations (Bradshaw and 

Minogue 2020). 
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2.3 Methodological approach 

Media scholars argue that researchers in the field should use the most 

appropriate approaches within their research as well as embracing methodological 

pluralism (Dominick and Wimmer, 2003). As such, my submission evidences a multi-

methods approach which employed tried-and-tested methods—comparative-historical 

analysis, semi-structured interviews, and discourse analysis—on new material. As 

Elias argued, it is important for sociologists to avoid a “retreat into the present” (1987: 

223), as contemporary societies do not exist on a stand-alone basis—their existence 

is affected in significant ways by the larger processes of history of which they are part. 

Failure to acknowledge this may lead scholars to believe that society is unchanging 

and/or to wrongly believe that modern phenomena are rooted in history. Thus, 

comparative-historical analysis is a useful analytical tool for understanding the 

present, as it is not only sensitive to the historical processes within which the society 

being analysed is located, but it is also able to examine the changes occurring over 

time. The empirical data for Publication (a) was generated in part through the analysis 

of secondary sources (e.g. newspapers, magazines, [auto-]biographies, websites, 

television programmes), a methodology that is “routine for historical social scientists 

comparing macro entities that span the medium or the long run” (Ermakoff 2019: 588).  

As Gill et al argue, historical studies which “employ multiple modes of data 

collection strengthen the dependability of their interpretation” (2018: 198). Thus, this 

analysis was supplement by a series of semi-structured interviews, using contacts built 

during my work as a professional journalist prior to moving into academia. These 

interviews provided an invaluable insight into the participants’ experiences and an 

understanding of the research topic from multiple perspectives other than my own 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012). A semi-structured approach, common in sport-journalism 



 

 11 

research that analyses professional culture (eg. Boyle, 2006; Rowe, 2004; Sugden & 

Tomlinson, 2010; McEnnis 2016), was used, creating a flexible framework that in turn 

facilitated conversational discussion and interaction between myself and each 

interviewee (Gratton and Jones, 2014; Bloomberg and Volpe, 2019). This enabled the 

collection of detailed and insightful data which provided illuminating practice-informed 

insights into the mediation of the football in England. Thus, the interviews enriched the 

research with first-hand insight of the development of English football media; the 

evolution of sports journalism practice within that country; the motivations behind the 

discourses articulated within said media; and the impact of those discourses, in 

particular on communities traditionally marginalised within the football media. 

Textual analysis is one of the most commonly employed methods of interrogating 

sport media texts (Millington and Wilson, 2016). Utilising it in Publications (b), (c) and 

(d), enabled me to drill down and add nuance to an area I was unable to focus on in 

as much detail in Publication (a), namely how narratives constructed within newspaper 

coverage of sport reinforced dominant cultural norms. The analysis was qualitative 

dominant, informed by thematic analysis of the content of English print newspapers, 

with some complimentary quantitative data collection embedded. Using a qualitative 

approach facilitated the investigation of the complex relationships between sports 

media, and identity (specifically, femininity and national identity), through 

understanding how these identities are articulated within the English press. It also 

facilitated a longitudinal comparison with previous media analysis of such narratives 

constructed within English newspapers’ sports coverage (see section 3 for detail). 

Combining this qualitative approach with quantitative analysis in Publications (c) and 

(d), enabled more robust inferences to be made about the representation of both 

female athletes, and female non-athletes in the coverage of men’s sport by facilitating 
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an understanding of how much coverage female athletes received compared to their 

male counterparts and which discourses of female non-athletes where most prolific. 

3. Summary of the research 

There are a range of valuable studies in the field of sports sociology which 

acknowledge, to some extent, the need to understand the historical relationship 

between sport and media (e.g.: Whannel, 1992; Boyle & Haynes, 2004, 2009; 

Sandvoss, 2004; Boyle, 2006; Goldlust, 2018). Some sports journalism textbooks also 

touch on the history of sports media to offer broad foundational context (e.g.: Steen, 

2014; Lambert, 2018; Bradshaw & Minogue, 2019). However, none explore the 

evolution of football through this relationship, nor do they fully unpack this double-bind 

figuration. Similarly, football, and sports historians who touch on football, tend to either 

ignore the importance of the media to the growth of the game or keep this crucial 

relationship at the periphery of their analysis (e.g. Mason, 1981; Holt, 1990; Taylor, 

2013; Walvin, 2014). This submission, in particular Publication (a), teases out the 

longitudinal development and trends in English football media thereby both 

synthesizing what was previously a disjointed history and highlighting the lengthening 

chains of interdependence between football organizations on the one hand and media 

organizations on the other, which have been either routinely overlooked or taken for 

granted in previous analysis. At the same time, it elucidates the impact of the resulting 

increase in rivalry between competing media organizations on developments on 

journalism practice. 

Building on this foundation and drawing upon the ‘established-outsider’ approach 

of Elias and Scotson (1994) as well as the work of Guibernau (2007), the submission 

shows how understandings of English national identity were defined and protected 

within football media coverage, often in contradistinction to (damaging) 
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representations of other national identities. Drawing on the theoretical work of Connell 

(1987, 2000, 2002), the submission also elucidates the positioning of women 

footballers as ‘outsiders’ within coverage of ‘established’ football media discourses 

and the trivialising of women in coverage of the men’s game both of which serve to 

reinforce the normative connection between masculinity and football and thus the 

primacy of the men’s game. 

Now follows a summary of the three main arguments made within this 

submission. 

3.1 Increasing functional interdependency between football and the media 

As demonstrated in Publication (a), the figuration comprised by football 

organizations has been interdependent with a figuration comprising competing 

commercial media organizations from the earliest years of the modern game. As 

outlined in Chapter 1, the newspapers of the latter half of the 19th Century played a 

foundational role in the birth of the modern game. At that time in English society, 

newspapers were a key channel utilized by people, and the social groups of which 

they were a part, to build support for their ideas and interests. It was in the newspaper’s 

letters pages that the case for a national set of rules unifying the disparate versions of 

the game was articulated. It was also within those pages that debate about what those 

rules should be, which led to the split between (association) football and Rugby 

(football), was conducted. Further, many of the game’s early administrators were also 

journalists, who used their platform in the Press to help reinforce the game’s emerging 

hierarchy and defend the then-controversial shift from amateurism to professionalism. 

On the other hand, competitive tensions within the expanding media figuration 

underpinned the increased exposure given both to football by the print media, 

demonstrating that the sport, and its representation, was becoming increasingly 
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important to more social groups. In particular, this led to a proliferation of so-called 

‘football specials’ (football-focused Saturday editions of newspapers), as discussed in 

Chapter 2. Due to the double bind in which they were locked, football administrators 

were compelled to adopt an increasingly structured approach to the organisation of 

the sport thereby meeting the requirements for the developing media industry (for 

example, by standardising kick-off times to meet the print deadlines of the new football 

specials). 

Over the course of the next century and a half, the media figuration grew denser. 

Cinema newsreels (discussed in Chapter 3), non-commercial and commercial radio 

stations (as discussed in Chapter 4), terrestrial television stations (as discussed in 

Chapters 6 and 9), satellite broadcasters (as discussed in Chapter 9), and internet and 

social media companies (as discussed in Chapter 14) all led to a spiraling process of 

competition for readers, listeners and viewers. At the same time, these new media 

technologies helped change and grow the audience for football by increasing the 

spatial dimensions and temporal boundaries in which the sport could be experienced 

by those unable to attend matches ‘live’. So, the functional bonds between media and 

football organizations tightened, as evidenced by the increasing sophistication and 

size of contracts for the rights to broadcast football (first obtained by newsreel 

companies in the 1920s, as discussed in Chapter 3) and then replicated since the 

1980s with figuration of competing television companies), as discussed in Chapter 9. 

However, this was not a uni-directional process and at times, the chains of 

interdependency shortened. For example, the advent of television was initially 

perceived as a potential threat by some football administrators concerned that live 

broadcasts could lead to a decline in matchday attendance, as discussed in Chapter 

6. Thus, while some matches, such as the FA Cup final, England internationals and 
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some clubs’ European fixtures, were broadcast the Football League would not consent 

to regular live coverage until the 1980s. By that time, football was beset by hooliganism 

and disaster and was no longer perceived by television companies as an audience 

builder. It would not be until the launch of the Premier League in 1992 and an increase 

in the competitiveness within the media figuration due to the emergence of Sky Sports 

that the double bind between the football and media figurations began to strengthen 

again, accelerating technological developments in the production, distribution and 

consumption which in turn levels of functional interdependency between football and 

media organizations, as discussed in Chapter 9. 

3.2 Professionalization of football journalism practice 

Charting the historical development of the English football media also allows for 

a better understanding of football (and sports) journalism practice. In particular, it 

demonstrates the manner in which football journalists have always operated on the 

boundary between established and emergent media technologies and thus how their 

practice is subject to continuous threats from emerging technologies. It is by 

negotiating those threats and embracing new technologies were appropriate that 

football journalists establish new and legitimised ways of working. 

As discussed above, Publication (a) demonstrates how the expansion of the 

media led to the lengthening and intensification of competitive interdependencies 

between media organizations and a spiralling process of rivalry between these 

organisations. The resulting increase in competitive pressure led journalists and 

editors to innovate as they sought to sustain and/or increase the market presence of 

the organizations for which they worked. This in turn led to changes in their 

professional practice and the type and style of content produced. As outlined in 

Chapter 2 of Publication (a) sports reporting itself is a specialism developed within the 



 

 16 

newspaper industry as a direct response to the perception of football as a key 

circulation builder. Football journalists were among the first in their profession to fully 

embrace new technologies such the telegraph and the telephone due to the need to 

operate at speed to ensure match reports and results were produced ahead rival 

publications.  

As the game developed, so the language used in match reports—the keystone 

around which coverage was built—evolved to become more focused and streamlined. 

Similarly, as discussed in Chapter 7, different types of match reports were developed 

to meet the needs and rhythms of the different types of media, such as the Sunday 

and weekday Press and ‘live’ radio. Narrative patterns and different ways to tell the 

‘story’ of a game, were also developed, such as those utilized by newsreel companies, 

the structure of which can still be seen in evidence of highlights packages today, as 

outlined in Chapter 3.  

Publication (a) also interrogates how journalists negotiated the challenge from 

fan groups. Traditionally a marginalized voice in coverage of the game, fans sought to 

redress this power imbalance by establishing their own media, namely fanzines, as a 

platform to have their say. Chapter 8 demonstrates how this content was eventually 

co-opted into the mainstream media with fanzine writers being employed in 

mainstream media organizations, and through the creation of new fan-focused 

publications such as FourFourTwo and loaded, and fan-focused television 

programming, as discussed in Chapter 12. The final chapter of Publication (a) 

assesses the way in which journalists have adapted to digital media, which has 

created greater pressure for football-related news to be produced at speed. It has also 

led to further evolution in match report content and techniques and football as well as 
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to football journalists embracing social media, in particular Twitter, thus changing their 

relationships with not only players but also fans. 

3.3 Established and outsider discourses 

Publication (a) is what might be referred to as an “industrial-cultural history” 

(Walker 2022: 10). Given my background in professional sports journalism, I had 

initially intended to write a strictly industrial history. However, as my research 

progressed, it became apparent that given that football’s “valued characteristics tell us 

something fundamental about the cultures in which it is performed” (Giulianotti 2004: 

xii), the media’s coverage of the sport makes it a compelling site for socialization, 

cultural negotiation and value formation, in particular around national identity, race and 

gender, and increasingly also sexuality and dis/ability. Thus, I became conscious that 

such a study would not be complete if it only delineated the development of the football 

media and its impact on the sport (and vice versa) from a technological and structural 

perspective and did not also interrogate the cultural discourse constructed within the 

English football media ecosphere and the impact thereof. While recognizing the need 

to provide a long-term, processual perspective on the power relations as articulated in 

the English football media, as I do in Publication (a), I was able to add greater nuance 

to the analysis by drilling down in these areas, as I do in Publications (b), (c) and (d), 

to reveal some characteristics of power dynamics in contemporary English football 

media. I also felt that it was important to explore these themes in the context of other 

sports (namely tennis) to enhance understanding of how pervasive these narratives 

are within sports media generally and whether or not the (re)presentation, or 

otherwise, of marginalised voices in the football media was ‘unique’. 

What this submission found was a palpable antagonism towards the ‘outsider’ 

within football media discourse. This outsider status was typically conferred on women 
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and non-English nationals, which is perhaps unsurprising given sports journalists in 

England have primarily been white, middle-class, heterosexual man of British heritage 

(Bradshaw and Minogue 2020). As evidenced in Chapter 2 of Publication (a), as early 

as 1893, just five years after the formation of the Football League, English national 

identity was articulated in opposition to Scottish players, who were labelled as 

‘foreigners’. As the game grew and international competition became more prevalent, 

such narratives were extended to the (re)presentations of other, non-British nations. 

Chapter 4 demonstrates how in the 1930s newsreel commentators employed 

xenophobic language to delegitimise players from other countries, and how that 

technique was still being employed nearly 80 years later during coverage of the 2012 

UEFA Men’s European Football Championships by television commentators. Such 

narratives were employed in other media, such as the children’s cartoon Roy of the 

Rovers, as discussed in Chapter 11, and particularly the tabloid Press, which from the 

immediate post-War years onwards increasingly cast the England men’s football team 

as a metaphor for the country, as discussed in Chapter 7. In so doing they employed 

‘us’ and ‘them’ narratives and framed foreigners in highly derogatory ways. 

Publication (b) builds on this analysis by exploring the articulation of Englishness 

specifically in the context of the English tabloid Press’ coverage of the 2016 UEFA 

Men’s European Football Championships (Euro 2016) which took place against the 

backdrop of the so-called Brexit referendum and thus during a time of intense social 

and political antagonism during which what it meant to be English (and British—the 

two are often conflated) was hotly contested. As such, Publication (b) found that the 

newspapers employed long-established discursive strategies similar to those 

discussed both in Publication (a) and the research of other authors (for example, but 

not limited to, Garland and Rowe, 1999; Maguire and Poulton, 1999; Maguire et al, 
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1999, Garland, 2004; Vincent, et al 2010; Vincent and Harris, 2014; Kennedy 2014), 

for example: an idealised history of the dominant ethnic past; overtly militaristic 

language; ‘Us’ and ‘them’ narratives, and; outdated monocultural notions of English 

national identity which failed to acknowledge the country’s ethnic diversity. However, 

it was noticeable that, this was done with less confidence than at other tournaments, 

such as in the coverage of the 1996 UEFA Men’s European Football Championships, 

as: (i) the meaning of symbols once considered to be positive articulations of English 

national identity had become uncertain, with some suggesting they were now 

racialized articulations of an insular English national identity, and (ii) a narrative of 

national decline, which has been identified in previous research on the subject, 

became heightened due to the wider socio-economic and political uncertainty created 

by the referendum result. 

The submission also interrogates the (re)presentation of sportswomen and 

women in the coverage of the men’s game, also traditionally marginalised groups 

within English football media. Chapter 13 of Publication (a) elucidates the othering of 

women footballers in a variety of ways. For many years women’s football was all but 

ignored by the English media and what little coverage there was disparaging and 

derogatory. Further, coverage damagingly masculinised female players (while 

damagingly feminising their male counterparts who were considered not to have 

conformed to norms of gendered behaviour), while criticism and exclusionary 

behaviour was also directed towards pioneering female journalists working within the 

industry. It is in Chapter 12 of Publication (a) that I begin to: (i) problematize the 

(re)presentation of female non-athletes in the discursive space constructed around the 

male game, and (ii) articulate some of the ideas around the narrative (re)presentations 
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of female non-athletes, namely the partners of male players, which I went on to explore 

in greater detail in Publications (c) and (d). 

By analysing the media coverage of tennis, one of the few sports in which there 

is relative equality between male and female competitors2, Publication (c) provides a 

useful point of comparison with the analysis of coverage of women’s footballers in 

Chapters 13 of Publication (a) and representation of women in the discursive space 

around the men’s game as outlined in Chapters 12 of Publication (a), and Publication 

(d). The research, which interrogates the discursive space built around the 2016 

Wimbledon Championships, found that despite the ‘face value’ equality between 

men’s and women’s tennis, reportage of the game is replete with long-standing 

gendered narratives and thus, the (re)presentations of femininity articulated in 

contemporary media coverage of football is not restricted to coverage of that sport but 

is indicative of narratives found in the wider sports media. Not only does Publication 

(c) build on the work of Publication (a) as outlined above, but it lays further foundations 

for the work in Publication (d) as it is in this article that I begin to loosely sketch out the 

classifications that I coalesce in a structured typology in Publication (d). 

With its exploration of the (re)presentation of female non-athletes, in particular 

the wives and girlfriends of players (colloquially known as WAGs), in discourses in 

English newspaper coverage of the 2016 UEFA European Football Championships, 

Publication (d) adds greater depth to the work undertaken in both Chapter 12 of 

Publication (a) and Publication (c) on the coverage of women in the coverage of men’s 

sport. Through the creation of a typology of the (re)presentations of emphasised 

femininity in the context of narrative space built around the men’s game, it found that 

 
2 Male and female Grand Slam tournaments are held concurrently, prize money is equal, and female tennis 
players tend to gain a greater share of the overall coverage (when compared to their male counterparts) than 
other female athletes. 
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(re)presentations of female non-athletes in the coverage of men’s football, remains 

highly resistant to change and continues to demonstrate entrenched gender ideologies 

and dominant representations of femininity with women given subordinate, decorative 

and highly sexualised roles. This study has shown that during Euro 2016, the 

discursive strategy employed by the English popular Press repeatedly utilised images 

and narratives of women, be they players’ partners, fans, or models, which conformed 

to the subordinate characteristics of Connell’s notion of emphasised femininity. 

4. Conclusion: original contribution to the field and ongoing work 

This research makes several significant contributions to the academic fields of 

sport studies and media studies, namely sociology of sport, sport communication, 

sports history and media history, which are outlined below. I will also discuss the 

limitations of the submission before contextualising this submission in my developing 

and ongoing body of work. 

4.1 Original contribution to the field 

Using figurational sociology as a guiding concept, the main contribution of this 

submission is to demonstrate that since the late 18th Century—the formative years of 

both modern football and the modern media—the interdependencies between the 

figuration comprised of English football organisations and the figuration comprised by 

competing commercial media organisations in England have expanded and 

intensified, thereby making the two entities more-or-less functionally interdependent. 

Thus, this submission demonstrates, in ways not previously done at such length or in 

such coherent fashion, how the development of modern football in England cannot be 

fully understood without also accounting for the concurrent development of the media 

and the impact of that development on the sport. At the same time, it elucidates the 

crucial role played by football in the development of the media as a commercial entity 
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by demonstrating how as football was increasingly perceived as an audience builder, 

so the scale, and form, of coverage of the sport became more functionally important 

for media organisations and practitioners. As these functionaries sought to sustain 

and/or enhance the market position of the organisation(s) for which they worked, so 

new media technologies were adopted at or near the time of their launch facilitating 

the evolution and specialization of football journalism practice. By demonstrating that 

these trends are longitudinal, the submission reinforces the centrality of the 

relationship between the two figurations, thus showing that these phenomena should 

not be taken for granted in the present. By mapping out the field in this way, Publication 

(a) established the groundwork on which other scholars in a range of disciplines 

including the sociology of sport,3 sports history4, and sports journalism5, have 

subsequently built. 

The second contribution of this submission is to add to our understanding of the 

power and social dynamics at play in the representation of ‘outsider’ groups within 

‘established’ English football media discourses. Firstly, the submission contributes to 

our understanding of discourses of national identity by identifying and unpacking the 

characteristics of the social construction of English national identity within the English 

football media. By building on previous research in this field (Garland and Rowe, 1999; 

Maguire and Poulton, 1999; Maguire et al, 1999, Garland, 2004; Vincent, et al 2010; 

Vincent and Harris, 2014; Kennedy 2014) and, to an extent, mirroring its methodology, 

this submission not only identifies and unpacks the characteristics of the social 

 
3 Redhead, S. (2015); Cashmore, E. & Dixon, K. (2016); Taylor, G. and Thomass, B. (2017); Millar, S. et al (eds) (2021) 
4 Defrates, L. (2018); Jackson, A. (2019); Dixon (2020) 
5 Bradshaw, T. and Minogue, D. (2019); Duncan, S. (2020), McEnnis, S. (2021); Randles (2021a), Randles (2021b). Publication 
(a) is also a core text on the Sports Journalism BA (Hons) course at Chester University, the Sports Journalism BA (Hons) course 
at Gloucester University, the Football Journalism BA (Hons) course at Derby University, UCFB’s BA (Hons) Multimedia Sports 
Journalism programme and the Sports Development BA (Hons) course at Teesside University.  
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construction of English national identity ‘in the now’ but also facilitates a longitudinal 

comparison, thus charting it the fluid nature. 

In so doing it demonstrates how our understanding of English national identity is 

predicated on the discursive construction of established-outsider relations in which 

‘outsider’ groups, in this case non-English national identities, are frequently subjected 

to negative media portrayals. The submission also demonstrates that in coverage 

of Euro 2016 although English journalists constructed images of their own country’s 

national identity and that of other nations, through a variety of ‘tried-and-tested’ 

nationalist discursive strategies which had been employed at previous tournaments to 

unify national sentiment for the imagined English community, these strategies were 

employed with less confidence than in the past, signifying the country’s uncertain 

national identity and international standing in light of the Brexit vote. 

Secondly, the submission contributes new understandings of how the media treat 

female athletes by showing that despite the development of women’s football, 

‘established’ discourses continued to position women footballers as ‘outsiders’. The 

submission also demonstrates that these entrenched gender ideologies are found in 

other sports. By interrogating the coverage of tennis, one of the few sports in which 

there is relative equality between male and female competitors, within the English 

Press, the submission demonstrates that the gendered (re)presentations of femininity 

articulated in contemporary media coverage of football is not restricted to coverage of 

that sport but is indicative of narratives found in the wider sports media. Thus, this 

research not only enhanced our understanding of the contemporary themes prevalent 

in the representation of women playing football (a sport traditionally considered to be 

‘male’) but also contributes new understandings of how the media treats women in 

sports considered to be gender equal. 
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The submission also contributes to the limited body of existent literature 

exploring English Press (re)presentation(s) of female non-athletes in the coverage of 

football, namely the partners of male players (Harris, 1999; Clayton & Harris, 2004, 

Vincent et al, 2011; Bullen, 2014) and female fans (Rubin, 2009; Toffoletti, 2017). In 

particular, this submission makes a unique contribution through the construction of a 

typology of the discursive gendered archetypes employed by the English tabloid Press 

in their representations of female non-athletes in coverage of the men’s game. Again, 

through the research into tennis, the submission found these archetypes were not 

unique to football. Thus, the submission makes an important contribution into research 

of (re)presentation(s) of femininity (and masculinity) in the English football media, by 

(i) serving as an important reminder that while there may be some signs of more 

equitable coverage (both quantitatively and qualitatively) in the coverage of female 

athletes, gendered stereotypes are still employed, especially in the (re)presentation(s) 

of female non-athletes in the discursive space created around the male game. 

4.2 Limitations 

While this research addresses some of the shortcomings in academia 

surrounding media, football, and the studies of national identity and gender, and 

despite measures being taken to increase the trustworthiness, credibility, rigor, and 

validity of this research, several limitations still need to be considered regarding the 

present study. Firstly, although the research developed to include an exploration of 

the (re)presentations of identity, there was, however, limited examination of audience 

reception of this discourse. Thus, there are opportunities for further research to 

understand the audience reception of the coverage of national and gender identity in 

the English football (and wider sports) media and whether the audiences’ 

interpretations reflect the findings within this research.  
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Secondly, as discussed previously, my position as sole researcher (and former 

journalist) has undoubtedly affected the objectivity of the current study. My knowledge 

of sports media has made me aware of many of the issues that exist in the profession 

and has shaped how the research was approached and conducted, which brings 

inherent biases. At the same time this knowledge, plus my connections in the 

profession, were a strength, as I have been able to use my established capital in the 

fields to increase my access and use it to build trust and rapport with participants. By 

being aware of my positionality I have been able to limit the subjectivity of the analysis 

through embracing a reflexive approach throughout the research process. 

4.3 Ongoing work 

The publications put forward for consideration in this PhD submission have 

provided the foundation for a broader and ongoing body of work. This reflects not only 

a developing interest in unpacking and contextualizing the role that mediated sport 

plays in the formation and contestation of social identity discourses in contemporary 

English sports media, but also a desire to affect change within the sport media 

practice. Since 2017, I have produced other publications that have significantly 

contributed to the shaping of academic and professional discourse around the 

(re)presentation(s) of identities and other ethical concerns facing contemporary sports 

media practitioners, but which lie beyond the scope of this PhD submission.6 These 

are underpinned by the organisation of a series of networking events which have 

provided a platform for the mutual exchange of knowledge and insights between 

 
6 These are: (i) my authorship of a 2nd edition of Publication (a) (2017); (ii) my editorship of Women in Sport: The Media Ethics, 
a special edition of Ethical Space: The International Journal of Communication Ethics (2019); (iii) my authorship of an entry 
entitled Women, Men and Elite Sport in The International Encyclopaedia of Gender, Media, and Communication (Ross, et al, 
2020); (iv) my authorship of an entry interrogating media representations of football hooliganism in The Routledge Handbook of 
Sports Journalism (Steen, et al, 2020); (v) my editorship of Reporting Sports in the Digital Age: Ethical and Practical 
Considerations in a Changing Media Landscape (2021), an 11-chapter edited collection which was the first output of Routledge’s 
Journalism Insights series, for which I also contributed the introduction and conclusion; my sole authorship of a second 
monograph: Everybody Wants to Rule the World: Britain, Sport and the 1980s (forthcoming 2023). 
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scholars from a range of disciplines (including, but not limited to, sociology, cultural 

studies, leisure studies, and journalism studies) and media and sport practitioners and 

stakeholders. They have been facilitated by a British Sociological Association Early 

Career Forum Regional Event Grant (value £1,000) awarded in 2017, a Leisure 

Studies Association Research and Enterprise Development Fund grant (value £1,550) 

awarded in 2019, and an Arts and Humanities Research Council Research Networking 

Scheme grant (value £24,974) awarded in 2022. By working in collaboration with 

organisations representing minority groups in the sports media, such as the Black 

Collective of Media in Sport, Sports Media LGBT+, Women in Football, and The Ability 

Group in Sport, these events have sought to address and reduce inequalities within 

sports media. Therefore, my research continues to build on the work undertaken within 

this submission, by producing inter-disciplinary scholarship informed by reciprocal 

relationships built between cross-disciplinary sports media scholars and sports media 

practitioners.  
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Preface

It’s Easter Monday, 2012, and there are 17 
minutes left of Newcastle United’s match with 
Bolton at St James’ Park. What had until that 
point been a fairly dull, goalless affair sparks 
into life when the Magpies’ young French star 
Hatem Ben Arfa receives the ball deep in his 
own half. Fifteen scintillating seconds later he’s 
scored and the home side are on their way to 
three points. While the Toon Army celebrates 
one of the goals of the season, a wave of 
panic washes through the Press box as those 
tasked with writing about the game, myself 
included, aren’t quite sure what they’d just 
seen. Had Ben Arfa received the ball from 
Tim Krul or Yohan Cabaye? Was he in the 
centre circle or closer to his own goal when 
he started his run? How many tackles had 
he ridden? Which Bolton player could have 
(perhaps should have) brought him down 
and taken a yellow for the team? We had to 
wait for the answers. What had caused this 
panic? Well, due to a power shortage, the TV 
monitors in the Press box weren’t working. 
Horror of horrors there were no replays. And 
there you have it: the media prism through 
which we experience football has become so 
omnipotent we almost can’t consume football 
without it – even newspaper football writers 
are reliant on replays.

The media dominates our lives. Sport 
dominates the media. Football dominates 
the sports media. Think about it: if we’re 
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not watching football on TV from the comfort of our sofa or with 
our mates in the pub then we’re listening to it on the radio; or we’re 
talking about it on the radio; or we’re reading about it in newspapers, 
comics and magazines; or we’re blogging about it; or we’re gambling 
on it; or we’re collecting football stickers; or we’re tweeting about it; 
or we’re watching people who write about football talk about what 
other people who write about football have written about football. 

By comparison it’s rare we actually watch the sport live. Even those 
who do make their way to a ground every Saturday at 3pm (or 12.45pm, 
or 5.20pm) will most likely then seek an interpretation of what they’ve 
seen from experts in the media. Almost everyone’s experiences of the 
teams they don’t support will also be gained vicariously through the 
media. Such is the power of the media’s coverage of football that in 
1990 an Italian operatic aria reached number 2 in the UK singles 
charts simply because it had been used by the BBC as their signature 
tune for that summer’s World Cup. The same tournament provided 
New Order with their only UK number 1. The 1966 World Cup final 
is still the country’s most watched TV programme. In the regional 
newspaper industry, which some feel is in slow, terminal decline, 
football is one of the few areas of content almost guaranteed to 
provide a huge hike in sales. The Liverpool Echo was up 46% the 
day after Liverpool lifted the Champions League in 2005 while sales 
of the city’s Daily Post doubled. Incidentally on the same day The 
Times sold an extra 70,000 copies. Coincidence? I don’t think so. 

Without the media our perception of football would be totally 
different. One of the key moments of the reinvention of the game 
was Paul Gascoigne’s tears in the World Cup semi-final in 1990. 
Yet it wasn’t the tears themselves but the coverage of them, both 
live on the night and subsequently through endless reproduction, 
that was the real catalyst. Few in the stadium would have realised 
he was crying, fewer still would have realised the cathartic affect 
his emotional implosion would have on English football. It was an 
image that represented a human-interest story that enabled the game, 
through the media, to draw in new fans and which subsequently 
became embedded in the game’s cultural heritage. It’s easy to forget 
that Stuart Pearce cried too.

Yet popular histories of the game tend to overlook the huge 
importance of the media, not just since the 1990s but from its earliest 
days when it became the sport we could call modern football. There 
might be a small section here or a chapter there but no sense that the 
pair have always been inextricably linked. Likewise, popular histories 
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of the media tend to overlook the importance of football despite the 
fact the media has always recognised its value as compelling content 
that could be used to increase its own popularity, as well as providing 
a consistent spur for technological innovation. Read Andrew Marr’s 
otherwise excellent history of the Press, My Trade, and you’ll find 
just one mention of sport – when he declares his disinterest in it – and 
no mention of football at all. He is not alone. 

Then there’s academia’s approach to the subject (or lack thereof). 
Just before his death in 2012, Nick Trujillo, a professor in sport, 
culture and the media at California State University wrote that when 
he started researching sport in the mid-1980s other academics would 
ask him why he was studying something so “frivolous” and when he 
would be returning to “serious” work. He would respond sarcastically 
by asking them what could be more important than sport before 
pointing out that it is a multi-billion dollar business which shapes 
our culture. He would then ask them why they weren’t studying it. 

True he was talking about sport but which is the biggest sport 
of the lot? Actually, scratch that, which is the biggest business of 
the lot? As Sergio Cragnotti, the former Lazio chief, has said: “You 
tell me another product that is bought off the shelf by three billion 
consumers. Not even Coca-Cola comes close.” Media companies use 
football to sell their technology – who can forget The Special One 
rolling around pretending to be James Bond for Samsung? BT are now 
using live Premier League football as a loss-leader to get people to 
sign up for their broadband service. ESPN, News Corp, Time Warner, 
Yahoo and Google have all looked at the English Premier League and 
considered bidding for the rights to drive customers to their services.

In many ways the history of football media is the history of the 
media. While the Press helped popularise football, football helped 
make newspapers a mass-market product. Newsreels brought moving 
footage of the game to the masses and radio brought live coverage 
into their homes; football was a key selling point of both. Today, if 
you listen to most regional radio stations on a Saturday or Sunday 
afternoon you’ll still find their schedules dominated by commentary 
of the local football team’s game. The UK has two talk radio stations, 
one devoted entirely to sport, the other a mix of news and sport. 
Football dominates both. In the weeks following the 9/11 attacks, 
Radio Five Live interrupted a breaking news story about a possible 
plane hijack for live coverage of a Press conference with England 
captain David Beckham ahead of a crucial World Cup qualifier with 
Greece. Now, you might think that demonstrates slightly skewed 
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news values from whoever was making the editorial decisions on 
the day (and I might be inclined to agree with you) but ask yourself 
this: when was the last time a football match was interrupted for a 
breaking news story?

And what of television? In the 1950s it cemented football’s place 
as the nation’s favourite sport while the game boosted TV set sales. 
In the early 1990s with football’s reputation in the gutter and Rupert 
Murdoch’s News Corporation on the brink of collapse, English football 
and the media came together once more to support each other in the 
quest for global domination. Without the money generated through 
Sky’s coverage of the Premier League, it is highly unlikely that 
Murdoch would have come to dominate the British media in quite 
the manner that he has. So here’s another question for you: would 
the Leveson Inquiry have happened if the Premier League had stuck 
with ITV way back in 1992?

Along the way the media has helped turn football events into 
national events. It has even underpinned our obsession with celebrity 
and if you want to understand the switch from analogue to digital 
broadcasting, there is no better example than the football media. 
Beyond all that, the football media has played a crucial role in 
shaping key aspects of English culture including notions of patriotism 
and the stereotyping of other nationalities. It has reinforced class 
divisions as well as the definition of masculinity and the related 
marginalisation of women and tacit homophobia. Yet despite all this 
we don’t fully appreciate the importance of the relationship between 
these two cultural behemoths. Modern football and the modern 
media are locked together. Born at around the same time, they grew 
up together, got married young, grew old, renewed their vows and 
got rich. Sure there have been ups and downs but they’re in it for 
the long haul; there will be no divorce, it would be too complicated, 
too messy and besides I doubt they could live without each other.  
This is the story of that life-long love affair.
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In the Beginning 
There Was Fote-ball

According to George Bernard Shaw no 
Englishman can open his mouth without 
making another Englishman despise him. A bit 
harsh if you ask me, but if he’d said Sepp 
Blatter can’t open his mouth without making 
an Englishman despise him, I’d probably say 
he had a point. It was certainly the case when 
Blatter took to the stage in Bejing to open the 
Third China International Football Expo in 
2004. Back then the FIFA president said that the 
sport’s world governing body agreed with the 
Chinese claim that football originated in their 
country. Cue outrage back in Blighty. I dare 
say Blatter knew exactly what reaction he’d 
get, but was he right? Well I hate to break 
it to you (if you’re English that is) but there 
is significant written evidence in Chinese 
military manuals and other literature dating 
back to Tsin Dynasty from around 255-206BC 
referring to a football-like game called Tsu 
Chu (literal translation: kick ball). Designed 
to train soldiers, the aim of Tsu Chu was to 
kick about a ball made of leather and filled 
with feathers and score before the other team 
could dispossess you. There were even people 
in charge (let’s call them referees) whose job 
it was to stop the players handling the ball. 
It wasn’t modern football – the rules of that 
emphatically did originate in England in 
1863 – but all the fundamentals were there 
and perhaps it’s not surprising. One of the 

1
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reasons that football is so popular is its simplicity; get some mates 
together, get something that rolls easily and won’t break your foot 
when you kick it and you can play football. It’s not exactly rocket 
science, so is it really a big surprise that there is evidence of kicking 
ball games all over the world before the FA was formed in 1863?1

The Chinese weren’t just ahead of the game on the pitch, they also 
created the first regular news publication Jing Bao (or Peking Gazette) 
in the 8th century BC. There’s some debate as to whether this was 
a newspaper per se as it was a Government bulletin produced for 
the military, but it was certainly a precursor to modern news print 
being published almost daily until 1912 and it was one of the first 
publications to make use of moveable type for printing (from 1638). 

In England, the news industry has its roots in the informal exchange 
of information: gossip and rumour or, to put it simply, people’s innate 
need to be nosey. In fact if there’s one aspect of the media, football 
or any other kind, which remains virtually unchanged, it’s this. 
So closely linked are ‘news’, ‘rumour’ and ‘gossip’, Hans-Joachim 
Neubauer in his book The Rumour: A Cultural History suggests 
the trio are siblings that all still regularly appear in various forms 
of media. An alternative version of history steeped in rumour runs 
beside the established ‘facts’ in most areas of news whether it’s the 
assassination of JFK or The Damned Utd – David Peace’s take on 
Brian Clough’s fateful 44 days as manager at Elland Road. A fiction 
based on truth – faction perhaps – the original text had to be changed 
following a legal challenge from ex-Leeds United player Johnny Giles. 
In short, the desire to pry into and share gossip about the private lives 
of others is as strong now as it’s ever been. Just ask Ryan Giggs or 
anyone else ensnared in the murky world of super-injunctions and 
paparazzi stalking.

William Caxton introduced the first printing press to England in 
1476 and produced mainly religious or literary works that were not 
widely available. For centuries the elite classes were able to communicate 
through proclamations, treaties, charters and manuscripts but all the 
uneducated lower classes had was rumour and gossip and, without 
the ability to read, for them it was spoken. Like any new technology 
printing was a double-edged sword. It had huge potential to be a 
democratising force but this was offset by equally huge potential 
to be used for repressive purposes. Almost immediately it became a 

1 The Mesoamericans had developed a whole range of sophisticated ball games, some of 
which involved kicking, as early as 1,400BC.
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cultural battleground as would, in centuries to come, newspapers, 
radio, TV, the internet and social media. It wasn’t just a question of 
ownership of the communication technology but also what was being 
produced and who had access to it. Like the internet, the printed 
word was the preserve of those who could afford and understand 
it, a group that grew over time, but it also increased the quantity and 
flow of information. Thanks to the printing press, Martin Luther’s 
95 Theses spread across Germany in a matter of weeks and Europe 
in a couple of months, bringing the Reformation in its wake and 
undermining the authority of the Catholic Church. Henry VII, who 
seized the crown from Richard III in 1485, recognised the power of the 
printed word and its potential to threaten or support the established 
order. With this in mind he began to print proclamations and use a 
network of town criers to spread the official word orally to create 
authority among the illiterate population. Having read the relevant 
decree, the criers, or bellmen as they were also known, would then 
nail it to the door of a local inn giving rise to the saying, “posting a 
notice” – the forerunner of the postal service.

Such was the revolutionary potential of Caxton’s printing press it 
was initially confined to Westminster Abbey but by 1500 there were 
five printers in London, a number that had grown to 33 by 1523. The 
Stationers’ Company was established in 1557 in an attempt to allow 
the growing industry to police itself without the direct involvement 
of the Crown. News publications in this period were, according to 
newspaper historian Harold Herd, “mostly a rough blend of fact, 
conjecture and transparent sensationalism”. You could argue that not 
much has changed. As the years passed, the company’s powers grew 
more draconian with at least one man, William Carter, a Catholic, 
being hanged, drawn and quartered for printing “Lewde pamphlettes”.

However, the collapse of the Star Chamber and the machinery of 
censorship in 1640 in the run up to the Civil War, coupled with new, 
cheaper printing technology and a relatively high level of literacy (as 
much as 80% in cities and a minimum of 30% across the country) 
saw an explosion in the printing of pamphlets. While just 22 were 
published in 1640, more than 1,000 were printed in each of the 
following four years and nearly 2,000 in 1642 alone. The British 
Museum’s Thomason collection of publications lists 22,000 new titles 
over the following two decades. Pamphlets were the new media of the 
day. Their authors were not journalists passing on news, instead they 
traded in opinion written in a vernacular style so it could be easily 
read aloud. They responded to each other’s arguments in splenetic 
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fashion through works entitled A Witty Answer or A Vindication to 
a Foolish Pamphlet. They were history’s first bloggers, producing a 
cheap product and selling it for next to nothing on street corners or 
distributing it for free among their friends. They in turn would pass 
the pamphlets on, creating a complex and organic social network 
of information exchange – the 17th-century version of hitting the 
Facebook ‘like’ button or retweeting on Twitter.

The Reformation saw a return to some sort of regulation of 
the print industry but the country had caught the media bug. The 
Crown and the Government realised that suppressing newsprint 
was not the answer and decided to institutionalise it instead. Roger 
L’Estrange, a splendidly named former spy, was put in charge and he 
produced two weekly publications – the News and the Intelligencer – 
but when the court of Charles II moved from plague-ridden London to 
Oxford the Oxford Gazette was published, much to his disgust. The 
first paper to use columns in its design, it was renamed the London 
Gazette in 1666 when the King and his entourage returned to the 
capital. Although all other papers were banned under the Licensing 
Act of 1662, it demonstrated that the Government recognised an 
obligation to supply the population with regular news. The act was 
abolished in 1694 and England’s first regular daily newspaper the 
Daily Courant, which had a circulation of 800, began publication 
on March 11th 17022. It was founded by Elizabeth Mallet who set 
up shop above the White Hart Inn on Fleet Street, the thoroughfare 
from London’s financial district to the city’s centre of Government. 
Mallet pretended to be a man so she would be taken seriously in a 
male-dominated world and was one of the first journalists to claim 
impartiality, arguing that her readers would have “sense enough to 
make reflections for themselves”.

By the 1720s there were 12 newspapers in London alone and 24 
provincial papers. Controls remained but they were more subtle 
and some were self-imposed under the belief that a moderate Press 
would be dealt with more even-handedly than a radical Press. The 
Stamp Act of 1712 saw pamphlets taxed at two shillings per sheet per 
edition and newspapers at a penny per full sheet plus a shilling for 
each advert. Owners responded by upping the cover price but dailies 
were forced into a long-term hiatus as they became economically 
unviable. Weekly papers on the other hand survived although they 

2 Rupert Murdoch would be born on the same day 229 years later. Make of that what 
you will.
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often relied on political sponsorship for financial security that became 
increasingly formalised over time. Certain papers would get official 
subsidies of free post while loyal editors and reporters would gain 
inside information and favourable pensions. Again, you could argue 
that not much has changed.

The papers of the 18th century were unordered, chaotic affairs 
dominated by political opinion and rumour. Stories were sorted in 
a haphazard fashion if they were sorted at all, often being placed 
in the paper as and when they came into the office. The country’s 
poor communications infrastructure meant it was hard to quickly 
check facts and there was no professional group equivalent to 
modern-day sub-editors responsible for doing so, which in turn led 
to widespread distrust among readers. Daniel Du Foo, better known 
as Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe, was one of the few 
who realised that the industry’s future success would be based on 
an ethical commitment to the truth and he regularly criticised his 
rivals for their lies, although he also criticised readers for repeatedly 
buying newspapers they knew to contain errors and lies. Defoe was 
also one of the first who believed that it was important to go out of 
the office, witness events himself and report on them. However, the 
punitively high taxes on paper and advertising in the first half of the 
19th century ensured newspapers were costly to buy and few people 
could afford them, meaning the industry did not yet provide rich 
pickings for the budding entrepreneur.

Given that they would become such long-term bedfellows, it’s 
perhaps unsurprising that there were so many similarities between 
pre-modern football and the early media. Both were male-dominated, 
both were highly localised with similar but markedly different 
versions developing around the country before they were eventually 
homogenised, and while the late 19th century did mark a point when 
both became recognisably modern it was far from a sudden shift for 
either. More than all that however, both were key areas in the fight 
for control over the delicately balanced society of the day and were 
deemed to require strict control and limitation. Until the late 1800s 
when an increasingly urbanised population became easier to police, 
the rowdiness associated with football was of constant concern to 
those in control. This was borne out in early media which more 
often than not focused on the dangerous and physical nature of the 
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game whether through matter-of-fact records of death and injury, the 
many, many legal documents accompanying attempts to suppress the 
pastime, or more informal yet influential condemnations of the game. 

The first record of a ball game in Britain appears in the ninth- 
century work Historia Brittonum and is attributed to the Welsh 
monk Nennius. It talks of a group of boys “playing at ball” (pilae 
ludus). Some 200 years later William Fitzstephen wrote a description 
of 12th-century London, included as the preface of his biography of 
his employer Thomas à Becket. There is a more detailed account of 
an early ball game played as part of Shrove Tuesday celebrations. 
Fitzstephen wrote that “after dinner all the youth of the City goes 
out into the fields for the famous game of ball”. He noted that the 
“scholars of each school” and the “workers of each trade” had their 
own balls and that the “elders, the fathers, and the men of wealth 
come on horseback to view the contests of their juniors and there 
seems to be aroused in these elders a stirring of natural heat by 
viewing so much”. 

Here then was a sport played by young men in rudimentary teams 
that aroused the passions of its spectators. Football was an essential 
part of such religious festivals and it was on days like these that some 
of the worst incidents took place as part of a violent last hurrah before 
the austerity measures of Lent took place. Allowing the populace the 
chance to let off steam in this fashion, on the understanding that the 
status quo would return the following day, also served the purpose of 
relieving tension. However, such games weren’t merely spontaneous 
and chaotic outbursts, but were part of England’s complex social 
fabric with diverse rules and customs across the country. 

The year 1280 brought the first recorded death from football 
at Ulgham in Northumberland where Henry, son of William de 
Ellington was killed after he accidentally ran into an opposing player’s 
dagger. While Henry’s demise is obviously tragic the report was more 
significant for being the first to refer specifically to a kicking game. 
This now some 1,400 years after the Chinese first wrote of ‘kick 
ball’. Many other fatalities were recorded and in 1303 one brought 
another notable ‘first’ when an Oxford student found the body of 
his brother who was thought to have been killed by Irish students, 
while “playing the ball on the High Street” – the first mention of the 
sport in connection with universities. Numerous less serious injuries 
were also recorded, such as that of John Hendyman in 1425 who 
wrote how he “broke his left leg playing with other companions at 
football”. I’m sure whoever tackled him ‘wasn’t that sort of player’.
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The first ban on the game came in 1314 when Edward II prohibited 
it being played on the streets of London before he headed up North 
to have a pop at the Scots. Significantly his decree was also the first 
record of a game called football (albeit in French, the language used 
by England’s upper classes at the time). It didn’t work and in 1331 
football was banned again and then again in 1365 as it was deemed 
to be interfering with more ‘useful’ pursuits such as archery, the 
same reason given for yet another ban issued in 1388. The decree 
of 1365 also banned “handball” which suggests that already basic 
rules differentiating games were evolving. Football was nothing if not 
resilient and further prohibitions were issued in 1410, 1414, 1477 and 
1496 and on into the reign of Henry VIII, one of whose decrees was 
only repealed in 1845. It was one of those Royal proclamations from 
Henry IV in 1409 banning the levying of money on the game that first 
used the English word “fote-ball”. Royal records also provide the first 
record of football boots, which belonged to execution-happy Henry 
VIII. An audit of his Great Wardrobe from 1526 makes reference to 
a pair of ankle-high, strong leather boots designed for football by 
the Royal shoemaker Cornelius Johnson.

From the 16th century condemnation became more common, 
partly at least because of the increase in availability of print but 
also because of the emergence of the Puritanical movement. While 
government was concerned with controlling levels of violence within 
the game in a bid to prevent civil unrest, the game was also targeted 
as part of a campaign against any sport or form of recreation from 
taking place on the Sabbath or other Holy days. Puritans like Sir 
Thomas Elliot and the Bishop of Rochester complained about the 
“beastly furie and exstreme violence” of the “evil game” while 
in 1583 Phillip Stubbes made a virulent attack on the “devilish 
pastime” in his pamphlet The Anatomie of Abuses. “Any exercise 
which withdraweth us from godliness,” he wrote, “either upon the 
Saboth or any other day, is wicked and to be forbidden.” He went on 
to decry football’s violent nature, complaining that it “encourages 
envy and hatred, sometimes fighting, murder and a great loss of 
blood” while also railing at “drunkennesse, whoredome, gluttony, 
and other filthie sodomiticall exercises”. Doing nothing to quell 
the accusation that Puritans are killjoys, Stubbes even attacked the 
custom of collecting garlands for Maypoles claiming that of the 
young women that went into the woods to pick flowers, scarcely 
a third returned “undefiled”. I doubt he would have had Geordie 
Shore on series record.
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That wasn’t to say that there wasn’t some support for the game. 
Richard Mulcaster, who was headmaster at both Merchant Taylors’ 
and St Paul’s Schools, was a strong advocate of the game’s positive 
educational value suggesting that it provided both social and physical 
benefits. Differentiating it from ‘armeball’ or ‘hand ball’, he wrote 
in 1581 of “footeball”, a game in which players were members of 
“parties” (small teams), had “standings” (positions), were coached by 
a “trayning maister” (manager) and which was overseen by a “judge 
of the parties” (referee). Mulcaster’s positive view of football, which 
foreshadowed 19th-century muscular Christianity, didn’t catch on at 
the time but he wasn’t the only author in the period writing about 
complex, rule-bound versions of the game. Richard Carew’s Survey 
of Cornwall, written in 1603, gives a detailed description of a game 
involving teams which were evenly matched with each player pairing 
off against a member of the opposition. They then attempted to block 
their run towards “goales” created by planting two stakes in the 
ground “eight or ten foote asunder”, with specialist players assigned 
to guard them. There was also a keen “observation of many lawes”, 
one of which was a rudimentary offside rule: “that he must deal no 
Fore-ball, viz. he may not throw it to any of his mates, standinge 
nearer the goale than himselfe”.

Another early study of football was provided by Francis Willughby’s 
Book of Games, a fascinating insight into mid-17th-century English 
pastimes. Willughby, who was a member of the Royal Society and 
considered his book to be a scientific survey, died aged 36 in 1672. 
His manuscript is unfinished, but his work on football was the first 
to specifically mention a pitch (of which he provided a diagram). He 
talks of scoring and elaborates on Mulcaster’s suggestion that some 
players had specific tactical positions, noting that teams leave their 
“best players to guard the goal”. He also repeated Carew’s observation 
that teams were carefully selected: “the players being equally divided 
according to their strength and nimbleness”. 

This early football media is crucial to a proper understanding 
of the game’s development. That teams were divided on the basis 
of ability demonstrates a highly developed concept of play, which 
when coupled with the use of albeit rudimentary tactics, rules and 
a loosely defined pitch, allows us to build a picture of a game far 
removed from the widely-held notion that folk football was a chaotic 
and spontaneous free-for-all.

Mulcaster might have been ahead of his time but folk football 
continued to be stigmatised and frowned upon. By the late-18th and 
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early-19th centuries the rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of 
society saw huge social upheaval. This precipitated the growth of an 
immigrant urban working-class dislocated from their rural roots and 
traditions and the recreational activities that went along with them. 
The tone of the writing on football mirrored this change. As early as 
1801 Joseph Strutt, a sports historian, noted that football “seems to 
have fallen in to disrepute and is but little practised”, while in 1842 
The Times noted that the poor of Liverpool had “been deprived of 
their games, their amusements and their mirth”. 

Both overstated the demise of football and failed to appreciate the 
vibrant nature of working-class life, but football and leisure were 
changing and by this time religious fears about the game had been 
overtaken by fears of its impact on another god, Mammon. Moves 
to regulate the game now had an economic focus; employers wanted 
a disciplined – and uninjured – workforce and businessmen wanted 
to protect their commercial property from hordes of young men 
rampaging through a town. Anti-football laws, such as the 1835 
Highways Act which banned the playing of football on public roads, 
were easier to enforce due to the creation of the police force and 
correspondents to newspapers regularly called for the Bobbies to take 
action against a variety of street games, while councils decreed that 
football be moved out of town and city centres. However, successive 
Enclosure Acts meant the geography of the surrounding countryside 
had changed dramatically in a short period of time and wide-open 
spaces were no longer available in such large number.

Industrialisation brought with it the twin processes of commercialisation 
and commodification and the gentry and growing middle-class 
began looking for leisure pursuits on which to spend their increasing 
amounts of spare time and money. Theatre attendance grew, with 
both low-brow genres such as burlesque, as well as the satirical, 
comic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan becoming popular. At the same 
time music hall homogenised a variety of entertainment traditions 
from semi-rural travelling fairs to the suburban pleasure gardens 
and saloon bar sing-a-longs. Goods such as tobacco, tea, coffee, 
sugar and chocolate progressed from being luxury items to mass 
commodities heralding the beginning of a consumer culture. Sport 
was increasingly commercialised too but it was a slow process. Before 
it became a commodity which was used to sell other products (such 
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as newspapers or football shirts) or to be sold to the media in its 
own right it was almost totally ignored in the newspapers due to the 
cost of the various levies and taxes they had to bear. However its 
huge popularity couldn’t be ignored and a fledgling sporting Press 
developed to reflect that. In the first instance this took the form of 
monthly journals catering almost solely for genteel interests such as 
prize-fighting, horse racing, athletics and field sports. While they didn’t 
create or manufacture sport these early publications did reflect its 
huge social importance, in turn creating a positive cultural feedback 
loop, which helped popularise and sustain spectator sport even more.

The Jockey Club was established in 1751 and published racing’s 
rules in its own official paper the Racing Calendar. Any race 
that didn’t make it into the paper was deemed to be unofficial, 
allowing the ruling body to exercise strict control over the sport. 
The Sporting Magazine,3 published between 1792 and 1870, was the 
first sports-specific monthly and under the initial editorship of John 
Wheble it covered anything that could be considered a sport from 
pedestrianism (that’s walking to you and me), bell ringing, squirrel 
hunting, dog fighting and duelling, to which it devoted a regular 
column. The paper also printed the highly literary work of Charles 
James Apperley under the pseudonym ‘Nimrod’. Prize fighting and 
the gambling that went along with it was the spur for several other 
titles to be created. Bell’s Life in London was first printed in 1822 
and while it was initially concerned with the gossip surrounding 
the capital’s fashionable set, it’s focus began to shift more and more 
on to sport and in particular news from ‘the ring’. Although it was 
more populist than The Sporting Magazine only gentlemen could 
write for it, which ensured it gained a reliable reputation making it 
an ideal stake-holder for the upper-class ‘fancy’ (the landed gentry 
who played and gambled because they had nothing else to do). At 
its peak as much as £10,000 in wagers on prize fights was passing 
through Bell’s Life each year. In 1859 the rival Penny Bell’s Life 
and Sporting News was launched although the original Bell’s Life 
successfully sought an injunction over the new paper’s name forcing 
it to become the Sporting Life. A raft of similar titles followed and 
by the early-1880s London was producing four sporting dailies all 
aimed at the man about town, and celebrating and promoting sport 
by holding stake money, providing judges, and producing guides, 

3 Or to give it its full title, The Sporting Magazine: A Monthly Calendar of the Trans-
actions of The Turf, The Chace and Every Other Diversion Interefting to the Man of 
Pleasure and Enterprise.
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annuals and score sheets. Bell’s Life couldn’t cope and closed in 1886.
While gambling had demonstrated the commercial potential of 

the sporting Press, the growing belief that sport had spiritual and 
health benefits led to the creation of another range of titles such as the 
Shooting Times and Horse and Hound focused on outdoor pursuits 
such as hunting and shooting. The Field4, aimed not at the man about 
town but the family out of it, led the way from its first issue in 1853. 
It dispatched a correspondent to the Crimean War who expressed 
the view that the British soldiers’ heroics were in no small part due 
to the field sports they engaged in at home. Eventually the magazine 
would incorporate ball sports, and it provided the trophy for the 
inaugural Wimbledon championships in 1868, as well as having a 
significant role in the codification of football. 

By the early 20th century there was considerable tension in The Field’s 
offices between its field sports staff who were critical of spectator 
and professional sports, and the non-field sports staff. Cricket was 
another sport that was taking on its modern form at this time and 
several rival specialist publications developed to cover it including, 
from 1849, Fred Lillywhite’s The Guide to Cricketers and John 
Wisden’s Cricketers’ Almanac, which has now been published every 
year since 1864. Again, crucially, the publications contained the rules 
of the game and were updated as and when they changed. Football, 
still un-codified with disparate variations across the country and no 
governing body, struggled for representation in this sporting Press, 
but it would be from the pages of the newspapers that the impetus 
for its modernisation would come.

By comparison to some other sports modern football is relatively 
young and you could be forgiven for thinking that when its birth 
arrived it was the result of a painless labour – the Cambridge Rules, 
the meeting at the Freemason’s Tavern, the formation of the FA. 
Sorted, global domination here we come. However, it was a much 
longer and far more complex process starting in the 1840s when 
rules were first written down at Rugby School and ending only in 
1877 when the Football Association finally gained total control over 

4 Not wishing to be outdone by the Georgians, the Victorians could come up with a 
catchy name when they needed to and this paper was actually called The Field, The Farm, 
The Garden, The Country Gentleman’s Newspaper, but we’ll stick to The Field if that’s 
OK with you.
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the administration of the kicking form of the game. Two and a half 
centuries after Mulcaster had been heralding football’s benefits, the 
education system caught up. Well, public schools did anyway. In the 
late-18th and early-19th centuries these elite institutions were unruly, 
rebellious places where middle-class teachers were dominated by their 
upper-class pupils. In 1797 a riot at Rugby School began with pistol 
shots in the boarding house and only ended after the headmaster’s 
door had been blown off its hinges and all his books thrown on 
a bonfire. Twenty-one years later bayonet-wielding soldiers were 
required to quell an uprising at Winchester School. These were 
far from isolated incidents with more than twenty erupting in the 
late-18th and early-19th centuries.

Over time an uneasy peace broke out in the form of the fagging 
system that meant teachers had control in the classroom and older 
boys, or prefects, took brutal control of all extra-curricular activities 
of which football was a central part. Remember when you played 
kick-about with your older brother and his mates, and they stuck 
you in goal? That was just a modern-day version of fagging where 
“the small boys, the duffers and the funk-sticks were the goalkeepers 
twelve or fifteen at each end”. Often terrified younger pupils were 
used as goalposts or to mark out the pitch. Just like their rural cousins 
these games were violent and bloody affairs with few formal rules 
and varied from school to school. As with the disparate games played 
by the commoners, industrialisation and a society-wide move away 
from violent activities meant something had to be done and a new 
wave of headmasters saw sport and football as a means to exert 
control over their schools, as well as instilling some much-needed 
discipline into pupils as one part of a complete moral, physical and 
spiritual education.

Many believe the famous Dr Thomas Arnold was at the very 
forefront of the movement, however that reputation is erroneous. 
Headmaster at Rugby for 14 years until 1842, Arnold figures 
heavily in Thomas Hughes’ 1857 book Tom Brown’s School Days. 
It describes in respectful and glowing terms how Arnold found 
the school in “a state of monstrous licence and misrule” and was 
employed in “the unpopular work of setting up order with a strong 
hand”. Hughes work is, of course, fiction but it would be remiss not 
to acknowledge Arnold’s achievement in successfully transforming 
the school’s fagging system into one which was totally controlled by 
teachers, leading to greater discipline and less bullying among pupils. 
Arnold was perhaps able to do this at Rugby as it was less elite than 
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some other schools meaning the social gap between teachers and 
pupils was easier to bridge, but it set a precedent that others were able 
to follow. Crucially, Arnold did not make games a formal part of the 
curriculum nor did he mention physical activity in any of his writings 
about education theory. In fact it seems he never once espoused the 
moral value of sport. For him the ideal man had a first-class mind 
and wanted to broaden it; he had no interest in games. 

His erroneous reputation that I mentioned was entirely the product 
of the media. Arnold courted the Press and regularly gained positive 
headlines on issues of religious, social and political matters. To many 
Victorians he represented a strong moral ideal but the link with 
games came not from Arnold himself, but Hughes, who was a keen 
cricketer at Rugby and played in the Cambridge University team as 
well as competing in the boat race. In 1875 a 12-year-old French boy 
called Pierre de Coubertin picked up a translation of the book and 
became enraptured by the picture it painted. As an adult de Coubertin 
would cite Arnold’s ‘formula for the role of athletics in education’ 
as an inspiration for his concept of a modern Olympics. Yet there 
was no formula, and de Coubertin was really influenced by Hughes’ 
portrayal of Arnold rather than Arnold himself. Nevertheless, from 
that point on Arnold was held up, wrongly, as the father of the public 
school games movement.

In Arnold’s era games remained the preserve of the pupils albeit 
under tighter control. In 1845 they were the first to lay down a set of 
rules for a version of football. That they did so following the reform of 
the fagging system and that those rules included a preface focused on 
prefects’ duties suggests there was a link. However it’s worth reiterating 
that this wasn’t imposed upon them by the teachers. Two years after 
the posh nobs at Rugby wrote down those rules for their handling 
version of football, the even posher nobs at Eton wrote down some 
rules for their kicking version of the game. These explicitly banned 
carrying the ball and goals scored over the crossbar, both of which 
were allowed at Rugby. This wasn’t just about football, it was about 
class. The Etonians, educated in Royal Windsor at a school founded 
by King Henry VI, weren’t about to be told how to play up and play 
the game by the provincial rugger buggers. Given this rivalry it now 
seems obvious that we would end up with at least two versions of 
football but no one was to know that at the time. To complicate 
matters still further, another set of rules, which would dominate the 
kicking version of the sport in Yorkshire and the Midlands for two 
decades, were established in Sheffield in 1857.
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Despite these rules there was no compulsion to play sports and 
masters that were brutally strict in the classroom were completely 
indifferent to what pupils did in their free time, leaving them very 
much to their own devices. Most public schools were in rural 
settings and had no clearly defined bounds, so pupils spent their 
free time roaming the countryside hunting, poaching, fishing and 
trespassing. Pupils at Harrow fought with the navvies building the 
nearby London and North-Western Railway and stone throwing was 
another popular pastime. The ground staff never went anywhere 
without a bag of rocks to enable them to repel attacks from the 
pupils and anyone who drove a horse and cart near the school 
was putting their animal at serious risk. At Marlborough College 
matters came to a head in 1851 when prior to Bonfire Night the 
headmaster M. Wilkinson warned that any pupil caught in possession 
of fireworks would be expelled. The pupils responded by advising 
him that he would have to expel the entire school and at 6pm on 
November 5th a rocket was launched signalling the beginning of 
a riot. Property was burned, the gatekeeper severely beaten and 
several teachers badly injured. Nursing their injuries they retreated, 
having decided to let the revolt see its course, which it did after 
four days. Wilkinson was forced to resign and was replaced by a 
young master from Rugby, a Mr. G. E. L. Cotton. 

Cotton had appeared in Tom Brown’s School Days as a teacher 
preaching the virtue of games for developing men of sound character. 
When he arrived at Marlborough he made organised physical 
activity an explicit part of his plan to gain full control of the school, 
articulating this in a circular to parents in 1853. It was the first 
time a head teacher had linked games to a school curriculum and 
was the beginning of the end for pupils’ unsupervised free time. 
Cotton was quite probably influenced by his friend C.J. Vaughan, 
the headmaster at Harrow. The pair had attended Cambridge 
together, kept in regular contact and faced similar problems at 
their schools. Two months before Cotton’s circular, the pupils at 
Harrow created the Philathletic Club to organise school games. 
The idea likely came from Vaughan who was very clever in his 
dealings with pupils and allowed them to take the initiative (or at 
least to think they were) thus gaining their endorsement. 

It’s Cotton and Vaughan who should be seen as the creators of 
the public school games cult, not Arnold, but of course they didn’t 
get the headlines. There are other reasons why they don’t get the 
credit they deserve. After just seven years Cotton left Marlborough 
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to became Bishop of Calcutta and his relatively short link to 
the education system ended. A year later, Vaughan mysteriously 
resigned from Harrow and disappeared from the history books. 
His penchant for writing love letters to his pupils probably didn’t 
help. For fear that his homosexual activity might be revealed he 
left instructions that upon his death all his papers be burned and 
no one should write his biography. As a consequence, much useful 
information about those initial steps towards the assimilation of 
games into the wider curriculum is lost to us.

So it is that Uppingham’s Reverend Edward Thring is seen as 
the man who took the baton from Arnold and ran with it. In 1859 
Thring opened a gymnasium and employed a gym master and in 
1883 the school swimming pool opened. All were unique at the 
time. He also employed a full-time cricket professional, another 
national first. This focus on sport was an attempt to improve the 
moral health of individuals and also reduce divisions between 
intellectuals and athletes. By and large in the latter aim they 
failed and the sportsmen or ‘bloods’ as they were known were 
hero worshipped while the more studious students were reviled. 
Nonetheless the public school games cult helped spread football 
into wider society and in particular the universities, and it was 
from there that the real impetus for the formation of clearly 
defined rules came. 

Initially ex-public school boys were content to organise games 
among fellow school alumni – married against single, first half of 
the alphabet against second half – but the desire to play teams from 
further afield grew as groups of old boys from various schools met 
at university and transport networks developed. The question was: 
whose version to play? Should it be one of the versions played at 
Eton or Harrow where wide-open playing fields allowed for long, 
high punts, or the version played at Charterhouse where monastery 
cloisters restricted players to short passes and dribbling (maybe 
the seeds for tiki-taka and route one were planted a long time 
ago). Or should it be the version played at Rugby that became the 
exception by allowing players to run with the ball after they had 
caught it? What made the process slightly more complex was the 
rivalry between the schools concerning whose version of football 
should come out on top. It’s the Reverend Thring’s younger brother 
John Charles, or JC, who gets most of the credit for establishing 
the unified rules of the kicking code, however his voice was just 
one of many being raised in the clamour about how to proceed. 
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Furthermore, that version of history overlooks two things: the 
part newspapers had to play in the story and the efforts of one 
journalist in particular: John Dyer Cartwright.

The debate over the need for national football rules began in earnest 
in the letter pages of the national newspapers. The first was published 
in The Field on December 14th 1861 in which the correspondent stated: 
“Unless the public schools will combine and draw up a code of rules 
we despair of seeing it take the place which it deserves to occupy as 
a national winter sport.” Another letter to the paper asked: “What 
happens when a game of football is proposed at Christmas among a 
party of young men assembled from different schools? The Eton man 
is enamoured of his own rules and turns up his nose at Rugby as not 
sufficiently aristocratic ; while the Rugbeian retorts that ‘bullying’ and 
‘sneaking’ are not to his taste, and that he is not afraid of his shins or 
of a maul or scrimmage.” Two weeks later a letter from ‘JCT’ titled 
Football, Simple and Universal was published calling for a uniform 
game while making it clear the author was un-enamoured with the 
Rugby version, which he called ‘a blot’ and a ‘disgrace’. Was this 
Thring? The initials suggest it was, as does the fact he refers to an 
unsuccessful attempt to lay down some rules at Cambridge in 1846, 
something we know Thring did. In 1862, Thring had another crack, 
producing his famous pamphlet of rules called The Simplest Game 
as “an antidote to the Rugby game”.

By late 1863 things were really coming to a head with a flurry of 
correspondence to that most esteemed of publications, The Times. 
On October 5th, a letter from ‘Etonensis’ (an Etonian) called for a 
committee of representatives from the public schools, London clubs 
and Oxford or Cambridge to agree upon on a new set of rules. 
Replies came the following day from ‘Harroviensis’ (from Harrow) 
and ‘Carthusians’ (from Charterhouse) the former advocating 
that the rules of the home side were used in each match and the 
latter agreeing with the call for totally new rules. Three days later 
Etonensis wrote again reasserting his view that there needed to 
be “a new game” and ‘William of Wykeham’ (from Winchester) 
joined the debate suggesting all the schools’ rules be collected before 
a general meeting was held. Finally ‘Rugbaeenis’ waded in to the 
scrum of letters also suggesting the home side’s rules were used in 
any match. An article in the Eton College Chronicle entitled The 
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Football Controversy proposed a unified set of rules drawn up by 
committee. However, the author went on to denounce the Rugby 
game as a ‘fight’ and a ‘wrestling match’ before claiming: “Eton is 
we believe about the only place in which the game is what its name 
indicates – real foot-ball”. Although the term had been used many 
times over the preceding centuries, this was the first time it had been 
used in the modern-sense, to explicitly differentiate the sport from 
a rival, handling version.

There was also another letter to The Field from ‘JCT’ in which the 
author wrote: “the only plan will be to entirely disregard any existing 
rules and frame others de novo”. If this was Thring it suggests he 
recognised that his attempt to codify the game a year earlier had 
fallen on deaf ears. However the widespread recognition of the need 
to find a way forward was clear as using the home side’s rules led 
to one-sided, dull matches and a heightened risk of injury. Yet there 
was also reluctance by all to relinquish ‘their’ rules and the shadow 
of the Eton-Rugby rivalry loomed large over the debate. An impasse 
had been reached into which stepped Cartwright. 

Born in Warwickshire in 1838 to a family of three brothers and 
two sisters, not a great deal is known about his early life but he was 
one of the earliest true sports journalists, writing with a detailed 
knowledge and passion on a range of games from ice skating to quoits 
and croquet. He turned his attention to the embryonic form of football 
in a series of ten articles for The Field published between October 24th 
and December 26th 1863, in which his stated aim was to assess “the 
value of the Game, its present position and the discussion concerning 
the rules”. He even vowed to produce his own compromise rules after 
first forensically examining the “propositions for amalgamating the 
existing rules, and making new ones”. During the time the series was 
published the six Freemasons Tavern meetings at which the FA was 
formed and its first set of rules agreed upon were held. Given the 
depth of detail of Cartwright’s articles and their availability through 
the influential Field they would almost certainly have had an impact 
on those discussions.

A few weeks after Cartwright began writing, a series of six similarly 
in-depth articles written by ‘A Lover of Football’ also appeared in 
the Sporting Gazette. Some attribute these to Cartwright but that 
seems unlikely as they have bias to the handling form of the game 
and the author had already written a letter stating they did not 
“concur with Mr Thring that the ball should be kept as much as 
possible on the ground”. Cartwright on the other hand, seemed to be 
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singing from the same hymn sheet as Thring, believing a new set of 
compromise laws was the way forward; that students from Oxford or 
Cambridge should lead the way as the schools would accept them as 
an authoritative arbiter, and that the new form of the game should be 
based on kicking. In his second article he dismissed an unidentified 
‘Public Schoolman’ who presciently had argued for two games “as 
distinct from each other as cricket is from either – one on the Rugby 
principle, one on the Harrow”, claiming “this would perpetuate, in 
a very slightly modified form, the evil it is sought to remedy”.

In his sixth article, following the publication of the well-received 
1863 Cambridge Rules in The Field, Cartwright asked whether Rugby 
might “not have as good a game with rather less violence? Certainly 
they might. Such a one is now offered them from Cambridge, in the 
construction of which two of their own players have taken a prominent 
part. Will they not accept it?” Well, no. At the penultimate meeting 
at the Freemasons Tavern the rules were definitively changed to ban 
carrying the ball and hacking. F.W. Campbell of the Blackheath 
club walked out arguing that the abolition of hacking would lead to 
football being ‘emasculated’ adding “if you do away with it you will 
do away with all the courage and the 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”. You and I know this ultimately ended up with 
the two codes of football Cartwright warned against, but he didn’t. 
Despite the walkout he was fairly upbeat abandoning his own plan 
to create some new rules, writing: “the necessity for discussion is 
now, we trust, about to be terminated by a satisfactory settlement, 
to be brought about in the way we advocated”.

Cartwright’s contribution to the formation of both football 
and (indirectly) rugby is perhaps over-looked because ultimately, 
unlike the younger Thring, he never felt the need to write down his 
own rules and because he died at the tragically young age of 26. 
Cartwright drowned in Bristol’s Victoria Baths while visiting his 
sister and brother-in-law in August 1864. It was less than a year 
after the formation of the FA, which still had some considerable 
way to go in popularising the kicking form of football and gaining 
control over the governance of that code. It’s not unreasonable 
to assume that had he lived, Cartwright would almost certainly 
have continued to frame and shape the debate analysing it from an 
outsider’s perspective while lending his support to the kicking code. 
Had he the chance to do so his voice, not Thring’s, might have been 
the one to resonate longest through history. As it is, Cartwright’s 
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last word on the subject, three months before his death, had a 
pessimistic tone. Writing for London Society, a monthly periodical, 
Cartwright noted that the rugby version is “the most popular of all” 
while players from different schools still “have no common game 
and common ground”. He then outlined what he considered to be 
the main sticking points: “Shall the ball be taken up and carried or 
caught, when kicked in the air? What is off side? And what is on 
side? Shall there be a cross bar for the ball to be kicked over, as at 
Rugby or for it to be kicked under, as at other places? Are hacking, 
charging and tripping legitimate?” The issues would not be fully 
resolved for over a decade. 

The formation in 1871 of the Rugby Football Union and their 
first rules helped create a clearer divide, but the key event was the 
amalgamation in 1877 of the Sheffield FA and the London-based 
FA’s rules and the accession of power from the northern body to the 
southern. Letters to The Field were once again the impetus for this 
latter move. The captain of the Manchester Association Football 
Club was just one to write in, complaining that: “I think that I may 
safely say that there is not any district in which the inconvenience 
of having two different association rules is felt more than here”.

It’s worth briefly mentioning that a few years before Eton and 
Rugby were posturing over the length of their rules lists, English 
ex-pats went through a similar process Down Under where various 
forms of football, no doubt imported with the settlers and their 
rabbits, were being played5. Again newspapers were influential and 
it was in 1858 in Bell’s Life in Victoria that Australian-born Tom 
Wentworth Wills, who’d been sent to England to attend Rugby 
School and Cambridge, proposed the idea of organised football in 
the colony. Wills, who was considered one of the finest cricketers 
of his generation, originally wanted to use the Rugby rules before 
declaring “we shall have a game of our own”. In 1859 after also 
considering the rules of football at Eton, Harrow and Winchester, 
Wills and his chums laid down the first laws of what would become 
Australian Rules football. 

We’ll never know exactly why football became more popular 
than rugby. Maybe it is because it’s simpler. Maybe it was because 
it was played in more schools and so had more supporters to spread 
the word. Maybe it was because one of those schools, Eton, was 

5 If you’re interested, in America they went through the process in 1873 but that’s a 
whole other book which I haven’t written yet.
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the most influential of all. Maybe it was because the game had a 
stronghold in Sheffield as well as London or maybe it was because in 
1885 the kicking game embraced (albeit grudgingly) professionalism 
before the handling game. It may have simply been the fact that the 
kicking game quickly established successful nationwide cup and 
league competitions, both of which were up and running by 1888. 
Most likely it was a combination of all those maybes, and as the 
sport quickly grew in popularity, coverage of it became a central 
part of the newspaper business.
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The Rise and Fall  
of the Sporting Press

1863 is considered to be the definitive Year 
Zero moment of modern football but as we 
discussed, albeit briefly, in Chapter One, it 
was actually a series of events that occurred 
over the course of several years that led to the 
sport’s creation. Similarly 1855 and particularly 
the post-Chartist repeal of the Stamp Act is 
considered the moment the modern media was 
born. However the abolition of stamp duty 
was just one of several factors that helped 
create what we would recognise as the modern 
mass-market media. Eleven years earlier in 
1844, Professor Samuel Morse sent the first 
telegraph message “What hath God Wrought!” 
from the US Supreme Court in Washington, 
to his colleague Alfred Vail, in Baltimore, 
revolutionising the communication industry 
in the process. The telegraph was the internet 
of the day and within a few years the new 
technology was being applied to the news 
industry. 

In 1851 Britain’s first wire service was 
established when Paul Julius Reuter founded 
his eponymous news agency in London. 
Reuter’s initial success had come two years 
earlier through an investment in the rights to 
the telegraph line between Aachen, Prussia 
and Berlin and in a separate investment in 
the not-so-modern technology of carrier 
pigeons to provide news from unwired areas of 
Europe. When Reuter pitched up in England 

2
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he remodelled his business, making it the sole provider of news to 
the London Stock Exchange (a service the company still provides 
today) and one of the few with reliable access to news from abroad. 
The agency’s reputation was cemented in 1865 when it broke the 
news of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in Europe hours before its 
rivals, although the news still took two weeks to get from America 
to England as it came by boat before under-sea telegraph cables were 
laid. The eruption of Krakatoa in 1883 was the first truly global news 
event as it came after the introduction of transoceanic telegraph cables 
enabling news of the disaster to spread around the world in hours, 
yet it wasn’t even the most destructive eruption of the 19th century. 
That distinction goes to the little known Mount Tambora in 1815, 
still the most powerful volcanic eruption ever recorded. Even at its 
humble beginnings, the media could still make or break you.

Wire services solved two problems for publishers. Firstly they 
provided a regular supply of news, essential to a true daily Press. 
Secondly they reduced the cost of foreign news to newspapers as they 
didn’t have to invest in expensive technology or foreign correspondents. 
The wire services commodified news itself and meant that from 
that point on newspapers would always be produced with an eye on 
profit, something which was made easier in 1853 when advertising 
duty was abolished increasing the commercial revenue available to 
publishers. The repeal of the Stamp Act, which came after years of 
campaigning against a so-called “tax on knowledge” by both radicals 
and conservative reformers, broke down one of the last barriers to a 
free-market media and in 1861 the journey was complete when the 
paper duties were also removed. 

But still 1855 generally gets the plaudits as it was also the year that 
gave birth to the first mass-market paper – the Daily Telegraph and 
Courier (now the Daily Telegraph) – which launched itself headlong 
into what the paper itself not unreasonably described as a “new era 
of journalism”. It exploited the lifting of taxes by cutting its daily 
cover price to a penny and set itself in direct contrast to the elitist 
nature of The Times (which cost seven pence) by copying American 
techniques such as focusing on crime and human interest stories, and 
targeting a more working-class readership. A cover-price war and 
sensationalism? Modern journalism was here to stay.

It was into this brave new world that James Catton made his 
first tentative steps. Catton might have cut a diminutive figure in 
the Press box, but he stood like a colossus over the early decades 
of football journalism. At just 4ft 10.5ins tall he probably didn’t 
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need reminding of his height, but his colleagues took pleasure in 
doing just that with ‘Pigmy’ and ‘Tom Thumb’ being just two of the 
brickbats thrown in his direction. Catton was unbowed however, 
and when he died in 1936 aged 76 he was widely acknowledged by 
both professional colleagues and sport players and administrators to 
be a unique talent. Among the eulogies, Trevor Wignall, the Daily 
Express’ chief sports correspondent, commented that Catton’s reports 
had been one of the “few things that mattered” for young lads in 
the early 1900s. However in 1875, when Catton answered an advert 
for “a well-educated Youth as Apprentice to Newspaper Reporting” 
and joined the bi-weekly Preston Herald, all that was in the future. 
His father, a university-educated classics and maths tutor with a love 
of cricket his son inherited, had in mind a medical career for Catton, 
but he had no need to worry as the newspaper industry, both sporting 
and non-sporting, was in a period of explosive growth. There were 
just 15 provincial dailies in 1856 but by the turn of the century that 
number had grown to 171 and there were 101 evening papers on top 
of that. Between 1861 and 1880 the number of towns boasting one 
daily paper rose from 16 to 47. It was 71 by 1900.

The growing popularity of regularly organised football was also 
hard to miss and all manner of people sought to cash in. Firms that 
had previously produced cricket equipment turned their attention to 
the fast-growing winter sport and began churning out hand-sewn 
footballs, football boots and nets. As early as 1880 the discerning 
gentleman could stroll into Manchester department store Lewis’s to 
purchase the latest in designer knickerbockers and coloured football 
jerseys1. Manufacturers of medicines and herbal remedies started 
targeting their products at football players and even grass seed was 
being advertised with football in mind. Ever keen to turn a fast 
shilling the newspapers began to use football as a selling point of 
their product, in turn cementing the sport, and sport more generally, 
into England’s commercial and leisure sub-cultures. 

Having played a crucial role in helping negotiate and establish the 
early rules of the new sport, newspapers became a means for football’s 
administrators to communicate those still-evolving laws. At the same 
time the papers defined the new sport’s ‘seasons’ and ‘festive’ days that 
would come to usurp the traditional ceremonies of the more-rural past. 
More than anything newspapers established themselves as the game’s 

1 Lewis’s was founded by David Lewis but despite its name it was nothing to do with 
John Lewis, who owned stores in the south. The last Lewis’s, in Manchester, closed in 
2002.
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information service; advertising and reporting on fixtures, venues 
and communicating results from around the country that would be 
pasted in newspaper office windows on the night of games. Despite 
the boost each provided the other, the relationship between the Press 
and football clubs wasn’t always harmonious. In 1894 the Birmingham 
Daily Gazette ended a report on a match between West Brom and 
Newton Heath with the sentence: “next week Newton Heath have 
to meet Burnley and if they both play in their ordinary style it will 
perhaps create an extra run of business for the undertakers”. The 
Manchester club took exception and successfully sued the paper for 
libel claiming it had accused them of “brutality”.

Although only an apprentice, or perhaps because he was an apprentice, 
Catton was able to immerse himself in this new urban craze covering 
a considerable amount of sport in his eight years in Preston, despite 
the irregularities of the seasons at the time. With few barriers between 
Press and players he befriended several members of the Preston 
Grasshoppers rugby team as well as one Major William Sudell who 
was in the process of building Preston North End’s famous ‘Invincibles’. 
Catton wasn’t around to witness their double-winning season in 1889 
having qualified six years earlier. He was 21, married to Mary, the 
sister of a fellow reporter, and they already had the first two of their 
four children. Catton needed a pay rise so in 1883 he left Preston for 
the Nottingham Daily Guardian answering an advert for a reporter 
“of gentlemanly appearance”. Journalism was still in its infancy; 
an uncertain career which did not yet have the social standing and 
respectability, and thus rewards, of other professions2. Football too 
was in its infancy and in 1891 Catton reported on the first use of 
goal nets “in a public match” at a trial game held at Forest’s City 
Ground between teams from the North and South. 

During his eight years by the Trent, Catton and sports journalism 
both established themselves and before he left the Daily Guardian he 
had been promoted to the position of “sporting editor”, a title that 
was popping up all over the country as it became clear sport had an 
increasingly large role to play in the paper business. Something else 
that was popping up all over the country during the 1880s was the 

2 A contemporary of Catton’s on the rival Nottingham Journal was JM Barrie who was 
born just a month after Catton in May 1860, but more of Mr Barrie, and Peter Pan, later.
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football special. These were hyper-local city or town-specific papers 
printed on Saturday evenings which became known for the colour of 
the paper they were printed on, often nicknamed ‘The Pink ‘Un’ or 
‘The Green ‘Un’ accordingly. The specials became so ubiquitous that 
in 1905 an early history of football described how Saturday nights 
had become “illuminated by innumerable broadsheets in colour like 
unto the rainbow, devoted solely to the purveying of fact and fancy 
on the one topic”.

The specials were the ultimate consequence of a dramatic change 
brought to people’s leisure time through the twin processes of 
industrialisation and urbanisation. Leisure in pre-industrial society 
was like the folk football games which were a constituent part of 
it; sporadic, relatively unregulated, violent and marked by Saint 
Monday – the habit of taking both Sunday and the following day 
off work. In the new world, factory owners wanted a workforce 
on hand 12 hours a day, six days a week and they attempted to 
squash this practice though the use of employment and municipal 
regulations. However there was also a recognised need for clearly 
defined leisure time and by 1850 campaigners had won a victory3 
with the Factory Act which laid out exactly when textile employees 
would be expected to work, and legislated for a 2pm, half-day 
finish on Saturdays (with Sundays totally free as had always been 
the case). The benefit quickly spread to other industries and of all 
the major cities Liverpool was the last to fall into line with their 
non-textile workers eventually getting Saturday afternoons off by 
the 1870s. Significantly the concessions were in the main granted to 
industrial not clerical workers and shopkeepers, whose workloads 
increased as everyone else was enjoying a bit of time to spend their 
cash. A factory inspector from the era wrote that the benefit of the 
free Saturday afternoon was that it created a distinction between 
the workers’ time and his masters’ and that “the wages can be 
carried home in ample time for the market and the husband and 
wife can spend that money together”. Nice idea, but it was never 
going to happen. Instead just as the FA gained control of modern 
football and the game’s expansion began in earnest, so there was an 
army of working-class men (and it tended to be men) with Saturday 
afternoons off and a little spare cash to spend – class and gender 
distinctions which would remain in place until the game’s post-Italia 
’90 gentrification a century later.

3 Well, I say ‘victory’ but the working week actually increased from 58 to 60 hours.



28 Chapter 2

The first special to launch, on September 30th 1882 in Birmingham, 
was the imaginatively titled Saturday Night which offered four pages 
for half a penny and claimed to be “the very first paper ever established 
for the special purpose of giving the results of athletic events on the 
day of their occurrence”. This new publication was initially met 
with some scepticism by others in the industry but by November 
it was printing two editions – one at 7pm and one an hour later – 
and by the following January it had a circulation of 15,000. Other 
publishers dipped their toes in the water, but the scepticism clearly 
remained as for a couple of years the papers were simply the regular 
editions with a column of results (and, if you were lucky, a match 
report) tagged on. Just how great the demand was became apparent 
in January 1884 when copies of halfpenny papers containing nothing 
more than the result of the FA Cup fourth round tie between Aston 
Villa and Queens Park were changing hands for six pence minutes 
after they hit the streets4.

The floodgates had burst and before long every major town or city, 
certainly those with a professional club, were printing them. By 1889 
the Blackburn Evening Express was producing four editions of its 
football special at 5.45pm, 6.30pm, 7.30pm and 7.45pm. To enable 
them to collect and print as many results as possible at more-or-less 
the same time and meet print deadlines, the papers lobbied for a 
uniform kick-off time, 3pm, across the country – quite an irony given 
the ‘traditional’ kick off time is now supposedly being undermined 
by the demands of the media. The specials were sold at a variety of 
outlets including pubs and their popularity could impact upon those 
other industries to the extent that in 1908 the Birmingham brewery 
Mitchells and Butlers held two separate heated board meetings just 
to decide which football special to supply at its watering holes. The 
relationship between the Press, football and the brewers was a strong 
one. Some editions of The Football Pink ‘Un – one of the papers at 
the centre of those heated board meetings – featured as many as 400 
adverts for pubs, hotels and restaurants.

The papers were able to meet this huge demand thanks to the 
latest technological innovations. By the late-1880s the telegraph was 
increasingly being supplemented by the telephone (and a few decades 
later the car) although even in the early 20th Century papers were still 
using homing pigeons to allow their writers to report in the absence of 

4 For the record Queens Park won 6-1 and made it all the way to the final where they 
lost to Blackburn Rovers 2-1.
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more modern technologies. In these incidences the reporter would take 
at least two pigeons with him to the ground in a basket along with a 
pad of thin tissue-like paper. At the end of the first half the reporter 
would write his report on the paper, attach it to the first pigeon’s leg 
and dispatch it back to the office, repeating the process with another 
pigeon on the final whistle (or after each goal in important games). 
Almost every paper had a pigeon loft as well as trained handlers and 
when the birds arrived back at the office the handlers would ring a 
bell alerting the sub-editors to their arrival, and a copy boy would 
be sent to retrieve the hand-written notes. Occasionally the system 
would fall foul of bad weather, predators or pigeons who weren’t 
very good at the homing part, but as the birds could cover 50 miles 
in little more than an hour the system was by-and-large a success and 
popular enough to run in tandem with the telegraph for many years.

The most revolutionary invention was the Linotype machine, 
patented by German Ottmar Mergenthaler in 1886, which meant 
pages no longer needed to be painstakingly assembled letter by letter. 
The invention, which Thomas Edison declared “the Eighth Wonder 
of the World”, allowed the print room compositors to type a series 
of words into a machine which would then produce a line of type (or 
lin’-o’-type) in the form of a metal block or ‘slug’ enabling them to 
assemble a 12,000-word page in just half an hour. Soon papers were 
employing clerks who would spend Saturday afternoons writing down 
in-running match reports phoned in by reporters at various grounds. 
When a line was finished it would be rushed off to the compositors who 
would input it into a linotype machine setting the paper throughout 
the afternoon. The cherry on the linotype icing on the newspaper’s 
cake was the new web-fed rotary press which could produce 6,000 
copies of a paper per minute. All this new-fangled technology meant 
that in 1889 the Sheffield Evening Telegraph was able to boast that 
by special arrangement with the manager of the National Telephone 
Company it had received the result of Sheffield Wednesday’s away 
game against Wolverhampton Wanderers within four minutes of the 
final whistle. Its presses were running two minutes later and copies 
were on the streets of the Steel City less than ten minutes after the 
end of a match 77 miles away. This rush to be first with results was 
widely acknowledged to be a driving force behind the developing 
industry with a study in 1913 declaring that: “incomparably the 
keenest competition in the newspaper world is developed as the result 
of rivalry to bring out the earliest news of sporting events”. It wasn’t 
without its pitfalls however and mistakes regularly occurred. In the 
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same year as the survey the London Star famously printed the wrong 
result on Boat Race day5.

As the football specials developed so did the need for staff and 
while much of the rest of the country was enjoying the day off, 
journalists, compositors, copy boys and, let’s not forget, the pigeon 
handlers were all being roped in to work on Saturday afternoons, 
something which increasingly became a contractual obligation while 
also creating numerous freelance opportunities. There was also an 
increased need for accurate ‘copy’ to be ‘filed’ to newspaper offices 
as soon as possible after the final whistle, which in turn created a 
new breed of football journalist who had the ability to take on board 
what had happened and quickly and calmly describe it in readable, 
entertaining prose. Wire agencies dedicated to sport or with dedicated 
sports departments, such as the Exchange Telegraph Company and 
the Press Association, emerged in the early 1900s as sports results 
became a commodity in their own right. As well as results, they 
offered reports from 75 to 2,000 words in length that could be phoned 
in at a time convenient to the newspaper concerned, or they simply 
offered their phones for hire.

For those reporters interested in the new sport, football offered 
an escape, albeit short-lived perhaps, from the drudgery of courts 
and public meetings; the chance to mix with sporting heroes and for 
a writer with flair the chance to inject their reports with a colourful 
turn-of-phrase likely denied in the paper’s news section. Yet it was also 
hard, unglamorous work that should have carried a health warning. 
At least eight of Catton’s colleagues died between 1891 and 1895, 
one of whom, Tom Sutton at the tender age of just 41, had suffered 
prolonged ill-health brought on by the harsh weather conditions 
football reporters had to endure. Catton himself gave a detailed 
insight of how the facilities available for reporters developed over 
the decades in his book Wickets and Goals: Stories of Play. In the 
early days they were virtually non-existent and the reporter would be 
left to his own devices, free to wander around the pitch or even chat 
to the goalkeepers. Some clubs put out benches or desks but these 
would be right on the touchline with no cover from the elements or 
the crowd. The first Press boxes made their appearance in the 1890s 
but varied from ground to ground and sport to sport, with some 
being very opulent (reporters attending The Oval, for example, had 

5 It wasn’t just the sports departments that got things wrong. The previous year several 
papers, including the Daily Mail, incorrectly reported that no lives had been lost in the 
Titanic disaster with some even claiming the stricken vessel was being towed to New York.
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the use of a private toilet). By 1899 a committee had been set up to 
distribute the 150 seats allocated to the Press for the FA Cup Final 
at Crystal Palace. Catton noted that around that time the telegraph 
had made its appearance and by the mid-1920s the Press had their 
own entrance to most grounds and access to a telephone on each 
desk with a direct line to their office.

In 1891 Catton was on the move again, returning to the North 
West to join the Manchester-based Sunday Chronicle, thus starting 
a 33-year association with Edward Hulton’s group of papers. The 
group was at the forefront of sports journalism but Catton had to 
join what was, at the time, their only newspaper to step up the career 
ladder. Census figures detail the general profession’s growth, listing 
about 2,400 journalists and writers in 1871, about 3,400 ten years 
later and 5,771 in 1891, yet even in the mid-1890s specialist sports 
journalism jobs were few and far between. It was at the Chronicle 
that Catton took on the pseudonym Tityrus in keeping with the 
industry-wide practice that produced bylines such as The Bounder 
and the even more intriguing Dangle. 

After three years Catton was in charge of the paper’s sports 
coverage before being promoted again in 1900 to the editorship of 
another of Hulton’s titles, the Athletic News. Hulton had started his 
working life as a compositor on the Manchester Guardian but he was 
sacked for producing a racing form sheet and distributing it to pubs 
and illicit bookies6. Undeterred he got the backing of local cotton 
merchant E.O. Bleackley and in 1871 launched his own one-sheet 
paper called The Tissue. Considered the bible of the racing community 
it morphed into the Prophetic Bell and by April 1873, as it became 
increasingly popular, Hulton renamed it the Sporting Chronicle. 
Teddy Dawson, a reporter on the paper in the early-1900s, would 
recount in retirement how they “reported on everything of sporting 
interest” which ran from sports we’d expect to see reported today 
to pitching pennies into a pint pot and one-legged races. The profits 
from this venture enabled Hulton to launch the Athletic News in 
1875 and move to new premises in Withy Grove. Now the building 
is called The Printworks and is full of modern bars, restaurants and a 

6 His dismissal was hardly a great surprise given that The Guardian refused to cover 
racing until the 1960s.
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multi-screen cinema, but in its heyday under Hulton it was the largest 
newspaper print centre in the country (his grandson would later claim 
the world). It employed some 3,000 people and boasted cutting-edge 
private telegraph technology. “Just imagine,” a promotional brochure 
proclaimed in 1912, “it can deliver two messages in Manchester while 
transmitting one to London!”

With the capital a four or five-hour train journey away, Manchester 
soon became a gateway to the North, Scotland and Ireland, thus 
allowing the newspaper market to become truly national.7 Soon all 
the major London papers had Manchester offices and print works, 
and Hulton and his son, also called Edward, were there to reap 
the rewards of the booming industry. By 1916 they had bought 
the London Evening Standard and had a portfolio on a par with 
those of Lords Beaverbrook, Northcliffe and Rothermere, names 
still synonymous with the newspaper industry today. However, the 
Hulton dynasty had reached its zenith. Suffering from ill-health, the 
younger Hulton, who had taken control at the turn of the century, 
sold up to Beaverbrook for £6m in 1923, two years before his death. 
Beaverbrook kept the Evening Standard as his trophy and sold the 
rest on to Northcliffe and so, between them they carved up one of 
the great early newspaper empires, one that had emphatically been 
built on sport. The family made enough cash from the deal for the 
second Hulton’s son (also called Edward) to launch Picture Post in 
1938. It was the pioneer of photojournalism and become one of the 
most influential magazines of the 20th century.

But I digress. In 1887 Hulton cut the Athletic News’ cover price 
to half a penny and a year later moved publication from Saturdays 
to Mondays. Both moves were designed to capitalise on football’s 
growing popularity and both worked a treat. By 1896 it was shifting 
180,000 copies a week and had become the country’s leading authority 
on football. The paper was intimately linked with the sport and 
Catton’s predecessor, J.J. Bentley who edited the Athletic News from 
1892 to 1900, was also the Football League’s chairman from 1893 
to 1910, as well as being vice chairman of the FA and a director of 
Manchester United. Charles Alcock, perhaps the most well known 
founder member of the FA, along with other key figures such as 
William Pickford and C.E. Sutcliffe, also all wrote for the paper. 

7 The Guardian was originally The Manchester Guardian but completed its move 
south in 1976. Two years later the Daily Star was launched in Manchester initially as a 
North-focused daily but it too soon moved south in 1989, the last of the nationals to do so 
(unless you count the Daily Sport, and if you do you’re a fool). 
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That so many of the game’s early administrators were involved 
with such a key publication demonstrates that they realised that the 
Press was vital in helping them to shape and form public opinion as 
they navigated the choppy waters between the amateur ideal and 
an emerging professional sport. The Athletic News wasn’t just the 
voice of football but the voice of professional football ownership, 
articulating and defending the League’s and clubs’ viewpoints while 
also reinforcing the sport’s hierarchy as the game was structured. 
Catton had reported on the historic 1885 Freemason’s Tavern meeting 
that sanctioned professionalism and his support for the move may well 
have come from the kinship he felt with footballers themselves. He 
was an original member of the National Association of Journalists in 
1894 and the National Union of Journalists soon after it was founded 
in 1907. Like footballers, journalists were trying to gain acceptance in 
a new and uncertain profession that was erratic and required frequent 
moves from job to job sometimes to different parts of the country.

Another key change Catton witnessed during his career, and here 
he was as much an instigator, was the development of reporting style. 
At the start of Catton’s career reports were long-winded, laborious 
blow-by-blow accounts weighed down by obscure references to the 
classics. In one of his early 102-line efforts, the result was buried 12 
lines from the end and while working in Nottingham he opened a 
report on the local derby in 1890 like this:

The fierce partisans of each side rubbed their shoulders 
together, and as I looked round the parallelogram the 
words of Hecate, in Macbeth, were brought vividly to mind: 

Black spirits and white, 
Red spirits and grey, 

Mingle, mingle, mingle 
You that mingle may!

Parallelowhat? It’s doubtful any modern football writer would 
attempt an opening paragraph as convoluted as that and it’s extremely 
unlikely it would make it into print if they did. However when Catton 
started out this was all new, writers like himself were basically making 
it up as they went along, pioneers in a frontier where no man had gone 
before. Over the following decades this changed and Catton was one 
of the driving forces in introducing a chattier style. In the 1920s and 
1930s some younger reporters still regarded his writing as slightly 
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old-school but they also respectfully acknowledged that it was he who 
bridged the gap between them and what had gone before. Catton’s 
later reports had clearly moved with the times and appeared much 
lighter, with a more personal style and references to other matches 
to place the result into the wider context of the sport. A further 
influence on style was the decrease in both time and space available 
to the reporter. As the clamour for the football specials increased 
editors wanted to pack in more reports without upping the size of 
the paper, so word counts got shorter and so too did deadlines in an 
attempt to beat rival publications to the streets and meet the post-
match crowds as they came out of the ground. You couldn’t quote 
Shakespeare when you had to file a match report on the ‘f’ of the final 
whistle. Yet there was a flip side as the need for speed saw football 
reporters create a language of their own, incomprehensible to the 
non-football fan and full of formulaic cliché and stock terminology. 
In 1959 academics Percy Tannenbaum and James Noah labelled it 
‘sportuguese’ arguing that it had by then become an “integral part 
of the sports writer’s kit-bag, his stock-in-trade” and it’s a language 
still used by many writers today.

If the style of those very early match reports is antiquated some 
of the narratives developed at the time are rather more familiar. 
While the Beautiful Game had quickly become one watched by the 
working-class masses, cricket was fast becoming the sport of the 
upper-middle and upper-classes, but like folk football early cricket 
was a highly violent affair frequently involving death and serious 
injury to players and spectators. As with football, many of modern 
cricket’s early administrators were also correspondents of the sport 
so they cultivated an image of a genteel game unsullied by drinking, 
violence or gambling. What better way was there to do just that than 
to deflect the blame for any lingering violence on to the shoulders of 
the ‘roughs’ who watched soccer? So in 1883 when police had to be 
deployed at Lancashire’s Old Trafford to quell crowd trouble during 
a cricket match, The Badminton Magazine blamed the violence on 
the “football element”. 

Football writers had their own concerns lamenting the impact of 
that thing English football and English football journalism seems 
to fear the most: the outsider. Prior to a match between the Scottish 
and English players of Lincoln City in 1893, the local paper wrote: 
“Ever since the introduction of professionalism, there has been a big 
demand in England for Scottish players, but football enthusiasts are 
now beginning to question the wisdom of going across the border 
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for new blood whilst we have promising young players of English 
manufacture at hand”. To great relief the English players won, leading 
the paper to contrast the “uncertain foreigners” with the Englishmen 
who “would try their very hardest to uphold the honour of Lincoln”. 

And what about those other great outsiders; women? Written by 
men and aimed at men, newspapers’ sports coverage was, well, very 
masculine and didn’t have much room for the ladies. What little 
there was either focused on body-oriented sports like gymnastics or 
middle-class sports such as tennis and hockey. When men and women 
enjoyed the same sport, coverage was skewed towards the former, 
for example providing reports of male tennis matches but only the 
results of the ladies’. The prevailing attitude towards women was 
articulated by Catton (albeit talking about cricket) when he wrote: 
“Are they not the presiding deities of the tea tent? I am old-fashioned 
and quaint enough in my prejudices to prefer sport for women as the 
handmaid of health, and for no other purpose.” But what’s a bit of 
sexism and xenophobia when sales are going so well, eh? By 1914 
Mitchell’s Press Guide listed 87 periodicals devoted to various aspects 
of sport, an increase from 60 in 1894, but just as the sports Press 
was in its pomp it was dealt a blow from which it would not recover.

In the grand scheme of things that blow and its consequences are 
rather insignificant but it would be remiss not to discuss the First 
World War’s impact on football and the sports Press as both were now 
rooted in the wider society. When Britain declared war on Germany 
in August 1914 most people assumed the conflict would be over 
by Christmas. It wasn’t to be, however, and as with many aspects 
of life the conflict disrupted the developing football and sporting 
calendars – the very constituency the sporting press relied on. The 
Football League and FA Cup both initially offered to suspend their 
respective competitions, however both continued after the Government 
ambiguously told them not to do anything that wasn’t called for. 
Given their contractual obligations, professional footballers were 
unable to sign up for duty and faced an almost immediate backlash 
as the County Cricket Championship was suspended. Football’s 
critics also pointed to the large number of amateur rugby players 
who joined the army. That those same critics chose to overlook the 
huge numbers of amateur footballers who also joined up showed 
there was a wider agenda in play that continued after the war when 
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many public schools abandoned football in favour of rugby. World 
War, it seems, begat class war.

The Athletic News under Catton’s editorship defended professional 
football, pointing out that not only was it a business like any other and 
so entitled to keep running, but it was one which could be used as a 
vehicle for recruitment and fundraising while keeping people fit and 
morale high during a time of extreme crisis. Perhaps for the first time, 
but certainly not the last, the sport became a metaphor for England 
itself as well as the country’s virtues of fair play: “Even Germany 
has taken up the most popular pastime of the hated English,” wrote 
Catton in 1917. “England is the model, the object lesson, and I hope 
the example to others. How important it is that we should never lose 
sight of the fact that Association football is a great English game and 
that we are copied by other people.” 

The ongoing opposition to football meant the League was suspended 
in 1915 decreasing further the quantity and quality of sport the sports 
Press had to report as more of the country’s best sportsmen went to 
the front line. As money became tighter advertising revenue fell so 
the papers cut their page numbers accordingly. Two weeks after the 
war broke out the Athletic News was down from eight pages to four 
and while it occasionally managed a six-page edition, by April 1917 
it was reduced to just one in its sister title the Sporting Chronicle 
with a promise “to return when there is a prospect of normal 
conditions”, which it did a month after peace was declared. When 
football resumed Sportuguese changed slightly as military metaphors 
all but disappeared. Following a conflict that saw nearly two and 
a half million young British men killed or wounded it was facile to 
call the pitch a ‘battlefield’ or talk of defences being ‘bombarded’ by 
centre forwards who were ‘top marksmen’. The change was, however, 
only temporary and such stock-in-trade terms were soon back in the 
football writer’s kit-bag. 

As professional football got back to its feet after the War, Catton 
urged clubs to remodel themselves along Continental lines by developing 
feeder systems to train young local players in the arts of dribbling 
and passing with both feet. In 1928 he criticised the inability of first 
division players to be able to control the ball and questioned the 
clubs’ reliance on stamina. It was all to no avail; on this score Catton 
wasn’t actually old school but in reality about 90 years ahead of his 
time. Ill-health forced him to step out of the editor’s chair at the 
Athletic News’ Withy Grove offices six years after the Armistice and 
so he headed south to the capital, but it was a busy semi-retirement 
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for the workaholic and although he was divested of his managerial 
responsibilities he continued to produce reams of copy. No sooner had 
he settled in his new Wimbledon home than he was writing for The 
Observer, the London Evening Standard and All Sports Illustrated 
News. He briefly held the role of guest writer on the Athletic News 
but Fleet Street and the nationals was where the action was at and by 
now he was the widely acknowledged godfather of the Press box. He 
was an idol to reporters such as Neville Cardus and John Macadam, 
who would themselves go on to influence subsequent generations of 
sports journalists. 

Catton’s 60-year career serves as potent metaphor for sports 
journalism itself in that period. He developed from being a wet-
behind-the-ears trainee to a qualified writer before occupying newly 
created and ill-defined roles such as sporting editor on a local daily, 
and then sub-editor and news editor in the specialist sporting Press 
before finally gracing the nationals. As he climbed up the career 
ladder the ladder itself was being built in an emerging section of an 
emerging industry, which was an inevitable consequence of the twin 
developments of commercial spectator sport and mass-market media.

That the latter stages of Catton’s career were spent in London working 
for various national titles was entirely in keeping with the manner 
in which the sports section of the newspaper industry had changed. 
The specialist sporting Press was no longer dominant, succumbing 
to a number of factors following the First World War and by 1924 
The Sporting Life had absorbed the Sportsman before eventually 
turning its focus to horse racing and finally ceasing publication in 
1998, although it lives on as a website which we’ll discuss later. By 
1931 The Sporting Chronicle had merged with its sister title Athletic 
News and although it staggered on for more than another 50 years, 
also turning its attention to horse racing in the 1950s, it tipped its 
last winner in 1983. This speedy demise seems strange indeed when 
contrasted with the football-led sports Press in mainland Europe 
which is in rude health. However the popularity of titles like Italy’s 
La Gazzetta dello Sport, Spain’s El Mundo and France’s L’Equipe is 
in fact symptomatic of the huge differences between those countries 
and England.

L’Equipe was born from the ashes of another paper, L’Auto, which 
was shut down following the Liberation for sympathising with the 
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Nazis. L’Auto had built its pre-war success on the back of the Tour 
de France which it first organised in 1903 with the very aim of 
boosting circulation and overtaking rival paper Le Vélo8. The race 
did the job and L’Auto’s circulation leapt from 25,000 before that 
first Tour to 65,000 after it, helping to force the closure of Le Vélo 
in the process. By the 1930s circulation was well over 500,000 and 
following the war L’Equipe, which employed many of L’Auto’s staff, 
took up organisation of the popular race and the Tour’s headquarters 
are still next door to those of the paper. In 1909 the publishers of 
Italy’s Gazzetta followed suit and organised the first Giro d’Italia, 
clearly taking the view that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. 
The two competitions are so wedded to the papers that created them 
that the race leaders’ jerseys take their colours from their respective 
newsprint – the Tour’s maillot jaune mimicking L’Equipe’s yellow 
paper and the Giro’s il maglia rosa representing Gazzetta’s famous 
pink paper. Not for the first time the English had led the way with 
papers sponsoring and promoting events decades before L’Equipe got 
in on the act. Remember The Field provided the trophy for the first 
Wimbledon tennis championships in 1877 and JJ Bentley’s dual roles 
with the Athletic News and the Football League made the title an 
authority on the sport. By the time the Tour launched, the nationals 
were already muscling in on sports papers territory, with the News 
of the World sponsoring golf’s first PGA matchplay championships. 
However, no English sports paper managed to link itself to a sport and 
cement itself into the country’s culture in the manner that L’Equipe 
and Gazzetta did9.

While L’Equipe dominates in France, Gazetta is just one of several 
Italian sports papers in a market defined by the strong and disparate 
regional identities of a country only finally unified in 1861. England 
may have a north-south divide but Italy has a north-south chasm 
and the Tuscan-derived Italian language is still forced to compete 
with each city’s distinctive dialect. Gazzetta, based in Milan, takes 
a fairly general view of football while leaning towards AC and Inter, 
however Il Corriere dello Sport, based in Rome, focuses intently on 

8 The two papers’ rivalry had its roots in the Dreyfus Affair, a complex political scandal 
which split French society at the turn of the 20th century. To cut an extremely long story 
short, Le Vélo was edited by Pierrre Giffard who was a left-wing Dreyfusard while most of 
the paper’s advertisers, such as tyre manufacturer Édouard Michelin, were right wingers. 
They withdrew their support and formed L’Auto.

9 Gazzetta’s popularity was so great that while he was in prison in the late 1920s, Anto-
nio Gramsci noted that even political prisoners preferred it to the newspaper Il Sole.
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Roma and Lazio and Turin-based Tuttosport has little time for any 
football teams other than Juventus and Torino. Given that sport and 
the media are two of the most potent weapons in any battle to establish 
and maintain a cultural or national identity it’s no wonder that the 
sports Press in Spain, which has been dominated for years by tension 
between Madrid and the Catalan capital Barcelona, supports four 
daily sports papers in those two cities alone (El Mundo Deportivo 
and Sport in Barcelona and Marca and AS in Madrid). Sir John Hall 
invoked Barcelona when he talked of creating a Geordie Nation around 
Newcastle’s football team in the mid-1990s but it never really rang 
true. When the people of the North East got to vote on a regional 
assembly in 2004 less than 50% sent back their ballot papers and 
of those that did 78% said ‘no’. The man who engineered Kevin 
Keegan’s (first) second coming probably wasn’t all that surprised. 
England is a capital-centric country, a characteristic reflected in the 
modern newspaper market which, unlike in Italy and Spain, and in 
fact any similar European country, has always been dominated by a 
national morning Press based in the capital city (with, briefly, satellite 
offices in the North West).

As recently as the mid-1980s it was reported that 90% of all adults 
were buying at least one morning daily, and these papers were now 
covering sport in considerable detail. The shift away from a sporting 
Press in England began with the First World War as the four-year 
hiatus in organised sport meant the papers’ very life-blood was 
drained away, while the non-sporting Press, albeit reduced in size 
due to paper shortages, could continue to fill their pages with the 
latest on the conflict and maintain a link with their readers. After the 
war as the economic and technological hurdles fell away the dailies, 
Sundays and Saturday football specials were able to produce in-depth 
previews and fast, comprehensive match reports. Already by 1895 
the News of the World was devoting 14% of its space to sport while 
the Daily Mail had a page of sport from its launch in 1896. The 
Times did try its best to ignore football claiming, for example, that 
the 1914 FA Cup Final was “of comparatively little interest except 
to the Lancashire working-classes”, but it still employed a cricket 
correspondent from 1880. 

The nationals could couple this coverage with other news that 
appealed to women, all but ignored both as participants and spectators 
in the sports Press, thus providing a rounded product which, in their 
minds anyway, appealed to the whole family. The sports Press simply 
couldn’t compete. In the long run the football specials also turned 
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out to be far more ephemeral than they appeared and it was their 
relationship with the thing they loved the most which killed them off. 
Unlike their European counterparts the papers grew on the back of 
football’s rapidly increasing popularity in the 1890s and they focused 
almost exclusively on that one sport, paying little more than lip-service 
to others. The football leagues in Italy, Spain and France were all 
formed in the late-1920s and early-1930s, by which time their sports 
Press was well established thanks to other sports (such as cycling). 
Football has come to dominate the European market too, but as it 
was a late entrant onto the scene it had to state its case for coverage 
and while it did so successfully the papers never forgot the sports that 
had served them so well before it came along. This was the undoing 
of the football specials in England. Once they came under sustained 
attack from other media and, most damagingly of all, changes to 
the regular kick off times they had insisted on a century previously, 
they had nothing else to fall back on. A few still survive but they are 
relics serving only as reminders of the past. 

Catton died in 1936 aged 76, and although his failing health 
had forced him to dramatically cut his work load, he was still filing 
freelance copy for the Glasgow Herald and overseeing the records 
section of the Wisden Cricketers’ Almanac. The country was hoping 
against hope it wasn’t going to get drawn into another horrific conflict 
and as the glowing obituaries were being written for Catton, so they 
were for the English sporting press.
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Hold the 
Front Row!

While there were many boffins trying to 
create a machine that could capture a moving 
image at the back end of the 19th century, 
it was Thomas Edison who was the first to 
project moving pictures in 1891. Made in 
his tar-paper-covered ‘Black Maria’ studio 
in West Orange, New Jersey, Edison’s early 
films included his assistant Fred Ott sneezing, 
acts from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show and, 
in 1884, footage of two cats, complete with 
tiny boxing gloves, fighting in a small boxing 
ring. Whatever you might think, it seems our 
obsession with animals doing stupid things 
was not born the day YouTube went live. 

On June 14th the same year, Edison filmed 
a bout of six one-minute rounds between 
Mike Leonard and Jack Cushing1 then made 
it available at a cost of $22.50 per round, 
demonstrating once again how sport and the 
media could be brought together to generate 
profit even at this early stage. However, 
Edison’s Kinetoscope machine was huge and 
so unwieldy that it couldn’t be taken out of 
the studio. Furthermore, its projections could 
only be watched by one person at a time. 
As far as being the father of cinema he was 
close but the cigar (or cigars) actually went 
to a pair of French brothers – Auguste and 

1 If you’re interested, 40 seconds of grainy footage from 
the fight is on YouTube.

3
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Louis Lumière – who recognised the limitations of Edison’s device 
and overcame them with the Cinématographe, a portable machine 
which could film a moving image and also process and project it, 
preceding by more than 100 years the digital camera that lets you 
play back what you’ve just recorded. Throughout 1895 the Lumières 
displayed their films at various photographic societies before their 
first public show in France on December 28th 1895. Two months later 
they repeated the show at the Regent Street Polytechnic in London 
and in May 1896 they took it to Birmingham’s Empire Theatre where 
it was so popular it was rebooked. Cinema had arrived in Britain.

In those very early years films were initially shown at fairs, theatres 
and public halls, although before long buildings were being converted 
into rudimentary picture houses. These “penny gaffs” or “fleapits” 
were often shops that had had their windows blacked out and seats 
installed, but in a demonstration of cinema’s growing dominance music 
halls, theatres and churches were also converted as they saw their own 
popularity slump. When it became clear the new-fangled invention was 
here for the long haul, small purpose-built cinemas sprung up in many 
communities. A commission in 1917 estimated that “half the entire 
population, men, women and children visit a cinematograph theatre 
once every week”. Two years later the same number was going to the 
cinema twice a week. A shilling (5p) would get you a relatively good (but 
not the best) seat and half the audience paid even less than that. The 
cinema had all the benefits of the pub: it was warm, cheap, accessible 
and on top of that they had a bit of glamour thrown in. However 
unlike the pub and the music hall, cinemas didn’t serve alcohol and 
this new leisure phenomenon was credited with reducing widespread 
drunkenness by chief constables and politicians alike, although they 
were still unrestrained and disorderly places. You might get annoyed 
when you’re at the multiplex and someone’s phone goes off or they 
dip into their nachos noisily, but that’s nothing by comparison with 
the early fleapits where people would eat, sleep, talk and shout at the 
cinema screen with abandon. The darkness also encouraged “lewd 
acts” as young courting couples took the opportunity to engage in 
all sorts of XXX-rated activities, some even getting under the stage 
and being so vigorous they knocked the screen over.

However cinema was, unlike the pub or football, one of the few 
activities that husbands and wives attended together thus breaking 
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down early gender divisions that developed around other forms of 
leisure. Cinema-going became, like nipping down to the local for a 
swift one (or ten), a community activity attaining significant local 
status. Attendance was regular and habitual, quickly dominating 
working class leisure and the life of the young. Women in particular 
flocked to the new picture halls as it presented them with one of the 
first collective escapes from the day-to-day grind and boredom of 
work whether at home or the factory. By 1914 there were about 3,000 
cinemas around the country, a number that despite the Great War 
leapt to 4,000 in 1921 with contemporary estimations suggesting 
another 2,000 were needed to meet demand. 

A building boom began and the old fleapits, more often than not 
structurally unsafe, were superseded by a wave of magnificent, lavish 
and modern new cathedrals to the moving image that were said to 
provide “acres of seats in a garden of dreams”. The Alhambra in 
Birmingham was decorated like a Moorish courtyard with trailing 
vines along the walls, a ceiling painted like the sky and a glass-dome 
light mimicking the moon. “It was,” said one patron, “like sitting 
in the open air at nighttime”. Others had exteriors that would not 
have looked out of place on the Las Vegas Strip. Egyptian pyramids, 
Chinese pagodas and Jacobean manor houses sprung up all over the 
country while names like the Roxy, the Rialto and the Trocadero 
became part of everyday vocabulary and despite the Depression and 
mass unemployment, people still flocked to them. Leisure was no 
longer considered the privilege of the wealthy few; it was seen as a 
right for everybody.

By the 1930s the talkies arrived (the police were needed to deal 
with the queues in several towns when they first appeared) and a 
second wave of cinema building had begun dispensing with the kitsch 
pyramids and instead utilising cutting-edge, art-deco architecture. 
Oscar Deutsch led the way by launching his Odeon chain and he 
soon owned 300 cinemas around the country. These new picture 
houses didn’t just stay in the inner cities; they moved into the suburbs 
targeting middle-class women with the knock-on effect of affording 
cinema widespread social acceptance. Although initially dismissed 
as “poor man’s theatre” in 1932 an educational commission noted 
that “a fellow of an Oxford college no longer feels an embarrassed 
explanation to be necessary when he is recognised leaving a cinema”. 
However, a year later J.B. Priestley was less enamoured, bemoaning 
the fact that due to cinema’s popularity Leicester had only one live 
theatre show on when he visited the town for his book English Journey.
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The public desire for leisure was insatiable. By the mid-1930s 
Bolton, for example, had 47 cinemas within five miles of the town 
hall2 and whatever Priestley thought, the picture house was leaving 
its rivals in its wake. By 1934 annual ticket sales had reached 903 
million and by the onset of the Second World War weekly attendance 
had reached 23 million. The war initially brought a halt to cinemas, 
along with most other leisure activities, but they quickly reopened and 
the boom continued with spending on all forms of leisure increasing 
by 120% between 1938 and 1944. The record year for the cinema 
was 1946 when 1.635 billion tickets were sold and more than 75% 
of the population visited the flicks. As astonishing as those figures 
are they were part of the continuing increase in the consumption of 
leisure generally. Newspaper circulations continued to rise (hitting 
their peak in the 1950s) and football attendance hit a record high of 
41.25 million in the 1948/49 season. Even the amateur FA Cup was 
played in front of a sell-out 90,000 Wembley crowd and the fact the 
popularity of football reached at an all-time high was in no small 
part due to the coverage it received in cinema newsreels.

Sport’s link with film was always strong as it provided an opportunity 
to capture the human form in real movement. In the 1880s English 
photographer Eadweard Muybridge produced a significant body of 
work at the University of Pennsylvania including a study called The 
Human Figure in Motion that captured models (often naked and never 
more than partially clothed) engaging in a range of sports including 
among others football, cricket, boxing and fencing. However, while 
the machine he invented – the Zoopraxiscope – was the first projection 
device he was actually a sequence photographer, capturing sequential 
still images with many cameras and then running them together to 
create the appearance of movement.

The first true English effort, a sports film called Cricketer Jumping 
over Garden Gate, came along in March 1895 and was taken by 
Robert Paul, an early rival to the Lumières. Okay, it’s not strictly a 
sports film (in case you hadn’t worked it out it was just some bloke 
dressed in cricket whites jumping over a gate) but it was a start. The 
following year Paul went to the Derby and filmed the Princes of Wales’ 

2 It’s little surprise that Leslie Halliwell, author of Halliwell’s Film Guide, was born in 
Bolton and took almost daily trips to the pictures with his mother Lily when he was a child.
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horse Persimmon winning. Having processed the footage overnight, 
Paul presented the world’s first ever sports bulletin the following day 
to an enthusiastic audience at Leicester Square’s Alhambra Theatre 
of Varieties. In October of the same year Paul recorded the first ever 
film of a football game in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, although it no 
longer exists and there is no record of which teams were playing. The 
earliest surviving football footage resides in the Lumière collection 
and is of a practice match in London (possibly involving Woolwich 
Arsenal) in late 1897. It doesn’t show any genuine action with most 
of the players bunched around one goal (which itself is not fully on 
screen) possibly because the camera man, Alexandre Promio, wanted 
to get as many players as he could into the shot.

The difficulties of filming with the earliest cameras can be seen 
in the minute of footage that survives from the first actual game 
filmed; Blackburn Rovers’ 4-0 home win over West Bromwich Albion 
in September 1898. The technology wouldn’t allow for shots from 
the stand so cameraman Arthur Cheetham was stationed behind 
one goal and most of what we can see is of the players off in the 
distance. Furthermore given the very high cost of film, cameramen 
were rationed to filming on a 2:1 basis, that is using 500ft of film to 
create a 250ft (or one-minute clip), so it was rare in those early days 
that goals were captured and if they were it was by sheer luck. One 
of the first to regularly film football was Jasper Redfern, a Sheffield-
based optician who turned his hand to film making. He followed 
his local team Sheffield United around the country and made the 
first film of an FA Cup Final in 1899 when United beat Derby 4-1. 
The footage has since been lost but a description of it survives and it 
shows that already audiences were being presented with more than 
just film from a static camera, instead getting a rudimentary highlights 
package with a narrative structure including the beginning and end 
of the game, a balance between the teams and some crowd footage: 

“The Sheffield United and officials entering the field; Mid-field 
play; Sheffield obtains a corner, showing goal play, scrimmage and 
goal kick; Derby County’s only goal, showing other goal, enthusiasm 
of the vast audience, goal keeper busy; Players leaving the field.”

Having the players entering the field towards the camera was 
important as it allowed their faces to be seen, heightening the 
local appeal of the films. Initially at least, it was something the 
players clearly weren’t used to and they had to be directed onto the 
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pitch either by the cameraman’s assistant or sometimes just pegs 
in the ground. The increased presence of filmmakers was noted in 
an Athletic News report from a Merseyside derby in 1902 which 
stated that the players “filed onto the pitch one after another to 
please the cinematograph operator”. Already at this early stage 
of their relationship football was being manipulated by the needs 
of the camera and the theatre of players entering the pitch in an 
organised fashion has become a standard feature of football matches 
as a consequence.

While the major London-based companies began to focus on the 
big games such as the FA Cup Final, there was also demand from 
travelling showmen and local entrepreneurs who would commission 
filmmakers to capture local footage that they could present at fairs. 
To ensure they enticed the crowds these had a strong emphasis on the 
local events and there was nothing that appealed to such parochial 
sensibilities more than football. This growing industry was particularly 
strong in the North West of England and was dominated by Norden 
Films run by Saga Mitchell and James Kenyon. The Mitchell and 
Kenyon Collection, as it has become widely known, spent more than 
seven decades collecting dust in the cellar of what used to be the 
pair’s shop at 40 Northgate in Blackburn. Then in 1994 workmen 
renovating the building unearthed the collection, but unless a home 
could be found for them, the three large metal drums containing 800 
rolls of old film were headed for the skip. Thankfully local enthusiast 
Peter Worden stepped in to take ownership. Worden struggled for 
the next seven years trying to clean and catalogue the films before 
realising it was too great a task for a private individual. He gifted 
the collection to the British Film Institute and it has since been 
added to UNESCO’s UK Memory of the World Register alongside 
such documents as the Magna Carta. Mitchell and Kenyon weren’t 
pioneers but the collection is significant because of its size, quality 
and depth – 28 hours’ worth of virtually pristine negatives mostly 
filmed between 1900 and 1907.

Among the footage of workers leaving their factories, processions, 
chaotic Lancashire street scenes and people at the seaside, are 55 
films of 32 football games. There are also 18 films of 10 matches 
from rugby’s Northern Union that had split from the Rugby Union in 
1895 and would become the Rugby League in 1922. The fact there 
are fewer rugby games and that filming of them appears to have 
stopped in 1902 provides further evidence of football’s inexorable 
march to dominance. Mitchell and Kenyon’s football films suffer 
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from similar technological limitations to others made at the time 
– rarely were more than two cameras used and these were in fixed 
positions. Passages of play were short and ill-connected and it would 
be about 20 years before the camera could follow the ball over 
any distance. The limited amount of film available to cameramen 
meant key moments were missed and the focus was on areas of the 
pitch where most action was likely to take place like the goal, but 
even then the passage of play that led to a shot was often missed. 
The film is best used by the modern viewer only as a historical 
document. The games were significantly rougher than those played 
today. Goalkeepers rarely caught the ball, as they could still be 
shoulder-charged by the opposition so instead they often opted to 
punch it away. There were few appeals to the referees (dressed to 
the nines in suit, shirt, tie and cap) and these were polite enquiries 
as to whether it was a goal kick or a corner, not high-pressure Roy 
Keane in-your-face moments. Similarly celebrations were also more 
restrained than they tend to be in the modern game. 

Another form of media developing at the time was advertising. The 
economy was growing on the back of mass-production techniques, 
increased wages and the subsequent demand for goods and services. 
What better place to advertise than at a football match where 
you had a captive audience for 90 minutes? The Collection shows 
that in the early-1900s clubs had already developed a relatively 
sophisticated approach to ground advertising. Most adverts were 
local; for the theatre, local ales or shops in town and these tended 
to be on stand roofs suggesting they were permanent or, at least, 
long-term. However, there was advertising of national brands too 
like Fry’s Chocolate, Bird’s Custard or the football fan’s favourite, 
Bovril. These tended to be placed on hoardings around the pitch, 
suggesting it was recognised they were only temporary or irregular.

While Mitchell and Kenyon’s work doesn’t provide an accurate 
record of the games themselves it does provide an accurate record 
of how the game was portrayed and packaged to a wider audience. 
The footage tends to follow a similar narrative structure as Redfern’s 
1899 FA Cup Final film with the teams always first shown coming 
onto the pitch and the crowd being given equal prominence to 
the players. The majority of fans shown in the films were men 
between their teens and their 50s from the upper working or lower 
middle class. However, contemporary records show there was not 
insignificant attendance by both the middle classes and women. In 
all likelihood they were in the main stands – the one area of the 
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stadia the filmmakers tended not to film. The focus on the crowd 
broadly and the popular sides in particular had a purely economic 
motivation. Southern-based Cecil Hepworth was a master of so-called 
‘factory-gate’ films arguing, “A film showing workers leaving a 
factory will gain far greater popularity in the town where it was 
taken than the most exciting picture ever produced. The workers 
come in hundreds, with all their friends and relations, and the film 
more than pays for itself the first night.” The desire to film football 
crowds had the same motivation but crucially, by placing fans at 
the centre of the action the films generated and reinforced their 
emotional ‘ownership’ of the game. This is something that fans have 
clung on to ever since, despite their lack of more concrete forms of 
economic and political control asserted by the sport’s governing 
bodies and individual clubs’ directors and owners.

The popularity of these ‘actualities’ or ‘topicals’ coupled with a 
network of cinemas across the country and, more importantly, 
an audience to fill them saw the French company Pathé launch 
its Animated Gazette in 1910. The likes of Mitchell and Kenyon 
had filmed newsworthy events but these weren’t presented with 
any sense of urgency or on a regular basis. The Animated Gazette 
was born of the cinema but it clearly replicated newspapers in 
providing a similar news service and, due to the largely low-quality 
of photo-journalism provided by the papers, the newsreels became 
a sensation with a public that wanted to see as well as read about 
their sporting heroes. Released twice a week, the newsreels were 
about eight minutes long and each had about four to eight items 
in. From the very start sport became a key element – the Oxford 
University Eight’s rowing trial was filmed for Pathé’s first edition 
– and football, rugby, racing, boxing and to a lesser extent cricket 
became staple ingredients of the newsreel diet, providing as much 
as 40% of the content depending on the company and the time 
of year (around 20% of surviving newsreel footage covers sport).

Occasionally the menu served up richer fare by providing a sneaky 
peak at more socially exclusive events such as Wimbledon, Royal 
Ascot and the Oxford and Cambridge boat race. Along with the 
coverage the events got on the radio, this cemented their position 
in the country’s sporting calendar. That calendar was important 
for the film makers because like Royal engagements, sport provided 
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a steady stream of scheduled events which tended to be outdoors 
– important as the cameras of the day were too bulky to quickly 
transport to breaking news events and struggled to deal with the 
lack of light indoors.

The First World War honed filming techniques and the 1920s cinema 
boom ensured newsreels would become an even bigger business. 
While they could provide pictures they couldn’t match newspapers for 
speed, so instead they played up the drama. As objective journalism 
was sacrificed for the desire to provide an exciting narrative, football 
was on hand with highly visual, action-filled, competitive and often 
dramatic content played out by recognisable characters. In short, the 
sport was a ready-made soap opera and its storyline was constructed 
in the cutting room. A significant amount of film was never shown, 
and if required library footage was used or the chronology of a match 
rearranged. If the newsreels were to be believed there was never a 
dull game, the drama heightened by repeating exciting incidents and 
utilising footage of cheering crowds. Just like their predecessors, the 
newsreels were not unbiased historical records. They focused on high 
profile clubs and matches or games with an amusing storyline that 
were often pre-selected prior to the event. These included charity 
matches between professionals and entertainers (ring any bells?) as 
well as regular coverage of the few annual Shrovetide folk football 
games continuing around the country. Much as they are today, these 
were presented as a humorous historical oddity with a puzzling lack 
of rules, thus hiding the relatively organised nature and cultural 
importance such games had in the past.

Until the 1950s the cinemas through the newsreels provided the 
only means of watching football other than attending a live match. 
This was something which made the Football League very nervous. 
There was usually some coverage of the build-up to each new season 
as well as the opening day’s games but fearful that their gate receipts 
might decrease and clubs might lose money, the League was relatively 
uncooperative with the newsreel companies although there was no 
outright ban on filming. As a consequence the majority of football 
coverage focused on the FA Cup which provided exactly the right 
level of spectacle and excitement for the newsreels with its knock-out 
format. It also provided lower league clubs with a rare chance to be 
filmed if drawn against more glamorous opposition, although they 
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were stereotyped as “under dogs”, “giant killers” or “plucky losers”, 
depending on the result. The regional nature of the competition was 
played up in an attempt to maintain the interest of all fans all the 
way to the final even if their team had been knocked out. Often ties 
were billed as “North v South” clashes and the victory parade of 
the winning team was always filmed and broadcast. By 1927 The 
Times had labelled the FA Cup Final as the “most important event 
in British sport” which was some turn around from its position just 
13 years earlier when it dismissed it as being of little importance to 
all but the fans of the two teams involved. The nature and scale of 
this heightened early focus on the FA Cup has framed the narratives 
around the competition in the decades since and ensured it has a 
special place not just in the hearts of football fans but the country 
as a whole, explaining why it has had greater importance than cup 
competitions in other countries.

Technical limitations also created problems when it came to the 
coverage of football in Wales, Scotland and Ireland, and the London-
centric nature of British culture didn’t help. The earlier onset of darkness 
in those countries and the distance required to courier film to London 
restricted coverage to home internationals and the Scottish Cup Final 
(which benefitted from the popularity of the FA Cup Final). While the 
other nations of Britain got limited screen time, European football 
struggled to get any at all, reinforcing English football’s insularity. 
Increasingly the newsreel firms were American-owned so beyond 
domestic football they had a bias towards sports that were popular 
across the Atlantic such as golf, boxing and tennis, this coming at 
the expense of coverage of European football and sport from Empire 
countries. Even cricket struggled because of its complex rules and 
long, drawn out, relatively action-free matches.

As had happened with the newspaper industry a few years earlier, 
football soon became a commodity in its own right for the film industry. 
The newsreel companies were no longer using the sport simply as a 
means of showing off the capabilities of their technology; they were 
using it to maximise their sales and generate profit. In short they 
wanted their footage to be exclusive and they were willing to pay for 
the privilege. The increasing importance and value of moving footage 
of sport can be seen by the dramatic rise of the cost of filming games 
at Twickenham. When the Rugby Union sold the photographic rights 
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for matches at the ground in 1929 they accepted £85 for still images 
and £52 for moving images. Three years later they secured £85 and 
£90 respectively and in 1931 after the introduction of sound, the 
still photo package commanded £90 while the value of the moving 
picture package had shot up to £150. 

Those prices paled in comparison to the amounts of cash the 
newsreel companies were throwing at rugby’s sexier sibling, football. 
As early as 1923 the FA had sold the rights for the FA Cup Final – the 
first at the recently opened Empire Stadium (that’s Wembley in new 
money) – for just under £1,000 to Topical Budget, the Sky Sports of 
the day. The company had already coughed up for ‘exclusive’ footage 
of the 1920 final at Stamford Bridge and advertised its coverage of 
the 1921 final as “the greatest event in soccer history”, demonstrating 
that hype is not a modern phenomenon. Whether Tottenham’s 1-0 win 
against Wolves lived up to the billing is debatable but Topical certainly 
upped their game by sending nine cameramen to the match. Not only 
did they get footage of the goal – from no less than two separate 
angles – they were also able to film from the stands creating ‘master 
shots’ of the ground and the crowd which The Bioscope magazine 
noted were “very cleverly put together to form a continuous ‘story’”. 

Unfortunately stumping up the cash for exclusive rights didn’t 
actually guarantee exclusive footage and rival companies devised ever 
more ingenious ways of filming ‘pirate’ film which led to the rights 
holders devising ever more ways to stop them. Initially the French 
Debrie Sept camera, which allowed the photographer to take still 
and moving images, was the weapon of choice as it could be easily 
smuggled into grounds under a jacket or coat. However Topical 
took to employing heavies to patrol the ground looking for people 
surreptitiously taking footage. This in turn led to cameramen perching 
on nearby buildings or even erecting scaffolding so that they could 
take long-lens footage. Topical countered this by blocking their rivals’ 
views with flags and balloons and using mirrors to reflect sunlight 
into their lenses. However, thanks to cinema itself Pathé’s Jack Cotter 
would become the most infamous football-film pirate of all.

Born in 1892, Cotter’s first job was as a projectionist at Woolwich’s 
Palace Theatre and following service in the balloon section of the 
Royal Flying Corps during the First World War, he returned to the 
film industry working as a cameraman for Topical. By 1922 he had 
moved to their rivals Pathé for whom he created his most ingenious 
scoop. For the 1923 Cup final between West Ham and Bolton 
Wanderers Cotter fashioned a giant hammer from wood, painted it 
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claret and blue with the words “Play Up Hammers” in white, and 
hid his camera inside. Completing the look with cap, glasses and a 
false moustache, he strode nonchalantly into Wembley and filmed 
the match. Adding salt into Topical’s wounds he was filmed after the 
event revealing his cunning ruse, ensuring his place in the history of 
football media. Cotter’s employers added to his footage with aerial 
shots filmed from the Pathé Autogyro (the Sky Copter du jour). In 
a countermeasure that at least guaranteed some free publicity from 
the pirated footage, Topical had written its name on the roof of the 
stadium’s stands. The following year the three leading newsreel 
companies called a truce, making a joint offer for the Cup final rights 
to the FA of just £400, an offer that was politely declined. Despite 
this rebuff, cameramen from all three companies managed to sneak 
into the ground and film the game anyway. In 1926 Pathé paid £800 
for the rights and the price rose progressively over the following ten 
years until in 1936 the FA turned down £2,000 and decided to film 
the final itself, distributing the footage directly to the cinemas and 
cutting out the middle man.

By the 1930s the newsreels were also attempting to generate 
publicity for their footage by questioning referees’ decisions. They 
didn’t attack the officials with anything like the vigour commentators, 
pundits and managers do today but it was an excuse to publicise the 
technology at their disposal – particularly slow motion – and create 
anticipation before their film was shown at the cinemas. The 1932 
FA Cup Final became known as the “over-the-line” final thanks 
in no small part to the cinema coverage of it. British Movietone 
News’ footage seemed to support Arsenal’s claims that the ball had 
gone out of play before Newcastle’s Jack Allen hammered a first-
half equaliser at the near post. The film, which mixed voiceover 
with captions, signposted the incident: “Allen’s disputed goal for 
Newcastle, question being: Did Boyd cross the line before passing?” 
The incident was then replayed after a second caption: “See it once 
again from position commanding the goal-line”. The goal was then 
shown a third time with the caption “…and in slow motion” after 
which a curiously disembodied Geordie voice gave the opinion 
that: “It’s a goal why aye, man!”. Allen went on to seal Newcastle’s 
victory in the second half, but the newsreel had defined the story of 
the match. The papers lapped up the controversy and on the Monday 
after the game the Daily Herald ran the headline, “Cup Final goal 
was not a goal. Film proves it – yet it must stand”. The incident also 
dominated the Manchester Guardian’s report that focused as much 
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on the footage (yet to be shown at cinemas) as the goal itself. Their 
reporter revealed how the film was stopped “by a clever device for 
several seconds” and even questioned the referee W. P. Harper at his 
home. The paper also got quotes from Newcastle’s manager Andy 
Cunningham who deployed a tactic which has been used by the men 
in the dugout ever since, saying simply: “From my position I could 
not see whether it had gone out of play or not”.

This commercial imperative meant the film producers were under 
great pressure to provide what the public wanted, or at least what 
the cinema owners told them the public wanted. In 1934 the editor 
of British Paramount News had written “nothing must be included 
that the average man will not like”. It probably goes without saying 
that this was a fairly short list and items deemed acceptable were 
chosen because of their inoffensiveness and broad appeal. Cinema’s 
influence was fully appreciated from its earliest days. There were 
regular debates in Parliament on its possible effects as well as national 
and local inquiries and the National Council on Public Morals (a 
coalition of religious, educational and political groups) expressed 
concern that children would replicate the behaviour they saw on 
screen. The 1909 Cinematograph Act gave local authorities the right 
to licence cinemas and although it was intended to be used to ensure 
safety3 it was so loosely worded that it effectively gave them powers 
of censorship too. With 700 separate authorities to deal with the film 
companies were concerned that inconsistency would undermine the 
profitability of their films. They grouped together to establish the 
British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) that, while independent, had 
close links to government and regulated all films by a standard set 
of criteria. Soon authorities were not censoring films themselves but 
simply licensing ones that had been passed by the BBFC. On one hand 
the Board wanted to keep the Government out of the film industry, 
on the other it wanted to reassure them it was not inflaming or 
corrupting the public and adopted a very conservative attitude. Films 
that dealt with issues such as the economic downturn of the 1930s 
and the resulting unemployment in a humorous or uncontroversial 
way, like George Formby’s 1935 release Off the Dole, were passed 

3 Early film was made from highly flammable cellulose nitrate which when coupled with 
the heat of the projectors had led to several fatal fires. 
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with no problems. However, an attempt to adapt Walter Greenwood’s 
best-selling novel Love on the Dole that dealt with the same issue in 
much more hard-hitting fashion, were vetoed for several years by the 
BBFC which called it “a very sordid story in very sordid surroundings”.

Newsreels were no different in this respect to fictional films and 
what they showed and the narratives they used were selected and 
shaped by a set of pre-determined policies subject to censorship and 
profit margins. While they reflected and highlighted popular attitudes 
newsreels did so in a way that generated support and consensus for 
the establishment’s ideology by re-emphasising exactly who the social 
elites were. The image of England and Britain they presented (and 
more often than not the line between the two was blurred) was one 
of an orderly society built on consensus not conflict. If there was a 
problem the suggestion was everyone should meet it with typical 
English/British good humour and while the toffs might be in charge 
they still wanted the best for everyone. Or to put it another way: 
keep calm and carry on. 

Nowhere was this more apparent than in the coverage of football. 
Following the First World War sporting events became an increasingly 
regular addition to the list of Royal engagements and football, 
particularly the FA Cup Final, was top of that list. Attendance at such 
an important game placed the Royals at the heart of English cultural 
life implying they were a ‘normal’ family enjoying ‘normal’ events. It 
also conferred greater legitimacy on football as the country’s most 
important sport. The newsreels lapped it up. Royal and sporting 
engagements were both hugely important for them and when the 
two came together it was, well, the match of the day. Images of the 
crowd celebrating the King’s attendance and of the King shaking 
hands with the teams became a regular part of the Cup final ‘story’. 
If the King wasn’t free or if the game wasn’t as important a minor 
Royal, mayor or other dignitary would do. It all helped reinforce the 
country’s social hierarchy both nationally and locally.

Once the meet and greet was out of the way it was almost time for 
the match but first another standard image had to be captured – the two 
captains tossing the coin and shaking hands with each other and the 
referee. During the First World War Winston Churchill had compared 
the conflict to a Test match calling not just for victory but a victory 
won in the spirit of fair play. The ethos of ‘sportsmanship’ or ‘fair 
play’ was a crucial component in the construction of “Englishness” 
enhancing the sense of national superiority while also reminding the 
working classes that they too should abide by the rules. Of course 
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the same couldn’t be said for Johnny Foreigner. Teams from abroad 
were afforded the minimum of respect at the best of times with 
commentators often making fun of the players’ ‘strange’ names and 
the matches were used as an opportunity to reemphasise the notion 
of English fair play. Conversely, European teams, it was suggested, 
regularly resorted to foul play and lost their temper. When Italy, the 
reigning World Champions, visited England in 1934 Universal News 
framed their coverage of the match in that manner. The match is 
notorious for the level of violence on display and the footage focused 
on the visitors’ behaviour. “The Italian temperament is showing”, 
the viewers were told but the fact that it was England who had set 
the tone of the game in the second minute when a Ted Drake tackle 
broke centre half Luis Monti’s foot passed with little mention (I’m 
sure Drake simply wasn’t ‘that sort of player’). This was in the days 
before substitutes and despite their defeat the Italians were heralded 
as the Lions of Highbury on their return home. The previous year 
when England travelled to play Italy in Rome the Universal News 
commentator labelled the home fans “excitable” as they celebrated a 
goal explaining that “when Italians go wild, there’s no half-measures 
about them”. Some 20 years later Pathé was still referring to Italian 
footballers as “athletes from spaghetti land”. Such stereotyping lives 
on in the pub vocabulary which infuses football commentary today. 
During the Italy v Germany Euro 2012 semi-final BBC pundit Martin 
Keown referred to the Italians as “emotional” (and the Germans, 
rather predictably, as a “machine”) while some English TV pundits 
would have us believe that Mario Balotelli is the only player in a 
world with a ‘suspect temperament’ and that there is something 
suspect about the fact Ronaldo combs his hair.

There was a surprisingly large amount of time devoted to women’s 
football by the newsreels with some estimates suggesting as much 
as five per cent of the total football coverage focused on women. At 
first glance this might seem to run counter to the idea of preserving 
the status quo, not least following the FA’s effective ban on women’s 
football in 1921, and to a certain extent it did. However, it was 
still viewed through the prism of male dominance, mimicking the 
way women were portrayed in fictional films. Gracie Fields was the 
undoubted star of the 1934 hit Sing as We Go, playing the working-
class heroine who retains her pluck despite being laid off when the 
factory she works in is closed down. The whole thing ends with the 
factory reopening (and the Union Jack flying), however this is not 
due to Gracie but instead the efforts of a scientist who I’m sure you 
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can guess was English, male and middle-class. So the newsreels’ 
narratives subtly and not-so-subtly continued to remind the viewers 
that football was really a man’s game. Coverage of the women’s game 
was patronising and critical and laced with sexual innuendo, while 
women players were described in unfeminine terms such as “hefty”, 
“braw lassies” or “fine strapping girls”.

Cinema’s dominance evaporated when television brought the 
moving image into the comfort of the viewer’s own home and the hire 
purchase revolution facilitated mass-ownership of the new product. 
The newsreels were the real casualties of the battle, limping on into 
the late 1960s before finally dying out. They leave behind them a 
rich legacy and not just a fascinating archive of football’s past. It’s 
impossible to understand TV’s coverage of the sport today without 
also understanding newsreel coverage of the game. It developed many 
of the techniques and laid down the templates that have defined the 
structure and narratives used in TV broadcasts for decades since. 
More than that, through their focus on the crowd the newsreels 
made football the people’s game, securing its place at the heart of 
England’s cultural landscape.
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Back to Square One

Football fans in England had to wait a little 
under 18 months after Armistice Day for 
the first inter-war FA Cup Final. On April 
24th 1920, Aston Villa beat second division 
Huddersfield (who gained promotion in the 
same season) thanks to a solitary extra-time 
goal from Billy Kirton1. The Villa fans who 
didn’t make the trip down south to Stamford 
Bridge to see their side lift the trophy for a 
record sixth time might have found out the 
result in the hour after the final whistle from 
a notice posted in the local newspaper office. 
For a full match report they’d have had to 
wait until early evening and the publication 
of one of the many football specials. In 1939 
when Portsmouth trounced Wolverhampton 
4-1 in the last final before the Second World 
War, the Pompey supporters who weren’t 
among the 99,370 watching the match at 
the Empire Stadium in Wembley, will almost 
certainly have been following the action live 
on a wireless. The transformation brought 
about in those 19 years by the new medium 
was huge. England’s first radio station was a 
couple of months away from its first broadcast 
when Kirton bagged the winner for Villa. When 
Pompey celebrated victory more than eight 
million radio licences had been bought and 

1 The Geordie joined Villa from Leeds United for £500 
earlier that season having played just one game for the 
Lillywhites. Coincidentally he’d also play just one game 
for England, grabbing their only goal in a 1-1 draw with 
Northern Ireland in 1922.

4
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at least 71% of the population had access to a radio set. The spoken 
word was beginning to reassert its authority over the written word.

It all began in slightly less auspicious surroundings – an ex-army 
hut in Writtle near Essex to be exact. It was from there that Guglielmo 
Marconi, an Italian-born scientist, launched England’s first radio 
station, 2MT. Often credited with inventing radio Marconi in reality 
brought together the work of many others, including Heinrich Hertz, 
Michael Faraday and Nikola Tesla, to create the first viable wireless 
communication system that could produce modulated sound waves, 
thus allowing for voice and music to be transmitted and not just 
short, sharp bursts of sound like Morse code. At 7.10pm on 15th 
June 1920, the few people lucky enough to own or be near a receiver 
could tune into a pre-recorded concert of operatic music, including a 
performance from Dame Nellie Melba that ended with the national 
anthem. It was a short concert; in those very early days Marconi was 
restricted to broadcasting for just half an hour every week, however 
by 1922, 2MT had started daily half-hour bulletins of news and 
entertainment. The commercial potential of the new medium was 
becoming apparent and Marconi entered into negotiations with 
several other interested parties to establish a network of stations 
across the country under an umbrella organisation called the British 
Broadcasting Company (BBC). In May 1922, the company launched 
two new stations in London and Manchester (called 2LO and 2ZY 
respectively). The company’s aim was to cash in by selling wireless 
sets but they wouldn’t shift many units if there was nothing to listen 
to, so they began the process of filling the airwaves with appealing 
content designed to make people turn on, tune in and shell out.

As with the newspapers and cinema newsreels before, sport was 
immediately central to the radio companies’ drive to maximise 
sales and generate profit, and once again it reinforced gender 
divisions. A wireless set was the first piece of domestic electrical 
equipment many families owned and it would be followed by items 
like vacuum cleaners, washing machines, fridges and cookers. 
Marketing for those latter items focused on how they helped enhance 
the supposedly feminine realm of the kitchen. Adverts for radios 
focused on how they enhanced the supposedly masculine world of 
leisure. A 1930 advert for a Pye Portable Radio pictured a man below 
the words: “Tense with excitement… thrilled. Almost seeing the 
game, so clearly does he hear it. Can you wonder what he shouts?” 
The advert provided the answer too, courtesy of a speech bubble: 
“Shoot, man! Shoot!”
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Sports content was central to the drive to sell radios. On the very 
first day of its existence 2LO broadcast the first rudimentary running 
sports commentary with coverage of Ted ‘Kid’ Lewis’ unsuccessful 
challenge of World and European Light Heavyweight champion George 
Carpentier at London’s Olympia Exhibition Centre. While the owners 
of the BBC saw the new technology as a blessing, the Newspaper 
Proprietors’ Association (NPA) saw the threat to their monopoly on the 
dissemination of information at a local and national level as a curse. 
The NPA’s chairman, Lord Riddell, left little doubt about his feelings 
labelling radio “modern witchcraft”. When he subsequently appeared 
in front of the Government’s Sykes Committee on broadcasting in 
1923 he argued that the “broadcasting of racing and football results 
and similar matter would certainly seriously interfere with the sale 
of newspapers”. Lord Riddell and his newspaper colleagues were 
particularly worried about the threat to the Saturday football specials. 
Even after the widespread introduction of the telegraph, telephone 
and other developments like the linotype machine and web-fed rotary 
press, the specials were hard-pushed to get comprehensive match 
reports on the streets much before 7pm. On the other hand radio 
could provide on-the-spot immediacy. This was clearly demonstrated 
in 1936 when a young Richard Dimbleby reported live on the Crystal 
Palace fire from a phone box. With the drama happening at 10pm, 
after the evening papers had been published and some time before the 
morning editions would hit the streets, it was the BBC’s first genuine 
scoop. With the advent of the car radio and the transistor, listeners 
weren’t tied to their armchairs anymore either. The internet gets the 
blame for undermining the newspaper industry but the seeds of its 
decline were sown when radio became the first rival medium able to 
provide news at a faster pace. Television, the web and Twitter have 
just followed in its wake.

The BBC didn’t get much support from sports governing bodies 
either. Just like the newspaper owners, those in charge of television 
were suspicious of radio, believing that live broadcasts would impact 
negatively on attendances. Similarly the General Post Office, which 
controlled communication technology in the late-19th and early-20th 
centuries, cut the BBC no slack as it derived substantial income from 
Press telegrams and was inclined to protect the hand that fed it. Lord 
Riddell and his chums won the day, and the BBC was subject to very 
stringent restrictions that effectively thwarted the broadcasting of 
any live news or sports for the next five years. Even sports bulletins 
relaying results were not allowed before 7pm. In 1925 the BBC 
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tried and failed to negotiate permission to broadcast coverage of an 
England v Scotland rugby match, the FA Cup Final, the Derby and 
the Oxbridge Boat Race. The following year while still effectively 
banned from providing spoken commentary the BBC was allowed 
to broadcast “atmospheric” coverage of the Derby from Epsom. It 
was a disaster. The 1928 BBC Handbook described how heavy rain 
fell all day meaning that when the race finally got underway “not 
only were there no sounds from hoofs in the soft going, but even the 
bookies and tipsters were more occupied in taking shelter under their 
umbrellas than in speeding home the winner”.  

In America, by contrast, audiences had been tuning into daily sports 
reports since 1924 and coast-to-coast coverage of major Gridiron 
games and boxing bouts was the norm from 1926. The country’s 
newspapers embraced the new technology with many setting up their 
own radio stations. In fact in the early 1920s sports fans all over 
the former colonies were enjoying radio sports coverage. The list 
included horseracing, cricket and rugby league Down Under; field 
hockey in Canada and rugby in New Zealand and South Africa. In 
August 1926 the Irish station 2RN covered the All-Ireland Hurling 
semi-final between Kilkenny and Galway at Dublin’s Croke Park. It 
was the first live commentary on a field game in Europe.

The deadlock between the BBC and the NPA was finally broken in 
1926 when the Crawford Committee on broadcasting recommended 
that on renewal of its licence, the BBC should become a nationalised 
company but with an independent board of Governors free of 
Government control. So the British Broadcasting Company became the 
British Broadcasting Corporation on January 1st 1927 and significantly 
the new company was given permission by the Postmaster-General 
to provide outside broadcasts. However, this did nothing to soften 
the stance of the NPA which included racing and betting news 
along with birth control in a list of subjects which “would be highly 
objectionable to a large section of the community” if broadcast. 
Arguing that their monopoly on information would be destroyed 
by radio they continued to fight for, and won, restrictive conditions 
on the newly-formed BBC. The new running commentaries were 
recorded live but only broadcast after 6pm. Furthermore as a sop 
to the NPA the BBC warned shopkeepers and pub landlords not to 
listen to sports bulletins and commentaries in the earshot of their 
customers as this would breach copyright.
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The BBC quickly took advantage of their new-found freedom and on 
January 15th 19272 they broadcast commentary of an England versus 
Wales rugby union match from Twickenham. A week later came the 
first running commentary on a football match when the second half 
of Arsenal’s league game against Sheffield United at Highbury was 
broadcast. An FA Cup tie between Corinthians and Newcastle followed 
and the football season ended with the first ever broadcast of an FA 
Cup Final. It’s significant that it was also the first Cup final to include 
pre-match community singing which the Radio Times advertised 
a week earlier as “the largest demonstration this country has ever 
beheld”. Abide with Me was included at the behest of FA Secretary Sir 
Fredrick Wall who knew it was a favourite of King George V and its 
rich, stirring lyrics created a communal atmosphere knitting together 
both teams’ fans and the rest of the country. 

Creating a sense of national community was central to the public 
service ethos of the BBC’s first Director General, Lord Reith, who 
claimed it would allow listeners to be “present equally at functions and 
ceremonials upon which national sentiment is consecrated”. He also 
recognised sport’s capacity to bring the country together through such 
“national” events. However, these events had to be established and it 
was the BBC that took on the responsibility for doing so by bringing 
several of them together in a secular calendar complete with ‘seasons’ 
and ‘special days’ which were (and still are) repeated year after year 
thus becoming ‘traditional’. The Royal Variety Performance, The Lord 
Mayor’s Show, The Last Night of the Proms, Remembrance Day and 
Trooping of the Colour became prominent features of the BBC schedule 
(and so English culture) and in 1932 after nine years of trying, Reith 
finally managed to persuade King George V to broadcast a Christmas 
message. The script, written by Rudyard Kipling, declared Christmas 
to be a “festival of the family” and here was the King, both the head 
of the country’s most important family and the figurative father of the 
nation, speaking from his home and promoting a sense of national 
community among the disparate listeners. What has now become a 
traditional event deeply rooted in England’s, indeed Britain’s cultural 
landscape was entirely manufactured by the media. 

Sixteen years after George V’s momentous broadcast, T.S. Eliot 
defined culture as a “whole way of life of a people from birth to 

2 It was a pretty big year for firsts. Charles Lindbergh made the first solo transatlantic 
flight. Walter S. Gifford of AT&T and Sir Evlyn V Murray of the General Post Office de-
cided to take the safer option and just share the first transatlantic telephone call and to cap 
it all off The Jazz Singer staring Al Jolson introduced cinema audiences to the ‘talkies’.
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grave”. For the English this way of life included “Derby Day, Henley 
Regatta, Cowes, the twelfth of August, a cup final, the dog races, 
the pin table, the dart board, Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage 
cut into sections, beetroot in vinegar, 19th-century Gothic churches 
and the music of Elgar.” Widespread interest in Gothic churches 
and Elgar might have diminished a little since Eliot’s day but thanks 
to Wallace and Gromit, Wensleydale cheese is still up there, and 
thanks to broadcasting so is the importance of sports events like 
the Derby and the Cup Final. 

For most people these sports only gained significance because 
they were broadcast and the decision on which sports were chosen 
was made by an unashamedly elitist group of middle and upper-
class men at the Beeb. The flipside, of course, was that they were 
also choosing which sports not to broadcast. In the late 1920s the 
American innovation of circular dog tracks was introduced across 
England, and the sport became hugely popular. By 1932 some 6.5 
million people were attending greyhound meetings in London alone 
but the sport was all but ignored by the BBC who argued it was not 
a ‘national’ sport and encouraged ‘un-social’ gambling. The same 
could be said about horseracing but that didn’t stop the BBC making 
that a central part of the new broadcasting calendar. While the 
broadcaster did play down horseracing’s gambling links by ignoring 
starting prices, betting odds and any mention of bookmakers in 
their commentaries, just as important was the class composition of 
the two sports’ followers. While the upper classes enjoyed the sport 
of kings, the working classes were going to the dogs. 

As with newsreels, the BBC’s concept of ‘national identity’ was 
very English. Football commentators were instructed to take a neutral 
stance on club matches, however, commentary on England games 
was supposed to build partisanship in the listener while maintaining 
a veneer of neutrality. When England competed against the other 
nations of the United Kingdom the required balance was even more 
delicate and, at times, uneasy, while in commentary on Scotland 
matches against non-UK teams, the balance between commitment 
and distance often depended upon how well the Scots were doing. 
It’s a template that, by-and-large, remains in use today. The BBC’s 
sense of the nation was also very London-centric. While there were 
some regional early evening programmes like Midland Sport and 
the London Sports Bulletin, most broadcasts ignored traditional 
local sports by focusing on events in, or close to the capital. Thus 
sports broadcasts fostered a clear idea of which sports and events 
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were deemed to be ‘national’ thereby making them central to 
English culture. 

Take for example knur-and-spell. Heard of it? Didn’t think so. It’s 
a sport which involves hitting a small ball (the knur) as far as possible 
with a bat (the spell) after it has been released by a spring-loaded cup. 
It has its origins in the Norse game nurspel, and drew huge crowds, 
particularly the North of England, well into the 1930s. However 
because it was a regional, working-class sport it was marginalised 
by the BBC. At the same time equally parochial sports with upper 
and upper-middle class associations that took place in London, 
such as Wimbledon and the Boat Race, became a central part of 
the company’s manufactured sporting calendar and so a key part 
of the nation’s culture. In 1939 Hilda Jennings and Winifred Gill’s 
survey of the impact of broadcasting on the lives of people living in 
a working-class area of Bristol demonstrated the centrality of radio 
in creating this calendar. One respondent said about the Boat Race: 
“Look how that’s come to the fore, we never used to hear anything 
about that, and now there’s many wouldn’t miss it.” By 1930 the 
race had been labelled an “old favourite” in the BBC Yearbook and 
it was being broadcast annually along with five other events which 
the Postmaster General would later make subject to a non-exclusivity 
arrangement following the creation of ITV in 1955. The agreement 
was designed to protect the BBC from commercial pressure and from 
that point no broadcaster could have sole rights to the Boat Race, 
Test matches, Wimbledon, the FA Cup Final, the Derby or the Grand 
National. The latter four are still subject to regulation which means 
they have to be broadcast on free-to-air TV. Yet, like the Christmas 
message, there is nothing ‘natural’ or ‘obvious’ about the supposed 
importance of these events. Instead that importance was created by 
a set of converging factors, namely the organisation of sport and its 
coverage in the media.

While Lord Reith was determined for the BBC to become the voice 
of the nation and to entertain its listeners, he also believed the 
broadcaster had a duty to enhance its listeners’ cultural horizons. 
He didn’t want the audience just to listen to sport, he wanted them 
to learn about sport too, as long as what was being taught promoted 
the “right” social attitudes. To this end a series of programmes, such 
as Association Football, the Referee and the Spectator which were 
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broadcast in September 1932 and focussed on the need for players 
to accept the referee’s decision as final, were made. However, one 
thing that was considered not to promote the “right” social attitudes 
was professional sport. As late as 1948 an internal BBC document 
stressed the importance of promoting “humble endeavour, good 
sportsmanship and no transfer fee” in the “reputable sports world” 
of golf, tennis, rowing and “something called rugger”. Football was 
conspicuous by its absence from the list. 

In radio’s early years the sport had enjoyed a considerable, albeit 
intermittent, amount of coverage thanks to good relationships between 
some BBC staff and administrators at the FA and at several League 
clubs. By 1931 more than 100 matches had been broadcast but once 
these broadcasts began, concern was expressed almost immediately 
with All Sports Weekly magazine reporting in March 1927 that some 
clubs “had a bitter mind against it”. Just over a year later the members 
of the Third Division (North) called on the League and the FA to ban 
commentaries, claiming they were keeping fans away from other games, 
especially those of smaller clubs. In many ways it’s an argument that’s 
still being had today – for radio in the early-20th century read foreign 
decoders in the early-21st century. In 2012 Portsmouth pub landlady 
Karen Murphy had her conviction for showing Greek coverage of the 
Premier League quashed. During her six-year battle, then-Sunderland 
chairman Niall Quinn backed the Premier League’s stance saying 
he “despised” fans who watched such broadcasts in pubs claiming 
they were undermining clubs’ attempts to progress. Yet research for 
the European Commission in 2004 showed that only 6% of fans in 
England cited TV coverage as the reason they didn’t watch games at 
stadia. The most common reason, given by 39% of respondents, was 
ticket prices. There’s no evidence that coverage of matches on radio 
affected attendances in the 1920s either. The new medium reinforced 
the place of football at the heart of English culture as one commentator 
from the time wrote: “It would be interesting to know if evening 
papers ever noted that those coming away from a cup tie or a derby 
seem just as keen on reading an account of what they have just seen 
as everyone else.”

That lack of evidence didn’t stop the split between the FA and the 
BBC becoming a chasm and in 1929 the football authorities demanded 
a fee from the broadcaster to allow them to cover the FA Cup Final. The 
Beeb, who had covered both the 1927 and 1928 finals, flatly refused 
but still considered the match to be a key date in their schedule and 
so assembled a team of eight reporters who all paid for entry. Having 
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watched their allotted part of the match each reporter rushed in turn to 
a nearby flat the BBC had rented and broadcast for about 10 minutes. 
Poorly prepared and working without a script, it was almost inevitable 
mistakes would be made and one of the team wrongly told the listeners 
Portsmouth had scored when the goal had actually gone to Bolton 
(who won 2-0). Despite this slip the BBC Yearbook claimed the event 
had been “entirely successful” but the following year the Radio Times 
presented a more sober assessment, suggesting such coverage “cannot 
be said to compare in the dramatic intensity with the pageant of sound 
conveyed by the microphone from the crowded stands”.

By this stage the FA had gone further, demanding a fee to allow 
the BBC to cover any FA Cup tie in the 1929-30 season. The battle 
lines were clear. On one side the FA pointed to the fees they had been 
receiving from the newsreel companies to allow them to cover the 
Cup Final that had started at £1,000 in 1923 and had been rising 
since; on the other was the BBC which argued it produced “spoken 
reports analogous to a newspaper” and pointed to the free access 
gained by Press reporters. In a bid to take the moral high ground and 
demonstrate the FA’s supposed “intransigence” the BBC published 
all their correspondence on the matter prompting numerous letters 
of support castigating the FA as out-of-touch. Media coverage of 
football, and particularly radio coverage, had begun to change fans’ 
view of their relationship with the game; it had become something 
they felt they had a right to experience not just live but also for free. 
Eventually in a bid to break the deadlock the BBC offered to pay £200 
to a charity of the FA’s choice, but on a matter of principle insisted 
they pay it directly to the charity. The Times supported the BBC’s 
stance in an editorial headlined “Commercial Football” pointing out 
that the FA Cup Final was sold out and that a broadcast would allow 
all football fans including “the halt, the maimed and the blind” to 
listen. The FA replied by demanding a retraction of the accusation of 
professionalism. Eventually the Bishop of Buckingham stepped in as 
arbiter and the FA, as much to limit the damage to their reputation as 
anything else, relented.

The BBC hailed its victory in the Radio Times by claiming that 
“the listening public applauds the generous decision of the Football 
Association to admit the microphone once again to the Stadium” but 
it wasn’t long before it was kicked out again. From 1931 the League 
banned live commentary on all its games and the FA banned live 
commentary on matches apart from the FA Cup Final, Charity Shield, 
internationals and the Oxbridge varsity match. To deliberately make 
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matters worse for the commentators there was also a ban on players 
wearing shirt numbers. The BBC, staffed mainly by ex-public school 
Oxbridge graduates and with an ethos built on amateur principles, 
didn’t fight too hard to get football back on board. Between 1930 and 
1935 they broadcast just 22 football matches compared to 52 rugby 
union games. Professional rugby league suffered an even worse fate 
with just one match broadcast in that time (by comparison two water 
polo games were covered). One event the FA did allow to be covered 
in this period was the FA Cup third round draw that came live from 
the FA Council Chamber for the first time in 1936. That year’s BBC 
Annual described how a commentator set the scene before “the 
proceedings were left to speak for themselves”. Another key date had 
been discretely added to England’s media-created sporting calendar. By 
this time advances in technology and the increasing amount of outside 
broadcast equipment allowed the BBC to construct radio programmes 
from a variety of sources. It was at this point in the mid-1930s that 
Saturday afternoons became synonymous with sport and the BBC 
schedule was almost entirely devoted to sports coverage as it moved 
around the country from one sport to another.

The League and the FA Cup were suspended during the Second 
World War and replaced by the Wartime League and the Football 
League War Cup. The League relaxed its stance on commentary to 
help boost morale among the Forces. Following this move the BBC 
negotiated to be allowed to cover League games on a regular basis 
after the war, although the League insisted that the studio anchorman 
was not allowed to say which game was being featured. The listeners 
only found out when the commentator at the ground began to speak. 
In 1948 Sports Report was launched and it became a central part of 
the Saturday sporting experience, with a particular focus on the day’s 
football results. As it switched from on-the-spot reporters around the 
country it made stars of its hosts such as Eamonn Andrews and Des 
Lynam. Originally starting at 5pm, the hourly round-up moved to the 
earlier time of 4.42pm as it switched from the BBC’s Light to the Third 
programme in 1964. Subsequent moves followed to Radio 2 in 1970, 
Radio Five in 1990 and 5 Live in 1994, all the while introduced by its 
famous theme tune Out of the Blue, written by Hubert Bath. When 
BBC bosses considered ditching the tune in the late 1970s there was 
an outcry and then-host Lynam compared it to knocking down Tower 
Bridge. Another national institution had been created.
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Commentary is nothing without commentators and the man behind 
the microphone for the BBC’s first two momentous sports broadcasts 
in 1927 was Capt. Henry Blythe Thornhill ‘Teddy’ Wakelam. In 
his 1938 autobiography Half Time: The Mike and Me, Wakelam 
described how he got the job: “One January afternoon, I was working 
out some details of a tender, when my telephone rang. An unknown 
voice at the other end asked me if I was the same Wakelam who 
had played rugger for the Harlequins, and, upon my saying “yes”, 
went on to inform me that the owner of it was an official of the 
BBC, who would much like to see me at once on an urgent matter.” 
The voice belonged to producer Lance Sieveking and within a 
fortnight Wakelam was on the air and his career in commentary had 
begun. Those early commentaries were met with praise, The Times 
commending Wakelam’s delivery as “notably vivid and impressive” 
and The Spectator suggesting “that type of broadcasting is here to 
stay”. That isn’t to say Wakelam didn’t suffer the odd mishap with 
his football debut also providing the first ever on-air gaffe. During 
half time at Highbury he was heard to say “What about a beer?” 
David Coleman would have been proud. On another occasion, while 
commentating at Wimbledon, Wakelam set fire to his trousers while 
lighting a cigarette but managed to stamp out the blaze without 
interrupting his commentary. This consummate professionalism saw 
him stay at the top of the commentating game for several decades and 
he would gain another notable first in 1938 when he commentated 
on the first televised Ashes Test from Lords.

At the Highbury match he was accompanied by a co-commentator 
Cecil Arthur Lewis. Lewis, who had been with the BBC from the 
very start as a writer, producer and director, was a decorated First 
World War fighter pilot and went on to win an Oscar in 1938 for 
his screen adaptation of Pygmalion. However his role at the Arsenal 
match was little more than a cameo. Prior to the game the Radio 
Times published a diagram of the pitch divided into numbered 
squares. Lewis was not only the recipient of Wakelam’s half time 
drinks request but also acted as ‘Number Two’ (or ‘Dr Watson’ as 
they were sometimes known) calling out the number of the square 
the ball was in. It was this practice which gave rise to the phrase 
“back to square one” when the ball was passed back to the keeper. 
The Manchester Guardian hailed it a success contrasting it with 
the Twickenham commentary from a week earlier when Wakelam 
was on his own by saying: “With the chart before one, it was fairly 
easy to visualise what was actually happening and the cheers and 
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the groans of the spectators help considerably the imagination of 
the listeners.”

Wakelam’s momentous broadcast from Highbury in 1927 was 
followed a week later by coverage of an FA Cup tie between Corinthians 
and Newcastle, but the commentator for that match was George 
Allison. Over the next decade Allison went on to establish himself 
as the voice of football. That voice, described as “rich” and “fruity” 
in his obituary in the The Times, was the one that people would 
have heard when they tuned in for the first ever coverage of the FA 
Cup Final at the end of the 1927 season. His “number two”, the 
man with the numbers, was Derek McCulloch. McCulloch, another 
First World War veteran, was known as Uncle Mac and gained fame 
as the presenter of Children’s Hour and as the voice of Larry the 
Lamb. McCulloch was nearly killed in the Battle of the Somme as 
a 17-year-old after he was caught in a shell explosion. He lay badly 
injured in no man’s land for three days and would ultimately lose an 
eye. However in the days before health and safety this presented no 
barrier to him joining the Flying Cops the following year.

Allison kept up his commentating work even after he became 
Arsenal manager in 1934. When the Gunners reached the Cup final 
two years later he saw fit to swap the commentary box for the dugout. 
It was the first time the final was broadcast live and the first time two 
commentators were used, a practice that remains today. Ivan Sharpe 
and Frederick Creek3 were the men tasked with sharing the job of 
replacing the larger-than-life Allison. Along with his phrase “By jove!” 
the Gunners’ boss became synonymous with football commentary. 
He was praised for his “fairness and impartiality” and his “bright 
and breezy style” but he wasn’t universally popular. A letter to the 
Radio Times in 1929 complained that Allison persistently gave “his 
personal views on how the game ‘should’ be played instead of keeping 
us informed as to how the game ‘was’ being played”. Just two years 
after the first broadcasts commentators were already splitting opinion. 

The letter wasn’t just about Allison, nor commentators in general, 
instead it raised questions about the uneasy equilibrium at the heart of 
commentary; the balance between expert and popular. Like James Catton 
and his fellow newspaper football correspondents three decades earlier, 
the early commentators were pioneers in then-unchartered territory. 
These days we take commentary and its rhythms and vocabulary for 

3 Both men had been top amateur footballers. Sharpe won the League with Derby 
County and Olympic Gold with Great Britain in 1912 while Creek played for England 
once and would manage the Great Britain Olympic team in 1958.
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granted but these conventions have developed through a process of 
trial and error that began with the very first broadcasts. Commentary 
in those early years mainly consisted of reports at half time, full time 
or straight eye-witness accounts given by the “men of the moment”, 
that is top players, in their chosen sport. However, as early as 1925 
such efforts were described as “little short of lamentable” by John 
Stobart4 the BBC’s Director of Education. These players might have 
had expert knowledge of their sport but they lacked broadcasting 
skills and there was an immediate recognition that such skills were 
crucial and a balance between the two was required.

There was also an immediate recognition that commentary needed a 
conversational tone and the BBC’s first Director of Outside Broadcasts, 
Gerald Cock, insisted it should be more like a conversation between 
friends than between a teacher and pupil. Wakelam took this on board 
employing “ordinary conversational language” built on “plain, simple 
everyday phrases” and “natural spontaneous remarks”. To help him 
in this endeavour early in his career, he sometimes sat next to and 
directed his commentaries at a blind man to ensure both an informal 
style and that his words wouldn’t dry up. However, it wasn’t until 
1935, when Cock was replaced as Head of Outside Broadcasts by 
Seymour Joly de Lotbinière, that the loose practices developed over 
the previous few years became structured. Lobby, as de Lotbinière 
was known, immediately discontinued the practice of the Number 
Two calling out where the ball was. Instead he insisted that the 
commentator paint this image with words and by doing away with 
this role, room was created for expert co-commentators who could 
provide insight alongside the description of the game.

In 1939 de Lotbinière wrote in the BBC Handbook that “commentary 
is an art and its successful practice depends on attention to a specifiable 
technique” and he developed that technique himself. It was the 
pyramid method in which the commentator began with the few most 
important details – the narrow top of the pyramid – before gradually 
broadening out with more, less important but still crucial information. 
Following this advice a football commentator would start by giving 
the score and the amount of time left. Then they would broaden out 
by naming the goal scorers, before setting the scene by describing 
the weather, the crowd and the ground. Then the commentator 
would describe any significant periods of play before moving on to 
what de Lotbinière described as “associative material” such as the 

4 The BBC’s motto “Nation shall speak peace unto nation” is attributed to Stobart.
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teams’ league positions, the importance and impact of the possible 
results and any milestones the game might produce either for the 
teams or their players. But who was this commentary aimed at? The 
language commentators used was dependent on who they thought 
they were speaking to and de Lotbinière saw the audience for every 
sport as another pyramid with a small, highly knowledgeable group 
at the top, a larger group of general sports fans in the middle and 
the majority of the listeners with limited knowledge at the bottom. 
In keeping with the BBC’s Reithian values de Lotbinière wanted to 
appeal to all listeners, but his template made certain assumptions 
about the listening audience.

These commentaries might have been intended to bring the nation 
together but they did so in a very specific way. While women’s interest 
in football actually grew in this period the commentary was still 
resolutely aimed at men. On the very rare occasions women were 
brought in to the commentary box it was to talk about ‘female’ 
subjects such as fashion (during Derby coverage for example) as 
opposed to ‘male’ subjects like, well, sport. Alongside the country’s 
gender hierarchy its class structure was also reinforced by sports 
commentary that adopted Received Pronunciation. It’s little wonder 
that the discourses commentators used were so narrow when they 
themselves were from such a narrow section of society. They were 
all men, mostly educated at public school and university (probably 
Oxford or Cambridge) and were also likely to be former amateur 
players. There was also a strong services influence and at one point 
alongside Captain Wakelam the BBC also had Colonel R.H. Bland 
and Lieutenant Commander Thomas Woodroffe in its ranks. 

Alongside the conflict between perceived (male) expertise and 
(female) ignorance within the audience ran a conflict between realism 
and entertainment within the commentary. On one hand the likes 
of Wakelam and Allison were tasked with providing the listener an 
accurate description of what was happening, while on the other they 
needed to keep that listener entertained. Once more it was a question 
of balance although even implementing de Lotbinière’s pyramid 
method meant the commentator was constructing a narrative around 
the action and the players involved by determining for the listener 
what and who was important. Following 1933’s introduction of the 
lip microphone, designed to reduce background noise, mics were 
placed around the ground to capture ‘natural noises’ which were 
then faded in and out to legitimise the broadcast with a sense of 
authenticity. This desire for realism remains in radio and television 
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coverage of football with TV companies introducing 3D coverage. 
Yet this is merely the pretence of realism as both radio and TV, and 
particularly the latter with its slow motion replays, graphics and 
multiple cameras, offer a viewing experience significantly different 
to that of watching a game in a stadium.

The thing about radio waves is that they travel and while the BBC 
didn’t have any English-based commercial competition for the best part 
of 50 years, within a decade it did have a rival. It was inventor-cum-
fighter pilot-cum-radio salesman Captain Leonardo F. Plugge5 (also a 
Tory MP) who first saw the market for commercial radio. In 1925 he 
persuaded Selfridges department store to sponsor a 15-minute show 
on fashion to be broadcast from the Eiffel Tower to England. Not well 
advertised, it had a single-figure audience but Plugge was undeterred 
and the following year he formed the International Broadcasting 
Company (IBC). By 1931 he was buying airtime on European radio 
stations and broadcasting sponsored, English-language programmes 
across the channel. 

Most newspapers, worried about the threat to their advertising 
revenue, refused to print the stations’ listings, a situation which 
lasted until the 1950s. However The Sunday Referee sports paper 
did carry advertising for the IBC and even launched the International 
Broadcasting Club, which had 50,000 paying members within three 
weeks and 250,000 within three months. While a loss of advertising 
revenue during the Second World War caused the IBC to shut for 
good, commercial rival Radio Luxembourg fared better. 

Launched two years after the IBC the station broadcast from 
the tiny Duchy and quickly came to dominate the early commercial 
sector due to its more powerful transmitter that broadcast on the 
wavelength of 208 metres. Nicknamed Fab 208 the station was taken 
over by the Nazis and used to broadcast propaganda during the war 
but this effectively saved the station which resumed normal service 
after the conflict with its reputation undamaged. The twin evils of 
commercialisation and gambling which the BBC tried so hard to avoid 

5 Plugge’s daughter Gale Anne Benson was murdered by civil rights activist Michael X, 
real name Michael de Freitas, who stabbed her before burying her alive in Trinidad, an in-
cident referenced in the 2008 film The Bank Job. John Lennon paid for de Freitas’ lawyer 
but to no avail and he was sentenced to death for the murder of Joseph Skerritt, who was 
murdered with Gale, and hanged in Port of Spain.
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found the perfect home on the other side of the Channel and from 
the very beginning the football pools companies were the financial 
force behind the IBC and Radio Luxembourg. By 1935 the seven 
largest pools firms were sponsoring around 50 hours of programming 
a week across the various commercial stations based in northern 
France. With the BBC concentrating on religious programmes on 
a Sunday, the two commercial broadcasters commanded as much 
as 80% of the English radio audience at that time. Listeners as far 
north as the Midlands could tune into a music show sponsored by 
Strang’s pools on Radio Normandy, while on Radio Luxembourg 
they could find a similar programme sponsored by Vernons, as well 
as a 30-minute programme devoted to football results sponsored by 
Littlewoods, who also sponsored a results programme on Saturdays. 
After the war Radio Luxembourg continued to carry adverts, usually 
bought in 15-minute blocks, and became synonymous with one for 
Horace Batchelor’s “amazing” Infra-Draw pools method. The method 
involved identifying 16 games likely to be draws and then scoring 
them on a series of criteria to identify the eight games to place on 
the coupon. Batchelor became famous for asking people to write to 
him before slowly spelling out the name of the town where he lived 
“K-E-Y-N-S-H-A-M, near Bristol”, in his thick West Country accent 
adding, “I’ll repeat that…”, much to the agony of the listeners6. The 
effectiveness of the Infra-Draw method is open to debate however the 
adverts did succeed in teaching a whole generation where Keynsham 
was located and how to spell it.

Radio Luxembourg held the British monopoly on radio advertising 
until the pirate station boom of the 1960s and the subsequent 
licensing of commercial radio in 1973. The Government banned the 
pirates in 1966 and to deal with the threat the BBC created Radio 
One and rebranded the Light Programme as Radio Two, the Third 
Programme as Radio Three and the BBC Home Service as Radio 
Four. The Beeb was also granted permission to launch eight local 
stations on an experimental basis. The first, Radio Leicester, was on 
the air in November 1967 and BBC research in 1969 showed sports 
programmes were, along with breakfast music shows, among the most 
popular in the experimental stations. Coverage of football on local 
radio has changed markedly in the four decades of its existence. In 
the early days it was sparse, featuring little more than brief pre-match 

6 The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band named their album Keynsham after the advert and 
referenced Batchelor in several of their songs. 
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team news and build-up, score flashes and half and full-time reports. 
Initially transmitted by telephone, the quality was poor and the 
lines were often one-way meaning the studio would be able to hear 
what the commentator was saying but not communicate back. The 
introduction of the reporter telephone – which had a microphone 
attachment – brought improvements in sound quality that continued 
with the Commentator Operated Outside Broadcast Equipment 
and, more recently, ISDN lines. The content has also changed often 
featuring much longer build-up, full match coverage and post-match 
interviews and commentators working in teams.

The considerable cost of covering football on local radio, which 
could increase dramatically if a team went on a long cup run, meant 
that the commercial stations were heavily reliant on sponsorship to 
cover the costs. The stations would agree deals guaranteeing the 
sponsors a number of mentions or adverts during a broadcast. In 
2011 the BBC outlined proposals to cut its local radio budget by 12% 
(or £15m) a year. While the Saturday afternoon football schedule 
would remain, it was proposed mid-week evening football broadcasts 
would be dropped or commentaries shared, a suggestion which caused 
concern among football governing bodies and radio producers alike. 
The latter group in particular were fearful that shared commentaries 
would alienate highly partisan fans. Whatever happens in the future, 
those highly partisan fans will always have local radio to thank for 
giving them the first and most enduring platform to air their views: 
the phone-in.

In 1963, producers of Late Night Extra, a two-hour entertainment 
show hosted by Don Davis, persuaded the Post Office to allow the 
transmission of speech through their lines and for the first time 
hosts could interact live with their listeners. However, these weren’t 
spontaneous calls. Instead listeners wrote in and some were chosen 
at random and arrangements made for them to be rung before the 
show. It was more of a phone-out than a phone-in. That innovation 
came five years later thanks to the Radio Nottingham show Where 
Are They Now? It would be up the M1 in 1986 that the template 
was first applied to football by Radio Sheffield’s then-sports editor. 
Robert Jackson’s journey to become a radio sports presenter was a 
long one which took him from national service in the navy to a stint as 
a school teacher and as an inspector for the Potato Marketing Board 



78 Chapter 4

while he ran his family’s fruit and vegetable wholesale business. This 
latter job also enabled Jackson, who was born and bred in Sheffield, 
to follow his passion for sport and work for BBC Radio Sheffield on 
a freelance basis. As supermarkets began to dominate the wholesale 
scene, he sold up and the move into full-time radio journalism was, 
as Jackson told me, a “natural progression”. By 1986 he was the 
busiest sports editor in local radio covering the largest patch which 
took in both Sheffield clubs – United and Wednesday – as well as 
Rotherham, Barnsley, Doncaster and Chesterfield. In the summer 
there was Derbyshire, Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire to cover in 
cricket’s County Championship as well as Sheffield’s vibrant boxing 
scene and the World Snooker Championships. Like most stations 
BBC Radio Sheffield ran a sports programme from 2pm and 6pm 
on a Saturday.

“I had a problem,” Jackson said. “We had pretty good listening 
figures up until five o’clock but once people had discovered whether 
their team had won or lost and the national results they weren’t much 
bothered. We ran a programme on to 6pm with more in-depth reports 
and interviews with managers but the listening figures were poor and 
my boss said: ‘we ought to see if we can find something’. I thought 
‘I know what we are in Britain; we’re a nation of grumblers’. We 
grumble about everything. If you go to the theatre and a singer 
misses a note you remember that but you don’t remember the rest 
of the show which was brilliant. Or if you go to a football match 
and your team win two or three-nil you say ‘oh, we should have had 
six’. We’re never satisfied. We worry about the little things that go 
wrong and don’t rejoice about the things that go right. It’s a very 
British characteristic and we tapped into it. We introduced a phone-in 
from about ten past five and told the listeners they could all have a 
grumble and we had some amazing calls.”

“One chap rang up and said ‘I’d like to grumble about my 
girlfriend’. I asked him why and he said: ‘Every Saturday night she 
wants me to take her out, go for a drink or two, go to a dance, 
have a right good jolly evening. How can I be cheerful on Saturday 
night? I support Sheffield United’. That said it all. He just wanted to 
stay in and be in miserable. But after four or five weeks Wednesday won 
5-0 and somebody rang in and said: ‘I don’t want to grumble, I want to 
praise’. Out of his call the Grumble Spot became Praise or Grumble. 
We ran it for about half an hour and at its best I was handling 28 
to 30 calls which in broadcasting terms is very quick so each caller 
had roughly 30 seconds to make their point. We got quite strict 
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with the time because it packed more callers in and you got a great 
variety and we got some really funny ones which really made the 
programme take off.”

The on-air grumbles were ratings gold and Praise or Grumble 
quickly became the most listened-to programme on local radio. It 
consistently out-performed any other programme across the network 
including breakfast shows, a station’s traditional high point, something 
which continued into the early-1990s and didn’t go unnoticed at BBC 
headquarters. “Once or twice the boss warned me that some suits 
were coming up from London and they would watch for an hour or 
two particularly in this segment of Praise or Grumble,” said Jackson, 
“out of that came all the famous national phone-in programmes. It 
really was the forerunner.” By 1991 6-0-6 was being broadcast on 
BBC Radio Five with Danny Baker fielding the calls and in 1995 
when Talk Radio UK became the country’s third and, to-date, final 
national commercial radio station, the popularity of phone-ins was 
further acknowledged when they became a significant part of the new 
station’s schedule. In January 2000 Talk Radio became Talksport 
with phone-ins continuing to form its backbone.

At face value it seemed the phone-in show, whether local or 
national, was finally giving fans a voice within the game. Yet, was this 
ever really the case? Professor Ian Hutchby researched non-football 
phone-ins in the early 1990s and argued that the host always retained 
control of the situation through such techniques as determining the 
overall context of the discussion; the use of “the Second Position” 
(that is speaking after the caller and so being able to challenge and 
undermine their point of view) and holding the power to end the 
caller’s participation in the conversation. Some hosts gently play 
devil’s advocate, others (who you might say like the sound of their 
own voice a little too much) come to dominate the programme while 
still others, like ex-Manchester United star Paddy Crerand who would 
just cut off Manchester City fans who rang his show, take highly 
partisan positions. Yet in each case, Hutchby argued the host takes 
an antagonistic position to engineer confrontation. In those first 
broadcasts Jackson took a different approach, letting each caller 
have a brief chance to air their views before quickly moving on to 
the next person. “I was always conscious of not dominating as the 
presenter. If you start a two-way conversation it’s just your word 
against theirs. The host of any programme like that, particularly on 
radio, is terribly important. I think listeners have to have confidence 
in a presenter.”
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Yet, even if the host retains control of any one call or programme, 
Jackson’s time on Praise and Grumble left him in no doubt that 
phone-ins not only give fans considerable power but that football club 
administrators are acutely aware of this. “Some of the movements 
which have led to managers being sacked started with one telephone 
call. Bert McGee who was Sheffield Wednesday chairman when the 
show started, said it should come off the air because people were 
regularly criticising him and the board. Other managers and chairman 
as well as players used to say they didn’t listen but the moment they 
were criticised they’d always mention it.”
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Taking a Punt on 
the Beautiful Game

People weren’t just watching and listening to 
football; they were gambling on it too and have 
been ever since The Wanderers beat the Royal 
Engineers in the very first Football Association 
Challenge Cup final way back in 1872. The 
match, played in front of a crowd of 2,000 at 
the Kennington Oval, was settled after just 
15 minutes when Morton Peto Betts grabbed 
the only goal of the game with a simple tap 
in from Walpole Vidal’s1 cross. Despite the 
fact Betts scored the first Cup Final goal and 
the first Cup Final winner, you’ll not find his 
name on the score sheet. An Old Harrovian, 
Betts had started the season with the Harrow 
Chequers and although they had withdrawn 
prior to their first match in the competition, 
as it happens against The Wanderers, Betts 
was technically cup-tied, so he played under 
the pseudonym A. H. Chequer (A Harrow 
Chequer). Not only were The Wanderers the 
first team to lift the trophy but they were also 
the first to upset the odds-on favourites as 
their opponents Royal Engineers, unbeaten 
all season before the final, had been priced 
at 4/7 for victory. It was an early victory for 
the bookies too.

1 Vidal, known as the “prince of dribblers”, was just 18 
at the time and is still the only winning Cup finalist to still 
be in school at the time. He went on to feature for Oxford 
University in the next two cup finals. 

5
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Gambling has a history almost as long as that of football, stretching 
back at least to medieval times and like football, gambling has long 
been seen as socially problematic. In those distant times it was focused 
on gaming – dice and cards – with ‘sport’ considered to be activities 
such as hunting, fishing and archery. Gambling itself was not seen 
as morally wrong; instead the concern was that it would lead to 
time wasting among the lower classes. So when Richard II tried to 
ban dice in 1388 it was because it stopped men from practising their 
archery, the reason he also gave for banning football in the same year. 
However, it seems likely his proclamation was ineffective as it had 
to be reissued by later monarchs such as Henry IV and Henry VIII. 

It wasn’t until 1664, when a law voiding all gambling losses totalling 
more than £100 was introduced that action was taken against the 
financial consequences of the pursuit. Despite this, gambling became 
increasingly popular and widespread until the early part of the 19th 
century. It gave the idle rich who had ample spare time and cash 
something to do, while for the poor, who were far more concerned 
about the present than the future, it provided the possibility of an 
immediate windfall coupled with excitement – neither of which 
would come from making regular savings. People would gamble 
on sports as diverse as bear baiting, pedestrianism (that’s plain old 
walking, remember) and cricket, the rules of which were, in part at 
least, established to ensure bets could be settled. Horse racing gained 
Royal patronage when Charles II laid a course at Newmarket in 1666 
and again when Queen Anne laid a course at Ascot in 1710. Truly 
it was the Sport of Kings. And Queens. And pretty much everyone 
else, because while the majority of gamblers might not have been 
able to watch racing, it was the sport they placed wagers on growing 
alongside the fast-developing gambling industry.

Of course there were some who were not so enamoured by the 
prospect of a flutter on the gee gees. In 1802 the Society for the 
Suppression of Vice set out to stop everything from brothels, pubs 
and gaming houses to fairs and over the next half century opposition 
to gambling built up a head of steam. Ultimately this led to a Bill in 
1853 that banned betting shops by making cash gambling outside 
racecourses and gentleman’s clubs illegal. Effectively the ban only 
covered the working classes, those who couldn’t afford to attend a 
racecourse or obtain credit. It was a double standard that would 
continue for over a century (and it explains why James Bond is always 
in a high-class casino and never in a high-street bookies). Despite 
the new law, gambling continued to thrive and was simply pushed 
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onto the street where, if anything, it became more overt. Numerous 
social histories talk of street bookies who would operate standing 
on a chair behind a locked back-yard gate taking in betting slips and 
handing down winnings as appropriate. Their “dogger-out” would 
wait at the end of the road watching for the police and often allowing 
themselves to be arrested so the bookie could escape. Failing this, 
bookies would simply bribe the police so there were relatively few 
prosecutions. If they weren’t taking bets themselves, bookies had 
agents in all manner of places from pubs, barbers and local shops to 
factories, warehouses and labour exchanges. By 1895 the Westminster 
Review claimed “betting mania is all prevelant”.

This cottage industry was facilitated by the Press. Not only did 
they print detailed information about runners and riders thus allowing 
punters to make (supposedly) informed decisions on which horses to 
back, but the introduction of the telegraph system meant they could 
also print starting prices and results. These were the bedrock of 
off-course betting. Robert Roberts in his book The Classic Slum, an 
autobiographical history of Salford in the early 20th century, claimed 
gambling helped many “on the road to literacy”. While men would 
avoid books as they considered them effeminate, they learned to read 
by checking form in the newspapers. “Many a child, too,” wrote 
Roberts, “would spell out the list of ‘Today’s starters and jockeys’ 
for unlettered elders, make out their betting slips and so improve in 
handwriting and in vocabulary.”

Given the widespread popularity of gambling it was inevitable 
that when football appeared on the scene as an organised, codified 
sport it would prove attractive to bookies and punters alike. For the 
former, it kept business going in the winter months when the flat-
racing season had come to the end, for the latter it was a chance to 
have a small flutter on a game they could actually watch. While the 
sport was in its infancy, gambling on it mainly took place at grounds 
before and during games (and you thought in-play betting was all 
thanks to the internet) and the first tipping sheet The Incomparable 
Football Forecasting System was printed in 1879. But it was with the 
creation of the Football League in 1888 that gambling on the game 
really took off. Prior to this, odds could only be offered on single 
matches with just three possible outcomes. Once the game became 
more structured, bets could be taken on several matches at once; 
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this increased the number of possible outcomes and thus the available 
odds. The League’s first season coincided with the launch of Alfred 
Harmsworth’s newspaper Answers. The first issue sold 12,000 copies 
but Harmsworth, who pioneered populist journalism aimed at the 
working class, then introduced a guessing competition with the 
prize of £1-a-week for life and sales rocketed to 352,000 within 24 
months. The newspaper ‘promo’ had been invented and the value of 
fixed-odds pre-match betting was soon recognized by sports papers. 
They began to print coupons with a series of games that could be 
combined by the punter, in turn popularizing this form of betting. 
It was an innovation developed by the Lancashire-based Press, with 
Edward Hulton’s Manchester sports papers at its heart. By the 1890s, 
Bolton’s Football Field; the Lantern, based in St Helens, and Hulton’s 
own Athletic News were all issuing coupons with prizes as great as 
£5. Very soon the coupon market was flooded by a whole host of 
publishers who decided to dispense with the boring newspaper bit 
and just print the coupons and tipping sheets.

The anti-betting lobby was horrified by the popularity of such 
competitions and in 1895 they tried unsuccessfully to prosecute Ava 
Stoddart who published Sporting Luck. Five years later they tried 
again and were successful, Stoddart’s downfall the second time around 
being that the Sporting Luck offered a free coupon that was viewed 
by the court as an incitement to gamble. Buoyed by their victory the 
anti-betting campaigners targeted several other newspaper proprietors 
too and even Answers’ guessing competition fell foul of the law 
(although by that time it had done its job). To keep the competitions 
legal, papers included the coupons in the cover price and to avoid 
accusations that they were a lottery, the papers played up the level 
of skill involved. They also introduced other skill-based games such 
as the snappily titled “Where Should the Ball Be?”. 

Bookies on the other hand simply moved abroad (if they hadn’t 
done so already to enable them to accept cash bets on horse racing) 
and employed a series of agents to conduct their business. While 
most betting serviced only local markets, football coupon betting 
had a wider reach due to its connection with newspapers and also the 
weekly nature of football which allowed enough time for coupons to 
be distributed, collected and checked. By 1907 a survey for the anti-
betting lobby estimated that 250,000 coupons were being distributed 
each week in Liverpool alone. The explosion in coupon betting was 
the link between the newspaper competitions in the early years of 
football and the development of the Football Pools that would come 
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to dominate the gambling market after the War. It demonstrated the 
popularity of football betting and also that small wagers on something 
which couldn’t be rigged, at least not on a large scale, were just 
harmless fun. As Nicholas Fishwick wrote in English Football and 
Society, 1910-1950 it allowed the Pools to move from the backstreet 
to the High Street, “to be sold more like cigarettes than cannabis”.

Efforts to thwart gambling did continue and the 1920 Ready Money 
Football Betting Act meant anyone who knowingly wrote, printed, 
published or circulated coupons for cash football betting could be fined 
or even sent to prison. To get round the problem, the bookies simply 
started credit betting, by taking the stake a week in arrears. It was the 
final important step which enabled the Pools to take off. It’s hardly 
surprising that firms from the North West, namely Littlewoods and 
Vernons, would dominate given the popularity of football coupons 
in the area, however the idea originated in Birmingham. The Pools 
are based on the pari-mutuel system of betting2 which differs from 
fixed-odds gambling as the punter is not betting against the house but 
the other players. Under the system, all the stake money is combined 
in a pool. Then taxes and the organiser’s commission are deducted 
and the remainder of the pool is shared equally among those players 
who have made a winning bet. It was already being used in horse 
racing with the Totalisator – or Tote – when enterprising bookmaker 
John Jervis Bernard introduced the system for football betting. 
He began to distribute coupons with no odds, instead saying that 
winnings would be distributed proportionate to successful punters’ 
stakes, after he had deducted 10% commission. Business was slow 
to start and Bernard soon sold out to David Cope Ltd but one man 
was watching with interest: John Moores.

At the time Moores and his friends Colin Askham and Bill Hughes 
worked as telegraphists with the Commercial Cable Company (CCC). 
Prior to the First World War, the trio had worked together as Post 
Office messengers in Manchester before joining CCC and being sent 
to its cable station in Waterville in County Kerry, a key part of the 
company’s inter-continental network. After serving during the war 
(Moores as a wireless operator in the Navy) the trio met again at 
the CCC’s Liverpool office. It was where they were working when 
Moores persuaded his two friends that they should each invest £50 

2 The pari-mutuel system was invented in the 1860s by Joseph Oller, a Catalan impresa-
rio during the Belle Époque. He was subsequently jailed by the French authorities for 18 
days for illegal betting before the practice became accepted and widespread. His fingers 
burned at the racecourse, Oller went on to open the Moulin Rouge in 1889.
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in their own version of Bernard’s football Pools competition ahead 
of the 1923/24 season. To maintain their anonymity while they 
kept up their day jobs, the three new business partners decided to 
use Askham’s surname at birth (he had been raised by his aunt and 
taken her name). So, Littlewoods Pools was born. 

The friends had 4,000 copies of their first coupon printed but 
the company they had engaged to distribute them was run by a 
strict Methodist, who cancelled the contract once he saw what he 
was distributing. The trio had to distribute the coupons themselves 
outside Manchester United’s ground, Old Trafford. Of the first 
4,000 given out only 35 were returned and things got worse before 
they got better. Another 10,000 coupons were given out at a match 
in Hull with only one being returned and by the end of the season 
Littlewoods had incurred losses of £600. A crisis meeting followed 
and Askham and Hughes decided to cut their losses, selling out to 
Moores who kept the firm running with the help of his wife, sister and 
brother. By the following season the company had brought in £257 
and by 1927 income had risen to £2,000. Five years later, aged 35, 
Moores was a millionaire and he was able to diversify into the mail 
order business. By 1937 he had opened his first department store in 
Blackpool. The firm even made parachutes, ammunition and parts 
for the Wellington bomber during the War and the family’s name 
would become synonymous with Liverpool. Moores was chairman 
of Everton from 1960 to 1973 and his nephew David Moores was 
chairman of Liverpool from 1991 to 2007.

The key benefit for Littlewoods was that as they took a commission 
before distributing winnings, they could not be financially ruined by 
a big win for one punter. Any whiff of financial success brings rivals 
to the field and in 1925 brothers Edmund and Vernon Sangster, also 
from Liverpool, founded Vernons with their headquarters opposite 
Aintree. To help increase the size of the market the Pools companies 
expanded the number of games on offer with shortened lists for 
smaller prizes being offered under names such as “easy six” or “family 
four”. By the 1930s gambling was second only to cinema as a leisure 
pursuit. Boosted by reduced working hours (and so increased leisure 
time) and an increase in disposable income, spending on gambling 
grew from £63m per year to £22m between 1920 and 1938 (and 
that was just the over-the-counter stuff we know about). The Pools 
success within the betting market was based on the fact that while 
casual punters could chance their arm, serious punters could test 
themselves by reading the form and employing their knowledge. 
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They pored over the coupons and the form guides to the extent the 
Pools were considered the working-class equivalent of The Times 
crossword. A 1938 survey by The Pilgrim Trust noted that a man 
“who has been lucky enough to win money on the pool acquires 
thereby a definitive social standing, and his views on very different 
matters are heard with respect”.

As we’ve seen, the Pools firms sponsored music and football results 
programmes on commercial radio stations such as Radio Luxembourg 
and they also placed adverts in the Press and produced their own 
papers. Vernons printed one called The Bulletin, which discussed 
what punters could spend their winnings on (still a staple question 
on game shows today) while their rivals produced the Littlewoods 
Sports Log complete with tips from the “Little ‘ol man o’ the 
Woods”, a tipping gnome. During the inter-war years, around seven 
million people were entering the Pools regularly and their popularity 
even extended to other countries. In the early 1930s some 200,000 
people were entering from Sweden until their Government set up a 
state-run pool (Switzerland and Finland soon followed suit). In Britain 
the number of players increased to between 10 and 14 million in the 
1940s and about third of the adult population returned a coupon at 
some point. To put that into context around 16-and-a-half times as 
many people were entering the Pools at their peak than were actually 
watching football. 

In 1976 some 37% of adults were still regularly entering the pools 
with the majority doing so weekly. Various studies of the Pools found 
that while the majority of those who entered were, like the majority 
who watched football, working-class men, there were significant 
numbers from a broader cross section of society. The very poor, 
who might not be able to afford a ticket for a match, could have a 
small bet on the game while the middle and upper-classes found the 
Pools an interesting pastime. During the 1960s Nigel Lawson, then 
editor of The Spectator magazine, did the Pools religiously. When a 
colleague told the Chancellor-to-be to “think of the odds” Lawson 
replied “think of the winnings”. It wasn’t just men who were thinking 
of the winnings. The Pools crossed gender as well as class lines with 
between 15% and 20% of winners being women thus weaving football 
into the social and cultural fabric of English society and confirming 
its place as the country’s national sport.

Alongside this was the ongoing moral battle over gambling. Anti-
gamblers painted punters as “ignorant dupes” who were “feckless” 
and “weak-willed” while they, by contrast, were branded as “cranks” 
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who couldn’t stand to see other people enjoy themselves. No mater 
which side of the fence you sit, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to see that 
the debate was conducted in an adult manner. Regular commissions 
on the subject could find little evidence of a relationship between 
gambling and poverty or crime. On the contrary, the overwhelming 
majority bet well within their means and the evidence given to the 
Royal Commission on gambling in 1932 was that most gambled for 
amusement with “no severe strain on their resources”. Stake amounts 
on the Pools in particular were relatively low – ranging from six pence 
to a couple of shillings. So while the number of people who bet on 
the Pools was high, the amounts of money involved were less than 
both horse racing and greyhound racing. 

Despite this the FA told a Royal Commission on Gambling in 1932 
that betting made football susceptible to bribes from bookies as well 
as potential hostility from crowds should the result be going the wrong 
way, but they had very little evidence to support their claims. The 
Commission was however moved by the argument that betting on 
football might attract new, younger gamblers and so recommended a 
ban that would include the Pools. In response the major Pools firms 
joined forces to create the Football Pools Promoters Association and, 
with support from the Press and public, lobbied the Government who 
ultimately ignored the Commission’s recommendations.

The game’s authorities remained ardently opposed to the Football 
Pools both on moral grounds and because the Pools profited from 
football but gave nothing back. So the Football League led by its 
vice president Charles Sutcliffe, a Methodist, decided to take matters 
into their own hands. In October 1935 they banned clubs from 
advertising the Pools. It was the opening salvo in the so-called ‘Pools 
War’. A meeting of clubs on February 20th 1936 voted to allow the 
League’s management committee “to take such steps as it deems 
expedient to bring about the suppression of betting”. Sutcliffe’s plan 
was to alter the original fixture list and withhold new fixtures for 
long enough each week to prevent the Pools firms from printing and 
distributing coupons. The plan was ratified by 64 of the 85 member 
clubs and the League scrapped the fixture list for Saturday, February 
29th, secretly issuing new fixtures to the clubs just 24 hours ahead 
of kick off. There was public uproar with British Paramount News 
suggesting it was a bid to stop a “gigantic £20m a year flutter”. 

George Orwell, writing in The Road to Wigan Pier, provided a 
sense of the widespread outrage that the League’s move provoked. 
Orwell was in Sheffield at the time and noted that Adolf Hitler’s 
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reoccupation of the Rhineland, which happened in the same week, 
and the subsequent possibility of war “aroused hardly a flicker of 
interest” but the Football League’s decision to stop publishing their 
fixtures flung the whole of Yorkshire into “a storm of fury”3. The 
move also caused unexpected anger among the clubs, some of whom 
found their attendances well down while five, whose new opponents 
were in the FA Cup, found themselves with no game at all. Leeds 
United, Manchester City, Sunderland and Derby County called a 
rebel meeting at Leeds Town Hall on Monday, March 2nd claiming 
Sutcliffe’s plan was in breach of three rules. Despite the fact it fell on 
the same day as a management committee meeting in London, 36 of 
the 44 full League members attended and they voted 26-0 (with ten 
abstentions) to fight the move. The clubs wanted a return to the status 
quo and the Leeds resolution was passed at another League meeting a 
week later. After two weekends of confusion the original fixture list 
was reinstated. Twenty-three years later the Football League gained 
copyright over its own fixture list in a court judgement and entered 
a 10-year deal allowing the Pools firms to use them. The FA soon 
followed suit with Cup fixtures.

The quick end to the Pools War was a decisive victory for the Pools 
firms but the Second World War broke out three years later putting the 
brakes on their growth. Encouraged by the Government, they came 
together to form the Unity Pools during the conflict concentrating 
their businesses in the Liverpool offices of Vernons and Littlewoods 
– a massive boost for the two already-huge firms. When peace was 
declared there was a move among MPs to nationalise the Pools and 
thus benefit from the companies’ financial and personnel recourses. 
However with their energies focused on developing a welfare state 
and the National Health Service, the Labour Government stopped 
short of such action instead imposing a 10% tax levy on the Pools 
firms in 1947. It was a pragmatic move by politicians who had realised 
they could do little to abate the widespread popularity of gambling. 

By 1949 the Pools levy had been increased to 30% and the 
Government had taken a significant step along the path towards the 
re-legalisation of betting shops. Shermans responded by introducing 
Pools on Australian football matches in the summer months during 
the English closed season. They were soon the third biggest Pools 
company but even they were swallowed up by Littlewoods in 1962. 

3 Orwell also wrote that the Pools were so important that they were one of the things 
that had helped avert revolution in Britain. The others were fish-and-chips, art-silk stock-
ings, tinned salmon, cut-price chocolate, the movies, the radio and strong tea.
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The smaller firms simply couldn’t cope with the triple whammy of the 
concentration of business in Liverpool, the increasing tax levy and 
the introduction of the new treble chance game that offered punters 
three different stake options. Players gravitated towards the bigger 
firms with bigger prize pools, which in turn increased their prize 
pools further and created a downward spiral for the smaller firms. 
There were still 251 Pools firms in February 1948 but that number 
had fallen to just 42 by the end of 1950. By 1974 there were just five 
firms left and when the Lottery came along in 1994 to poop the Pools 
party just three remained: Vernons, Littlewoods and Zetters, which 
was founded in 1933. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. 

Pools firms had already tapped into the world of celebrity to boost 
publicity by getting stars such as Laurel and Hardy to present cheques 
to the winners but the advent of the age of TV, in which anyone could 
have 15 minutes of fame, heralded an obsession with Pools winners 
who won big. In 1961, 25-year-old Viv Nicholson, a housewife from 
Castleford, vowed to “Spend! Spend! Spend!” when she picked up 
her cheque for £152,321 (and eight pence) from a youthful Bruce 
Forsyth. Spend she did and within a decade she was declared bankrupt. 
Nicholson’s rags-to-riches-to-rags life story was subsequently made 
into a musical staring Barbara Dickson that ran on the West End for 
two years from 1998. She even graced the cover of The Smiths single 
Heaven Knows I’m Miserable Now in 1984. The season after she hit 
the jackpot the Pools themselves gained TV celebrity as the weather 
played havoc with the fixture list. It was the coldest winter since 1740. 
Snow lay on the ground in the south of England for 62 consecutive 
days (the most since then was 10 in 1987) and rivers, lakes and in 
some places even the sea froze over. The first few postponements 
came on Saturday, December 22nd but the following week, after snow 
had swept south from Scotland, 35 of 45 games were called off. Just 
three FA Cup third round games took place on January 5th and it 
would be another 66 days and 261 more postponements before the 
round was complete. So it would continue until the end of February. 
While Arctic snowfall might have been enough to bring football to its 
knees, the Football Pools were made of sterner stuff and on January 
26th 1963 the Pools Panel came into existence.

The Panel was introduced to the world on the BBC’s Saturday 
Sport, a precursor to Match of the Day, with the camera panning down 
the line-up of ex-players Ted Drake, Tom Finney, Tommy Lawton, 
ex-ref Arthur Ellis and the chairman Sir Gerald Nabarro, a Tory 
backbench MP (whose secretary was a young Christine Hamilton). 



93From the Back Page to the Front Room

The members of the panel got £100 each for their troubles but their 
initial selection of seven draws, eight away wins and 23 home wins 
from 38 games met with some anger. The News of the World reported 
that “people were calling it a farce” and ran a cartoon that showed 
two people comparing their entries and saying “We were right about 
our suggestions – it was the Pools Panel that got it wrong”. Despite 
the early criticism, the Panel became so important that in its heyday 
its decisions were broadcast live on Grandstand from the imposing 
Grand Connaught Rooms in Central London4 where it convened. 
Even when the members didn’t meet, the numbers of key games for 
the Pools – score draws and no-score draws – would be read out at 
the end of Final Score.5 

The Pools Panel now comprises just three men – Roger Hunt, 
Gordon Banks and Tony Green – all of whom have been members 
since the 1970s during which time their work has actually increased. 
In the past the panel only used to meet when 25 or more matches were 
called off, now they meet if only one Saturday game is postponed – 
and that includes games moved for the benefit of TV. The Football 
Pools’ dominance of the long-odds betting market continued for 
several more decades and in 1990 it was announced the Pools firms 
would help fund the transformation of English football stadia to 
the tune of £100m over five years through the Football Trust. Four 
years later Littlewoods became the first sponsors of the FA Cup, an 
irony no doubt not lost on those who could remember the football 
authorities’ animosity towards the Pools in their early years. The deal 
was worth £114m over four seasons but it was a last hurrah. By the 
end of the year the UK finally got round to introducing a state lottery 
which began the Pools’ speedy decline.

The Government had dipped its toes into the gambling market 
in 1956 with the introduction of Premium Bonds but these were 
essentially loans to the Government with the interest paid in prize 
money so apart from Albania, the UK was the last country in Europe 
to have a state sanctioned lottery. One of the key reasons for the delay 
was that, in effect, The Pools were a lottery. It gave punters a shot at 

4 The Connaught Rooms are built on the site of The Freemasons’ Tavern where the FA 
was founded in 1863 and they were the venue for the meeting at which the Premier League 
was created in September, 1991. Oh, and they have been the HQ of the Freemasons since 
the 1700s.

5 Since the inception of Final Score as part of Grandstand in 1958 only four people have 
read the classified football results: Len Martin until his death in 1995, Tim Gudgin until 
2011 and Mike West since then. Mark E Smith of The Fall has also read them as a one-off.
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a high-value prize in a long-odds competition in which they chose 
several numbers from a list and hoped they came up (and that no one 
else had picked the same ones). Just like a lottery, the overwhelming 
majority of players – as much as 80% – chose the same numbers week 
after week with no consideration of which games those numbers 
corresponded to. Furthermore, while lotteries proved financially 
appealing to governments as a source of revenue (many sprung up 
around the world in the 1970s and 1980s during the oil price-led 
economic slowdown) the Exchequer was already raking in £300m a 
year from the Pools firms. 

Successive governments knew that creating a lottery, whatever its 
benefits, would mean losing revenue from the Pools firms who in turn 
lobbied hard against the idea of a lottery which might destroy their 
business. Ultimately the introduction of the lottery was based on the 
assumption that it would generate more income for the Government. 
The Pools were mainly played by older men while evidence from 
abroad suggested the Lottery would be more attractive to younger 
people and women. The Lottery’s rules were simpler and its game 
wasn’t seasonal (there was no break in the summer when you had 
to pretend to know what was going on in Australian football). The 
introduction of Lottery terminals meant smaller long-term running 
costs and so a bigger potential prize fund than the Pools which would 
make the new game more attractive, in turn increasing demand and 
revenue for the Government. 

Here the Pools companies only had themselves to blame. Although 
they had semi-automated their checking process, in 1990 they were 
still employing 96,000 coupon collectors. Not only was this costly, it 
was a highly antiquated way for consumers to enter, requiring them 
to post their entry form or be around when the coupon collector 
came to call. The Lottery, on the other hand, could be entered while 
you popped to the corner shop or supermarket. In its first 12 months 
more than four times as much was gambled on the Lottery than on 
the Pools the previous year. The Exchequer drew 13% of the Lottery 
pool, some £510m, while good causes took 28% of the pot.6 The 
following year, the Exchequer scooped a £626m jackpot. In effect 
the Government had ditched their Pools coupon for a Lottery ticket 
and all six numbers came up. As a concession, the Pools firms were 
allowed to advertise on TV in 1997, the first time gambling advertising 

6 In the first year, these good causes included the deprived pupils of the £10,000-a-term 
Eton School which was awarded £4.5m for a new sports centre to complement its gym, 
two swimming pools, 30 cricket squares and 24 football, rugby and hockey pitches. 
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had been allowed other than the Lottery. Eleven years later the three 
remaining Pools firms – Littlewoods, Vernons and Zetters – were 
bought by Sportech Plc and effectively merged under the name The 
Football Pools. They still have about 60,000 regular players but their 
heyday is long since past.

The launch of the National Lottery in 1994 might have been a bitter 
blow for the Pools companies but it was the year in which football 
began to show its muscle in the traditional betting market. For the 
first time the World Cup became a bigger betting event than the Grand 
National. Four years after Pavarotti and Gazza’s tears, the football 
love-in continued unabated and despite England’s absence, about 
£60m was gambled on the tournament. Two years later when football 
came home, just slightly less was bet on the European Championships, 
although as there were fewer matches the amount staked per game 
was greater. Further confirmation of the trend came when Michael 
Hills rode Shaamit to victory in the Derby, which coincided with 
the opening day of Euro ’96. Betting on Epsom’s showcase race was 
down from the previous year prompting Ladbrokes spokesman Mike 
Dillon to say matter-of-factly: “Punters are now more interested in 
football betting”. 

It had been a long hard battle for the bookies to reach that point. 
The Betting Act of 1853 had forced them on to the street and the 
Ready Money Betting Act of 1920 forced them into credit betting 
which favoured the Pools companies. Their success prompted 
bookmakers to begin to offer fixed odds coupon betting on football. 
This differed from Pools betting as the bookies offered set odds on 
certain outcomes (say 25/1 on three draws) instead of divvying up the 
stake pool among the winners. This meant they had greater liabilities 
than the Pools firms (they were unquantifiable before the games had 
been played and theoretically unlimited). To compound matters they 
couldn’t hedge their bets as they could on, say, a horse race where 
odds would be changed on each runner in relation to the amount 
staked across the rest of the field to ‘balance the book.’

While fixed-odds coupon betting wasn’t new, William Hill led 
the way in the aftermath of the Second World War. Hill had started 
taking bets aged 19 while working in a factory in Birmingham in 
1922 but when he lost everything he moved to London and started 
again at White City greyhound track. By 1934 he’d opened a credit 
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office in Jermyn Street; five years later William Hill was a limited 
company that actually managed to expand its trade during the War 
years. As the conflict drew to a close, Hill set up a separate company 
William Hill (Football) Ltd to focus on fixed-odds football betting. 
Between 1955 and 1959 the turnover on this form of gambling was 
less than half of that on the Pools, but at £45m it was still a huge 
success and William Hill’s rivals Ladbrokes decided they wanted a 
piece of the action. At the start of the 1960/61 football season they 
launched their own fixed-odds coupons and William Hill sought a 
court injunction to stop them. When that failed, the firm launched 
a copyright claim that eventually ended in the High Court where 
William Hill won. Ladbrokes altered their coupon and battle was 
rejoined with the odds on offer getting more and more competitive. 
Eventually odds of up to 75/1 were available for any three draws as 
opposed to the average payout of 5/1 for the same set of results on 
the Pools, and a considerable number of punters switched from the 
Pools to fixed-odds coupons. By 1964 William Hill’s annual turnover 
was £50m, a third of which was thanks to the coupons. 

It wasn’t to last. That year a 25% tax on the fixed-odds coupons 
was introduced by Tory Chancellor Reginald Maudling. The Pools 
companies had lobbied the Government hard for the different tax 
regulations between their coupons and those of their fixed-odds rivals 
to be brought in line, something that the move duly did. The Prime 
Minister, Harold MacMillan, had been quietly concerned about the 
political implications of the tax and wrote to his Chancellor saying 
that the administration had “reached the nadir of our popularity” and 
that it was “no good making fresh enemies”. Nonetheless Maudling 
went ahead and introduced a betting levy in his 1963 budget. As a 
consequence, turnover on fixed odds betting fell from approximately 
£65m in 1963 to £15m in 1965, and then to just £5m in 1968. By 
comparison the Pools firms were still taking in the region of £126m. 
By the end of 1964 the Tories had been turfed out of office and Charles 
Layfield, a senior executive at William Hill, was in no doubt why, 
claiming Maudling had “antagonised millions and killed an industry 
in three months”. Despite the slump, fixed odds betting limped on 
until 1972 when Chancellor Dennis Healy increased the tax on the 
coupons to 42% effectively killing them off for good. 

Two years later, thanks to the unlikely figure of John MacFarlane, 
fixed-odds betting on football was reborn in a different guise. A radical 
left-wing political activist, MacFarlane was a member of CND as 
well as the Scottish National Party and was still attending SNP 
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conferences in 2005 aged 93, the year before his death. In a career 
that took in jobs as varied as organic farmer and social worker, 
MacFarlane worked for William Hill before becoming the managing 
director of Queens Bookmakers, which was owned by Greek Cypriot 
restaurateur Sir Rio Stakis. It was while in that role that, ahead of 
the 1974/75 football season, MacFarlane came up for the idea for 
bypassing the heavy tax levy on football coupons. His plan, which 
became known as “champion fixed odds”, was simply to price each 
game separately with different odds for the home win, the away 
win and the draw. Although a fear of match fixing among bookies 
meant punters could still only bet on a minimum of three games – a 
‘treble’ – crucially under this system all trebles were no longer priced 
the same but depended on the games chosen by respective punters. 
MacFarlane argued this made his system ‘individual odds’ betting 
and thus only subject to the standard betting duty of seven percent. 
Customs and Excise made Queens’ coupons a test case and in a 
one-day hearing Scotland’s Court of Session found unanimously in 
favour of the bookmaker.

The move was another, albeit grudging, step towards gambling’s 
acceptability. When the 1960 Betting and Gaming Act legalised off-
course betting for the first time in 107 years it created the conditions 
for bookmakers to introduce corporate structure to their businesses. 
From May 1st the following year the street bookies would finally be 
able to come out of their back yards and open betting shops and they 
did so en masse. In the first six months 10,000 had opened and the 
number grew to 14,388 by 1963. The fact that just under 12,000 
bookmaking permits had been issued suggests most of them were 
small, independent firms. The big bookmakers had initially been 
disinterested in the changes, considering them to be simply street betting 
in a different form (as well as being slightly wary that the change 
would undermine their credit business). However, the temptation of 
the new legal cash betting market was too strong for them to resist 
and they began to buy out existing smaller bookmakers. The market 
began to consolidate and by the late 1980s three firms – William Hill, 
Ladbrokes and Coral – dominated the market owning just over 40% 
of the betting shops, which accounted for more than 60% of turnover. 

Despite the move to allow betting shops, there was still an underlying 
concern about the potential effects of gambling and so no visual 
enticement was allowed and the shops’ windows had to be blacked 
out or shuttered. They were little more appealing inside. There 
were no chairs, no radio or television and all that was allowed were 
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betting slips; a counter where the bookie sat, protected by wire 
mesh; the ‘boardman’ who had to chalk up prices before a race and 
results after them and ‘the blower’ – a verbal wire service provided 
by Extel. So dull were the new establishments that in his diary Rab 
Butler, the Tory Home Secretary who introduced the reform, likened 
them to an undertaker’s premises. Some older punters claimed the 
new shops lacked something without the frisson of a possible raid 
by the police but racing pundit John McCririck, who was only 20 at 
the time, made the trip to a small first-floor bookies off Piccadilly in 
London on that first day and found the “tiny emporium was glorious 
bedlam”. In 1986 the laws were relaxed further and punters were 
able to sit down and enjoy a hot drink (well, an insipid, warm drink) 
from a vending machine as they watched live racing coverage on TV 
thanks to the SIS channel. However within a decade they would be 
able to do more than that – they would able to bet from the comfort 
of their own homes.

When Teddy Sheringham completed his hat-trick in Tottenham’s 
5-1 win over Hereford United in the FA Cup third round replay on 
January 17th 1996, he had no reason to consider the match to be a 
historic one. Chris Armstrong also grabbed a brace in what was a 
routine victory for the North London club allowing them to quickly 
forget the slight embarrassment of being held to a 1-1 draw by their 
Third Division opponents at Edgar Street 11 days earlier. However, 
the seemingly innocuous Wednesday-night match was a momentous 
occasion because of the actions of one man: Jukka Honkavaara. The 
Finn staked $50 on Spurs to win and when they did, he scooped a 
princely $2 and a place in the history books. He’d just won the world’s 
first online sports bet. That the Scandinavian did so on an English 
game with a German bookmaker based in Antigua just about sums 
up the transnational nature of the internet, something that created 
the environment in which anti-gambling laws could be bypassed.

That said, it was a piece of legislation that kick-started the online 
betting boom. In 1994, two years before Honkavaara decided 
Tottenham were a sure thing to beat Hereford, the Government of 
Antigua and Barbuda passed the Free Trade and Processing Zone 
Act. What that did was create an area where company profits would 
be tax-free, however to receive this benefit firms – including gambling 
companies – had to apply for a license. The income derived from issuing 
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these licenses is how Antigua and Barbuda benefits. The twin-island 
nation is still one of the online gambling industry’s most popular, 
albeit rigorous, licensing jurisdictions with many online casinos 
and sports betting websites operating under licenses granted by its 
Directorate of Offshore Gaming. This nascent regulatory framework 
was the crucial final piece of a three-part online gambling jigsaw. 

The first was computer software. This had initially been used in 
gaming in the early-1960s when Edward O. Thorp, a professor at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, wrote a computer programme 
on his IBM 704 to analyse Blackjack decks. He went on to write 
the best selling book Beat the Dealer on the basis of his research 
prompting a number of casinos to briefly change their rules7. By 
the early-1970s casinos were beginning to replace mechanical slot 
machines with electronic versions and by the end of the decade they 
had introduced video poker with IGT’s Draw Poker machine leading 
the way. The game was a hit, becoming a casino mainstay and over 
the following 15 years, improvements in software and graphics led to 
the proliferation of similar games. Secondly, in the 1990s the internet 
and encryption software which allowed for secure online financial 
transactions arrived on the scene creating a virtual environment in 
which casinos could let players who weren’t actually in their buildings 
play these games. Finally this was complemented by the real-world 
legal environment created by Antigua and Barbuda’s free-trade law.

The Gaming Club was the first to take advantage when it opened 
its online casino in October 1995 but initially punters could only play 
for fun. Next on the scene was Intercasino, the first online casino 
where players could win (and lose) real money. They would also launch 
Intertops, the firm that took Honkavaara’s bet in January 1996. In the 
same year, driven in part by Euro ’96, other firms started launching 
websites displaying their available odds. By the end of that year, there 
were about 15 online gambling sites worldwide. Twelve months later 
there were more than 200 and the internet had begun to dramatically 
change the landscape of sports gambling across the world. 

Governments and sports governing bodies struggled to keep pace. In 
England in September 2001 betting shops started accepting single bets 
on football and the following month tax on bets, which had reached 
a peak of 10%, was abolished completely (it was replaced by a levy 

7 The change only lasted a couple of weeks as punters refused to play with the new less 
favourable rules but it didn’t matter. Thorp’s book caused a huge surge in interest in Black-
jack but few of the new players had the ability or patience to master his strategy. Result? 
Casinos hit the jackpot.
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on bookies’ gross profits). The 2005 Gambling Act effectively made 
online gambling a legitimate industry by ‘white listing’ places like 
Antigua and Barbuda allowing their licensees, several of which were 
UK companies, to operate on the UK mainland. Finally, in September 
2007 bookies and gambling websites were allowed to advertise on 
television and radio, subjecting us to Ray Winstone arguing with 
his own massive virtual head and Chris Kamara disrobing on TV 
more often than is right. It’s easy to forget that the ubiquitous nature 
of online gambling is, just like the ubiquitous nature of televised 
football, a relatively recent phenomenon. Despite this, the numbers 
are astonishing and demonstrate how fast the section of the industry is 
growing. In 2012 online gambling expenditure broke the £2bn barrier 
for the first time8. Of that, sports betting accounted for £1.026bn – a 
102% increase in just four years. While horse racing is still the market 
leader football is hot on its heels, with the revenue generated by the 
sport increasing by 69% in the same four-year period with most of 
that growth driven by the ‘in-play’ market.

Football wasn’t just a driving force for growth; it was also the driving 
force for innovation that transformed sports betting. In 1998, while he 
was working on a secret project at GCHQ, Andrew Black developed 
the idea for an online betting exchange which allowed two gamblers to 
bet directly against each other by setting their own odds and cutting 
out the middleman; the bookmaker. That site was Betfair. “I was 
building websites for other people at the time and my background just 
happened to lead me to have the right thoughts,” Black told me. “I’d 
worked in the London stock exchange, I’d worked as a hedge fund 
trader in New York and I’d spent a year as a professional gambler. 
So I had the three important pieces: the internet piece, the exchange 
piece and the sports betting piece and I knew them all very well 
and I was in a very good position to build the website.” Right from 
its launch in mid-2000 football was important for the site. “Euro 
2000 was effectively our launch event,” said Black. “Our very first 
event was the Oaks and the Derby but we focused on football because 
the exchange does work extremely well on football and also it was 
a good event to launch into. It was something solid with two games 

8 This figure accounts for the combined online expenditure on poker, casino, bingo and 
sports betting.
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a day that everybody would be focusing on. If we had had too much 
going on – too much noise – nothing would really get going. After 
that we moved on to other things.”

Just 10 months after launch the amount bet on the site each week 
had reached £1m. A year and a half after launch weekly turnover 
had reached £10m. This huge growth demonstrated that there was 
a huge amount of untapped demand and the internet was the way 
to access it. “When we launched horse racing was the number one 
betting sport by a long way, but it was reasonably clear that a shift 
was already happening and it was clear it was going to continue,” 
said Black who went on to have a stint as owner of Swindon Town 
and now co-owns stables with Michael Owen. “The only thing 
that had stopped football being bigger before was that bookmakers 
were so inefficient at pricing up football matches because they didn’t 
have computer technology. At the beginning of each week they 
would print off a great big sheet and it would apply to all Saturday’s 
football. Having printed it on the Monday, if something happened 
on the Tuesday they weren’t able to react. The shift from racing to 
football really occurred when everything moved online and suddenly 
the possibility of amending the prices on a real-time basis became 
reality. So the bookmakers were no longer shackled by the fact they 
had to maintain this great big sheet of prices during the week. Once 
that was broken things started to move to where the demand was.”

By the end of Betfair’s first full season in operation the site had 
launched its first in-play market on the UEFA Cup Final in which 
Liverpool beat Alaves 5-4. “It was absolutely amazing, that market. 
It did an unbelievable amount, or what we thought at the time was 
unbelievable,” said Black. “When we launched in-play none of the 
bookmakers was doing it. We invented in-play if you like. For the 
first year and a half the big guys ignored us, then they started really 
panicking they would lose customers and so they began to search for 
ways to compete which opened doors to a new generation of betting, 
in particular around in-play. One of the reasons no one was doing it 
was that nobody knew how to do it. Once they realized they could 
lift our prices that’s pretty much what everyone did although no one 
would admit it for a long time. So we created this in-play revolution 
that so many others followed.”

David Williams, Head of Consumer PR at Ladbrokes, also 
acknowledges the dramatic impact the internet has had on football 
betting: “Football is the biggest in-play sport of the lot. To put it 
into context, 20 years ago it was just another sport and was a long 
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way behind horse racing and even greyhound racing. You either bet 
on the football coupons in the betting shops or you didn’t bet on 
football at all. Now football is enormously important across all of the 
platforms. There is a huge appetite for in-play betting, probably higher 
than we had anticipated when it started a few years ago. If you look 
at the number of betting in-play markets available from Ladbrokes 
year-on-year there is triple-digit growth. All the technology is geared 
up to offer more in-play markets, more different variables, there are 
automated machines that can help create some of those markets so 
you don’t need a trader adjusting everything.” 

Williams estimates that about 50% of turnover on football is 
in-play betting – a figure that is rising – while as recently as 2010 it 
would have been less than 10%. Yet this “phenomenon” is driven 
not by football per se but by televised football. “There is absolutely 
no doubt that the combination of football and television is a very 
happy marriage as far as the bookies are concerned,” Williams told 
me. “A televised football match, which is easily accessible through 
something like Sky, creates a huge surge in activity. If people can watch 
it, they’ll bet on it.” But it isn’t just television that moves punters to 
have a bet on football. “The more coverage there is in the media the 
higher the turnover that we see. When there is a tournament all the 
newspapers do pullouts. When The Sun produce a football pullout 
with analysis and opinion and betting tips that translates straight to 
our bottom line within the 24-hour period.”

While traditional media might help create demand, it is the 
development of smart phone technology that has helped to satisfy it, 
allowing people to place bets more-or-less wherever and whenever 
they want. This technology expands the market further still for the 
bookies as they no longer have to rely on their customers finding a 
Wi-Fi hotspot. “Smart phones and tablets are the hottest property 
of all,” said Williams. “Mobile betting is a betting shop in your 
pocket. You don’t have to go out in the wind and the rain and while 
we’ve come a very long way in de-stigmatizing betting shops there 
is still a group of people who’d rather not be seen in one. They’d 
prefer to bet through their mobile or online when it’s convenient for 
them. We’re all in a bit of an arms race to provide the best online 
and mobile offering because the younger the customer is, the more 
demanding he or she is.” The ubiquity of the Football Pools helped 
cement football into the fabric of our society by making the sport part 
of the weekly routine of millions of fans and non-fans alike during 
the 20th century. Now through the convergence of televised football 
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and the internet, the sport is repaying the favour by underpinning 
the massive growth in online gambling which shows no sign of 
diminishing any time soon.





Football Gets 
Switched On

“John Logie Baird” is probably the most 
likely answer to the pub-quiz question: “who 
invented television?” The reality’s a little more 
complex; just like the early broadcasts, the early 
history of television is a bit fuzzy. As with the 
Lumière brothers and cinema and Guglielmo 
Marconi and radio, Baird utilised the work 
of others as a basis for his own designs, key 
among them being the now little-known 
Australian inventor Henry Sutton. As far 
as inventing things goes, it’s a travesty that 
Sutton’s name is not up there with the very 
best. Alexander Graham Bell popped over 
to Australia to take a look at his telephone 
system and among many other things he 
invented a prototype helicopter, the world’s 
first portable radio, the world’s first colour 
printing press, the first car in Australia, the 
world’s first front-wheel drive car, the world’s 
first four-wheel-drive car and the “electric 
light globe” (that’s a light bulb to you and 
me). However, Sutton was geographically 
isolated from the world’s scientific community 
and had no desire to gain material wealth so, 
like many of his Australian contemporaries 
he rarely sought patents instead sharing his 
work in various journals for “the national 
good”, meaning his work was inevitably 
‘borrowed’ by other, less altruistic people 
(for example he invented the vacuum pump, 
which the Swan-Edison company ‘borrowed’ 

6
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for their own light-bulb design). So it was that in 1887, Sutton laid 
the foundations for Baird to ‘invent’ television by devising what he 
called the telephane system.

Not for the last time sport provided the impetus for advancement 
and innovation in media technology as Sutton wanted to transmit 
moving pictures of the Melbourne Gold Cup the seventy miles to 
his home town of Ballarat1. Considered by many to be his magnus 
opus, the telephane system combined the work of others, namely 
the Kerr effect, the Nipkow disc and the selenium photocell (I could 
pretend that I understand what those things do, but I won’t) into the 
first feasible television design. However, there was a weak link in the 
system. Radio had yet to be invented so Sutton had to use telegraph 
lines that didn’t have the required bandwidth to transmit good quality 
moving images. Given the lack of comprehensive records, there is 
debate as to whether he actually managed to broadcast pictures of the 
race at all. Some suggest that contemporaries said it worked “quite 
well” and that he later demonstrated his invention in England and 
France. Others suggest that due to the technological limitations the 
idea never made it off the drawing board. Given that Sutton worked 
in relative obscurity, we may never know for sure. 

Perhaps we’d have a better idea had he lived in England and tried to 
transmit pictures of the Cheltenham Gold Cup the eighty-four miles 
to London – not just the capital of the country but the whole Empire. 
Where there is agreement is that it was the available technology that 
was the problem, not Sutton’s concept. He didn’t seek a patent for 
his telephane but did share his work in the influential Telegraphic 
Journal and Electric Register on November 7th 1890, an article which 
was subsequently republished in the equally high profile Scientific 
American in 1905 and described pretty much the same system that 
Baird used four decades later. By then the technology had caught 
up with Sutton’s genius and the race was very much on to transmit 
moving pictures by radio. 

A host of inventors were having a go with, depending who you 
believe, varying degrees of success. In June 1925 American Charles 
Francis Jenkins transmitted pictures of a slow turning windmill 
from a naval radio station to his lab seven miles away in Washington 
DC. However, Jenkins could only transmit silhouettes but Baird 
was the first person to develop a television system which had tones 

1 For the record the race was won by Dunlop in a then-record time of three minutes 28 
seconds, apparently much to the delight of the bookmakers. 
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and shadows and he demonstrated this to 40 members of the Royal 
Institution on January 26th 1926. He quickly enlisted the department 
store Selfridges to allow him to demonstrate his product to the 
public and by 1928 the store was selling his Televisor for between 
£20 and £150 (a reasonable £900 to £6,800 in today’s money) with 
the promise that they would be delivered when a television service 
became available. That it’s Baird’s name which lives on in the popular 
conscience, while his rivals are consigned to the late night slots on 
the History Channel, demonstrates once again if you don’t grab the 
headlines, you don’t get the credit.

Sport continued to play a key part in the early development of television. 
On May 10th 1928 Bell Telephone Laboratories set up a camera on 
their roof and filmed some men playing tennis – the first television 
footage filmed outdoors – and a little over three years later Baird 
conducted the first outside broadcast of the 1931 Derby. America 
and Britain led the way in TV and both created systems which were 
built upon, and therefore very similar to, their radio networks. In 
the US a series of commercial, privately owned stations that derived 
revenue from advertising were created, while in Britain the BBC public 
service model was employed. The Beeb launched an experimental TV 
service in 1932 using Baird’s 30-line system however at this stage 
television was dismissed as nothing more than a very expensive toy. 
By 1934 a Government Television Advisory Committee entrusted 
the corporation with developing a high-definition service (I say 
“high-definition” but it’s all relative) and on November 2nd 1936 the 
service launched from Alexandra Palace to around 2,000 expectant 
viewers in a 40-mile radius. 

Initially the Beeb alternated between Baird’s improved 240-line 
system and the 405-line system of his rivals Marconi-EMI, but 
after three months the Government committee settled on the latter 
and Baird was effectively out of the television business. It should be 
pointed out that the Nazis beat the BBC to launching a TV service 
by a couple of months, just in time for the Berlin Olympics in July 
and August. It was the world’s first sports broadcast with pictures 
beamed to about 25 ‘viewing parlours’ around Berlin as well as the 
Olympic Village. It was clear that Adolf Hitler and his Minister of 
Propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, recognised the cultural importance of 
televised sport and the power it has for promoting national interests. 
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Back at the BBC it was all a little more benign and with Gerald Cock at 
the helm as the first Director of Television and many of his colleagues 
from BBC Radio joining him, it’s little surprise that the early TV 
outside broadcasts mirrored the events which formed the backbone 
of the BBC’s radio coverage. This served to reinforce the cultural 
importance of certain events while continuing to marginalise others. 
Just as on radio, greyhound racing suffered despite its popularity. By 
1951, 210 licensed dog tracks were being visited by 200,000 punters 
a week. Despite the efforts of Head of Outside Broadcasts Seymour 
Joly de Lotbinière, who was keen to avoid damaging relations with 
the owners of Harringay, Wembley and White City stadiums, all of 
which hosted other events, the sport would not be televised until 
1953. Even then race results were banned from news broadcasts.

BBC TV focused on the events already framed as having national 
importance by radio. With Royalty at the top of the list, George VI’s 
Coronation procession in 1937 provided the subject matter for the 
corporation’s first outside broadcast. The BBC also had a hierarchy 
of sports events; the ‘musts’, ‘shoulds’ and ‘mights’, which were built 
on the upper-middle class, Oxbridge, amateur ethos of the BBC 
staff. So, the Musts were: The Derby and Grand National, the Boat 
Race, Test Matches, Wimbledon, Rugby Union internationals, major 
boxing bouts and the FA Cup Final. As the BBC used these events to 
further weave itself into the country’s cultural fabric, so in turn the 
events themselves became more important for the nation. The 1937 
Wimbledon Championships were broadcast soon after the Royal 
procession with the BBC using three vans – one for the camera, one 
for the transmitter and the third for the generator – to cover the event. 
Viewers couldn’t see the ball and not for the last time the on-court 
action was overshadowed by the star appeal of the Royal Box as the 
camera was turned to film Queen Mary, The Queen Mother taking 
her seat. These minor issues aside, TV sport had arrived in England 
and coverage of that other parochial, upper-class event the Oxbridge 
Boat Race followed in April 1938.

Not only did Cock use live events to strengthen and secure the 
BBC’s position as the nation’s cultural ambassador but he also 
used them to determine what the BBC’s TV service, and in many 
respects television itself, should represent. While cinema newsreels 
could provide the thrill of the moving image it was often days or 
even weeks after the event and while radio provided the immediacy 
of live coverage in the intimacy of the listener’s own home it lacked 
pictures. Television blew the pair out of the water by providing both 
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and this made the football authorities fearful of the consequences the 
new medium might have for the attendance figures of games being 
played at the same time as broadcasts – a fear that would dominate 
their thinking for decades to come. 

Football had been the focus of several test transmissions in 1937 
with Arsenal, whose manager George Allison was also a BBC radio 
commentator, providing the venue and the teams, but the sport would 
have to wait a little longer before it got its screening on the public 
service. Cock started negotiations with the FA in December 1937 and 
three months later, following a period of intransigence, was moved to 
write to FA Secretary Stanley Rous saying: “Here is the beginning of a 
great industry, the progress of which depends to a great extent on the 
co-operation of institutions such as the FA.” With a bit of persuasion 
from Rous, the Council finally gave permission for the broadcasting 
of a Home International between England and Scotland on April 9th 
and the FA Cup Final between Huddersfield Town and Preston North 
End a few weeks later. A sense of how laborious it was to organise 
coverage of these events was provided by a new Radio Times column 
devoted to television called The Scanner. A couple of nights before 
the Home International the BBC broadcast coverage of the British 
Cruiser-weight Championship bout between Len Harvey and Jack 
McAvoy at Harringay Stadium about six miles from Wembley and 
The Scanner reported that: “Far from being ample, the twenty-nine 
hours interval is giving something of a rush job.” 

Rush job or not, the coverage was a hit and from the very start the 
appeal of live football was recognised as something which could sell 
both televisions and television services with The Times claiming: “To 
see these events as they take place is something different in kind from 
a news-reel after the event; it has a particular thrill and would alone 
make the possession of a set worth while.” The BBC even developed 
a marketing slogan: “Television is Here – You Can’t Shut Your Eyes 
To It”. Only it wasn’t here for very long. At noon on September 1st 
1939 the screens went blank – right in the middle of a Mickey Mouse 
cartoon – and two days later war was declared. By that time 23,000 
combined television and radio licenses had been sold to a totally 
London-based audience that was able to watch around two-hours of 
programming per day. The demand was such that it was estimated 
there would have been 80,000 license holders by Christmas of that 
year. The BBC claimed the shutdown was to prevent the Luftwaffe 
from using signals from Alexandra Palace for navigation (in fact the 
transmitter would be covertly used to jam German radio signals) 
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while many technicians were seconded to the war effort. The Football 
League was suspended too, however unlike the damaging effect of 
the First World War on the sports Press, televised football coverage 
would re-emerge soon after VE Day.

Despite Nazi resistance starting to crumble on mainland Europe, in 
September 1944 the resumption of television was still some distance in 
the future. However, that didn’t stop a significant number of Britain’s 
sports governing bodies, including both the FA and Football League, 
from launching a pre-emptive strike against the BBC’s TV service. 
They joined forces to establish the Association for the Protection of 
Copyright in Sport (APCS) in an attempt to protect their products 
and the issue wouldn’t be fully resolved for nearly a decade. The 
BBC began broadcasting again a little bit sooner. On June 7th 1946, 
announcer Jasmin Bligh employed typically British understatement 
to welcome viewers back “after the short interruption”. As well as 
Mickey’s Gala Premiere, the cartoon that had been interrupted by 
the conflict, the transmission included Margot Fonteyn dancing 
and a variety show. 

The next day the Beeb was in familiar territory; an outside 
broadcast of a key national event. They covered the military parade 
from the London Victory Celebrations thus quickly reconfirming 
their place as the nation’s cultural ambassador. The television service 
was still playing second fiddle to the more-established radio service 
and was also restricted by the austerity of a country which had won 
the war but was in the process of losing the peace. Gerald Cock had 
retired due to ill-health and his successor Maurice Gorham would 
later write in his book Sound and Fury: “I was running television 
in a country that could hardly afford it, for I do not think anybody 
would maintain that if we had not had television before the war 
we should have started it in 1946. Our equipment was hopelessly 
old fashion in design, the actual gear we used was mostly ten years 
old, and it was inadequately served.”

A national fuel shortage forced the BBC off the air for a month 
in February 1947 but by then they’d managed to start broadcasting 
football again with Barnet and Wealdstone’s Athenian League 
match on October 20th 1946 at Underhill providing the occasion. 
Barnet were the leading amateur side of the time and their League 
match against Tooting and Mitcham had been due to be filmed 
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before it was rescheduled due to The Bees’ FA Cup commitments. 
Viewers of their FA Cup match were treated to interviews with the 
two captains, Wealdstone’s C.A.P. Edmonds and Barnet’s Dennis 
Kelleher who the Barnet Press & News described as “smiling but 
fidgety [and] nervous”. In 1944 Kellerher had escaped from a P.O.W. 
camp and spent 22 days on the run across Europe before walking 
into his home and casually saying: “Hello, folks. How’s the war?” 
Three days after his return he helped Barnet to a 2-1 victory over 
Grays Athletic. That he was visibly nervous in front of the camera 
demonstrates the effect it can have on even the most heroic of 
people. Other than the interview with the captain, viewers also got 
to see part of the first half and the whole of the second half of the 
match although as the Radio Times noted just over a week later 
they didn’t get to see much of the ball: “Bad light towards the end 
of the afternoon made it appear that the players […] were kicking 
an invisible ball. Next time it is hoped to have the ball specially 
whitened.” On the plus side as the Press & News reported: “The two 
bald-headed Wealdstone players were easily picked out.” The writer 
was sceptical about the likely success of such broadcasts arguing 
“many Amateur Cups will be lost and won before television deters 
fans from clicking the turnstiles each Saturday”. His conclusion 
was hardly surprising given the broadcast from Underhill saw a 
record crowd of 5,000 turn up, in no small part due to the novelty 
of the television cameras.

With the League restarting after the war it was a bumper time 
for football that saw attendances peaking in 1949. The BBC sought 
to exploit this to promote its new service and was on hand to film 
Chris Duffy score an extra-time winner as Charlton beat Burnley 
in the 1947 Cup Final. The fuel crisis had been averted but there 
was still significant rationing. Despite this, the Labour Government 
gave permission for the match to be broadcast during a period of 
the day when domestic electricity use was otherwise prohibited. 
There were complaints, not least about the fact that Easter Sunday 
services had not been offered the same dispensation. The next key 
sporting event the BBC covered was the London Olympics in 1948; 
the original Austerity Games. The city had been awarded the 1944 
Olympics but they were cancelled due to the war and the crushing 
financial burden of the conflict meant Britain almost forewent the 
chance to hold the Games in 1948. They went ahead thanks to 
the support of George VI who insisted that they could revive the 
country economically (ring any bells?). 
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Whether it had the effect desired by the King is debatable but the 
BBC made huge advances in their outside broadcasting capabilities, 
outstripping anything achieved by the Nazis’ coverage of the previous 
Games 12 years before. The facilities were state-of-the-art with 15 
commentary boxes and 16 open positions in the Empire Stadium and 
another 16 commentary points at the swimming pool. Staff were 
seconded from the regions and as well as a daily program “Olympic 
Sports-Reel 4” the BBC broke into other programmes for key events 
(establishing a practice which annoys non-sports fans to this day). 
On average there was five hours of live coverage a day, with one 
day having seven hours and 35 minutes. This achievement received 
praise in the Daily Express from John Macadam who wrote: “Such 
Olympic successes have set the key for the months ahead. Whatever 
the failings of television as a medium for other entertainment, it really 
does serve sport brilliantly.” The 1948 Olympics was long considered 
to be the greatest achievement in the BBC’s history but sadly only 
43 seconds of the 68 hours and 29 minutes of footage captured in 
the fortnight still exists as tele-recording was in its infancy. At the 
time, however, it provided a huge boost to the BBC television service 
with the number of sets in London leaping from 14,500 in 1946 to 
66,000 by the end of 1948.

By 1950 about 350,000 TV licences had been issued and the FA 
Cup Final between Liverpool and Arsenal (which the Gunners won 
2-0) had been watched by approximately one million people with 
a noticeable drop in League attendance on the same day. The Beeb 
argued this was the case across the country and not just areas that 
had TV (at that stage just London and Birmingham) and so must 
have been because of the weather not the Cup Final broadcast. 
Unconvinced, the Government set up a Sports Television Advisory 
Committee to monitor attendance figures. They noted another drop 
in attendances during the 1951 Cup Final broadcast despite the fact 
the BBC had agreed to only broadcast the second half after a plan 
to delay the final by a week to avoid any clashes with league games 
was rejected. Fortunately (or unfortunately for Blackpool fans) Jackie 
Milburn obliged the viewers by grabbing a brace in the second half 
as Newcastle ran out 2-0 winners.

The Assistant Postmaster General Sir David Gammans argued 
that a longer-term study was required while also noting that the Cup 
Final led to “reduced attendances at other sporting events held on 
the same day, and that this effect is more marked at minor sporting 
events”. The APCS was still militating for a form of copyright control 
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with some sports governing bodies jealously eyeing the fees American 
TV companies were paying, while others were concerned that people 
might watch “re-diffused” coverage of games at cinemas or through 
shop windows instead of going to grounds and paying. The BBC 
responded in kind suggesting they would focus on sports “willing 
to co-operate with mutually advantageous broadcasts” while the 
“obstructionists” would receive no coverage. The die was cast, for 
1952 at least, and the FA, under some pressure from the Football 
League, said the BBC could film the Cup Final but only broadcast it 
a week later, an offer the BBC politely declined making that year’s 
Cup Final the last not to have been broadcast on TV. Just as during 
the radio-rights dispute following the 1929 Cup Final, a third party 
had to step in and settle the dispute, although this time it wasn’t 
the Bishop of Buckingham but the Government in the form of the 
Copyright Committee. Their October 1952 report suggested that the 
copyright should be given to the broadcaster who could more easily 
control re-diffusion and reimburse the sports organisers accordingly. 
So it was that the BBC agreed to pay the FA £1,000 to broadcast the 
1953 Cup Final, a broadcast which would set the template for TV 
football coverage to this day.

Eight grim years after the end of the Second World War Britain was 
entering a bright, modern era. The political parties had reached a 
Butskellian consensus and there was a widespread sense of optimism 
and aspiration that manifested itself in two things. First was the 
coronation of a young Queen that ushered in a New Elizabethan 
era, and second was a sense of technological process of which TV 
was the most visible form. The pair came together in the broadcast 
of Queen Elizabeth II’s Coronation. Initially the Cabinet decreed 
that only “a cinematograph film of the event” should be made and 
broadcast to the plebs later in the day, however the Queen herself 
stepped in and asked her Government to reconsider, which they duly 
did. There was massive anticipation for the Coronation and the TV 
coverage of it which when coupled with increasing wages and falling 
costs of sets saw a huge rise in sales of televisions. 

Viewing figures for the event were huge and it was the first time that 
the number of people tuning in on TV outnumbered those listening 
on radio. Some 7.8 million people watched in their own homes, 10.4 
million in other people’s homes and 1.5 million in pubs, music halls 
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and cinemas (a further million viewers were able to pick up the signal 
in France). It was a golden summer for the country. On the day of the 
Coronation, The Times revealed that Edmund Hillary had conquered 
Everest (with a bit of help from some bloke called Tenzing Norgay). 
Four days later Gordon Richards, Champion Jockey 26 times and 
recently awarded a knighthood in the Coronation honours list, won 
the Derby at last on Pinza, in his 28th and final attempt. By mid-August 
England’s cricketers regained The Ashes after 20 years of hurt. Even 
tea was no longer rationed. What more could you want? Well, how 
about one of the best FA Cup Finals of all time, live in your living 
room as you enjoyed a cuppa? A little over four weeks before the 
Coronation, 10 million viewers enjoyed just that.

If the match had happened in any previous season I doubt I’d 
be writing about it now and I doubt you would have heard of it. 
When you think about the history of English football – the sport’s 
key moments – more often than not you’re actually thinking about 
the history of televised football. What came before is forgotten, or 
overlooked, because it’s harder to see. This has reached its apogee with 
the Premier League’s Year Zero approach to the record books but it 
can be traced back to 1953. Take for example the 1935 final just 17 
years before; what do you know about that game? It was a six-goal 
thriller which saw West Brom fall behind to Sheffield Wednesday as 
early as the second minute before pulling the game back to 2-2 with 
20 minutes to play. However The Owls ran out winners thanks to 
a brace in the last five minutes of normal time from Ellis Rimmer, 
who had scored in every round2. I doubt few but the oldest or most 
ardent fans from the blue-and-white half of The Steel City can tell you 
much about The Rimmer Final (as I have just named it). Instead it’s 
just one of many footnotes from the FA Cup’s pre-television history.

The 1953 Cup Final was however an altogether different affair, 
with one of England’s best known footballers, 38-year-old Stanley 
Matthews, taking centre stage. Even the televising of the match has 
been falsely mythologized with many wrongly claiming it was the 
first Cup Final to be broadcast on television. While that’s not true, it 
was the first Cup Final to be seen by what could be considered a mass 
audience. New transmitters had been built in the West Midlands, the 

2 Rimmer joined Wednesday in February 1928 when they were seven points adrift at the 
bottom of the First Division. They survived and went on to lift the title in the following 
two seasons. In his ten years at Wednesday, Rimmer, who was a left-winger not a striker, 
scored 140 goals – more than twice as many as Stanley Matthews managed in his whole 
27-year playing career. Just saying.
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Pennines, Scotland and Wales meaning that, while there were still 
gaps in coverage, television was at last a genuinely national service. 
That service wasn’t totally responsible for creating the mythology 
of the 1953 final, however it facilitated the distillation of several 
key cultural narratives into an event the nation could watch as a 
unified community.

In many ways the Cup Final was a dry run for the Coronation. The 
Queen was in attendance – the first reigning queen to watch a cup 
final – and the event provided an opportunity to reinforce the sense of 
consensus and social unity that the dawning of the New Elizabethan 
era supposedly represented. It was also the first time TV coverage 
of a football match had a ‘story’ constructed around it, focusing the 
viewers’ attentions on the actions of one individual to the exclusion 
of all else (something to which we’re now accustomed). A process 
that started with cigarette cards with their focus on individual players 
and spilled over into newspaper match coverage had now found its 
way on to the television screen. 

Like Richards and the Derby, many considered the match to be 
Matthews’ last chance to ensure his career wouldn’t end trophy-less. 
He’d already been on the losing side in two FA Cup Finals, the most 
recent one being just two years previously in the half-broadcast match 
won by Newcastle. In his preview of that game, Geoffrey Green of 
The Times christened the match ‘The Matthews Final’ but instead 
Jackie Milburn stole the show. So, two years later when Matthews 
got another shot at Wembley glory and was successful the story had 
already been written. Green triumphantly dusted off his moniker 
ending his match report: “Nothing like that had ever happened 
before. I doubt it will ever happen again. That was the ‘Matthews 
Final’”. In a sense he was right, nothing like that had happened before. 
Without the all-important broadcast the final would probably have 
little more significance today than the The Rimmer Final just 17 years 
earlier. Yet it shouldn’t be forgotten that while Matthews finally got 
his winner’s medal it was in large part thanks to three goals from Stan 
Mortensen, but why let the first and, as I type, only FA Cup Final 
hat-trick at Wembley get in the way of a pre-determined narrative?

While he didn’t pick up any more team honours Matthews did 
become the inaugural recipient of the Ballon D’Or in 1956. Nine years 
later he became the first footballer to be knighted and in April of 
1965 his testimonial was transmitted live across Europe from Stoke’s 
Victoria Park thanks to the Eurovision TV network. An estimated 112 
million people tuned in to watch an International XI featuring Lev 
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Yashin, Alfredo di Stefano, Ferenc Puskás and Eusebio defeat Matthews 
XI that featured, among others, England stars Jimmy Greaves and 
Bobby Charlton. It was the final proof that while Matthews wasn’t 
the first football celebrity he was the first football celebrity of the 
TV age. And what of the FA Cup Final? By 1954 only a handful of 
Third Division matches were scheduled to take place on the same 
day and they kicked off at 6.30pm. By 1956 the FA Cup Final was 
the only game to take place that day. The journey that had started 
with newsreels and continued with radio coverage was complete. 
Coronation year saw the FA Cup Final ascend the football throne 
and become the most important match of the season.

While the English were doing what they do best and patting themselves 
on the back in a gigantic garden party, the rest of the world had 
been quietly moving on without them. Just a few months after TV 
delivered the high of The Matthews Final it also delivered the low of 
England’s 6-3 evisceration by Hungary at Wembley. Due to the row 
between the FA and the BBC, England games, like the FA Cup, had 
been absent from TV screens since October 1951 but they returned 
in late 1953 in time for the FA’s 90th anniversary celebrations. The 
Hungary defeat was probably not what they had in mind but the result 
should not have been as big a shock as it was. Three years earlier in 
1950 the FA deigned to enter the World Cup for the first time, and 
in their second game of the tournament (and only their second ever 
game against non-European opposition) England were humiliated in 
a 1-0 defeat at the hands of the part timers from America. However, 
the English Press played down the significance of the defeat and in 
the absence of TV coverage, a result which should have set alarm 
bells ringing barely registered on the English public’s collective 
consciousness; like The Rimmer Final it went unseen and so could 
be easily airbrushed from history. Following that game, Yugoslavia, 
France and Austria all visited England in 1950 and 1951 and all drew 
2-2. The hat-trick of draws, all of which were broadcast live from 
half time onwards, suggested that a home defeat was in the offing 
for Walter Winterbottom’s side and it finally came at the hands of 
the Mighty Magyars at Wembley in November 1953.

As Hungary’s captain Ferenc Puskás began juggling the ball with 
his feet as the teams waited to kick off, the BBC’s young commentator 
Kenneth Wolstenholme appeared to sense what was about to happen. 
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“Well, there’s an exhibition of ball control…” he began, almost 
fearfully. “Just look at that from the inside left Puskás. If we see a 
great deal of that I think we’re going to have an awful lot of trouble 
holding these unbeaten Hungarians.” And an awful lot of trouble 
was exactly what England had as Puskás and Nándor Hidegkuti tore 
the home defence apart. The second half was broadcast live with the 
game being re-shown in full later in the evening and the coverage 
meant that the reality that English football was being surpassed on the 
pitch was unavoidable. The return fixture in Budapest in May 1954 
was seen as an opportunity to quickly restore the balance of power 
with the Daily Mail declaring: “England chance of revenge: Hungary 
worried.” If the Hungarians were worried their nerves settled quickly. 
They opened the scoring in the tenth minute and ten minutes later 
they were 3-0 ahead eventually running out 7-1 winners. To date it 
is still England’s heaviest ever defeat, yet the game, like the defeat at 
the hands of the USA, wasn’t shown on TV and so it’s the trauma of 
the 6-3 result which is seared into English football’s psyche.

The next full international to hit the small screen was England’s 
thrilling eight-goal, extra-time draw against Belgium in Basel in June 
1954. It was their opening game in the World Cup in Switzerland 
– the first such tournament to be broadcast live as technological 
limitations meant there had been no coverage of the 1950 World Cup 
in Brazil. The Eurovision TV network, launched by members of the 
European Broadcasting Union 10 days before the tournament kicked 
off, transmitted nine of the 26 games to five countries across Europe. 
However, Eurovision could only transmit one match at a time, so 
when England played their next game, a 2-0 victory over Switzerland, 
Eurovision was instead broadcasting Hungary’s 8-3 demolition of 
the West Germans. Being the host nation Swiss television was able 
to broadcast the England game live within their own country but 
England fans had to wait three days for the BBC to broadcast 10 
minutes of highlights. Eurovision did transmit England’s 4-2 quarter-
final defeat against the reigning World Champions, Uruguay, but the 
BBC chose to only show the second-half. This was common practice 
for friendlies that took place on the same day as League fixtures but 
a strange decision for such an important match being played in the 
close-season.

Nonetheless Eurovision, which would become more famous for 
its eponymous singing competition and the knockabout Jeux Sans 
Frontière, had recognised that improvements in air travel and TV 
technology was making football a pan-European game – a game without 
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frontiers if you will – a position cemented by a third technological 
innovation: floodlights. There had been various experiments with 
floodlights dating back to 1878 when Sheffield United rigged up 
some lamps powered by steam engines around Bramall Lane, but it 
wasn’t until the 1930s that the technology allowed for regular night 
games to be given serious consideration. Arsenal’s innovative boss 
Herbert Chapman had floodlights built into Highbury’s West Stand 
only for the FA to promptly ban their use. 

The ban was only lifted in the early 1950s but then initially only 
for friendlies; it wasn’t until 1956 that the first League game, between 
Portsmouth and Newcastle, took place under floodlights. It was an 
opportunity the BBC was quick to seize on. Until that point, the FA 
Cup and internationals aside, the Beeb had been limited to broadcasting 
games from the Amateur Cup and the Senior London Cup along with 
fixtures involving teams from the Armed forces. Now, English clubs 
started playing mid-week friendlies against foreign opposition and 
crucially these games were not covered by the League’s ban on TV 
so the BBC was able to get access to high-profile teams and matches 
giving them the chance to boost their coverage. 

One team and one game in particular became synonymous with 
these ‘floodlit friendlies’: Wolverhampton Wanderers’ match against 
Honved in December 1954. At the time, Wolves were reigning English 
champions, skippered by England’s captain Billy Wright while the 
Honved side was led by Hungary’s captain Puskás, and included the 
1954 World Cup’s top scorer Sándor Kocsis, as well as three other 
members of the Hungary team, which had humiliated England home 
and away the previous season. The game was seen as a quick chance 
to get revenge (of sorts) over the Hungarians. Wolves were a metaphor 
for England, Honved a metaphor for Hungary and arguably the rest 
of the world.

Over the years the match has become highly mythologised as 
innovative and pioneering yet it was not the only match of this sort 
to be played at the time. Such friendlies were common place. Wolves 
themselves hosted a range of teams including the South African 
National side, Racing Club of Buenos Aires, Spartak Moscow and 
Moscow Dynamo before the Honved game. A couple of months 
earlier West Bromwich Albion, Wolves’ local rivals who they had 
pipped to the 1954 title, played the Hungarians in Le Soir Festival 
of Football, a mini-European tournament in Brussels also involving 
Austria Vienna and KNC Anderlecht. The papers dubbed the West 
Brom-Honved game the “match of the century” yet there was no live 
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TV coverage (and WBA lost 5-3) so it has since faded from memory. 
While Baggies fans are no doubt sick of hearing it, not only was the 
Wolves-Honved game televised but the hosts, sporting special satin 
shirts which supposedly showed up better under the floodlights, 
won. Their manager Stan Cullis noted how the Magyars had looked 
less than mighty on a muddy pitch in Bern’s Wankdorf stadium in 
the World Cup final against West Germany a few months earlier so 
he had the Mollineux pitch heavily watered. Ron Atkinson, then an 
apprentice at the club, recalled decades later how they were instructed 
to make the pitch “nice and heavy”. Roy Peskett of the the Daily 
Mail reported that the playing surface looked “like a cattle ground 
at the end of a four-day show in the rain”. Despite being 2-0 down 
after just 14 minutes, Wolves eventually ran out 3-2 against the 
tiring Hungarians. 

The sense of the awe the match created among TV viewers is palpable 
from the memories of George Best who as an enthralled youngster 
watched the game “through the magic of television”. It was, he wrote 
in his 2001 autobiography Blessed, “love at first sight.” Sat in front 
of the tiny black-and-white set of his neighbour Mr Harrison the 
eight-year-old George “was mesmerised” as the floodlights “turned 
football into theatre”. When Wolves “played sides like Moscow 
Spartak and Moscow Dynamo, it was as though they were playing 
against aliens”. As a boy Best “dreamed of wearing the famous gold 
shirt” but he had to settle for the red of Manchester United with 
whom he won the European Cup in 1968, a tournament also inspired 
by Wolves’ famous victory. Following their win over Honved The 
Daily Express claimed that “Wolverhampton Wanderers became 
club champions of Europe” while the Daily Mail went one further: 
“Hail Wolves, Champions of the World.” One French journalist in 
particular, Gabriel Hanot, took exception to England’s arrogant 
response to the win arguing, “we better wait until the Wolves travel 
to Moscow and Budapest to proclaim their invincibility; but if the 
English are so sure about their hegemony in football, then this is the 
time to create a European tournament”. 

Hanot wasn’t the only one calling for an organised European 
tournament. On the morning of the Honved game Desmond Hackett 
of the Daily Express asked: “How long will these glamour teams 
continue to draw the crowds for non-title matches? How much more 
sensible and absorbing in this jet plane age to organise a European 
Cup series under the lights that may not always be so golden. Let the 
league champions of each nation go into the hat for a quick knockout 
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competition. It should be a soccer best seller: Wolves, Celtic, Honved, 
Dynamo, FC Austria, Milan, Kaiserslautern, Racing Club de Paris and 
so excitedly on and on.” However, it was Hanot who had the will to 
get the competition up and running. Faced with intransigence from 
FIFA and the relatively young UEFA, Hanot decided L’Equipe, the 
paper he worked for, would organise the competition on an invitation 
basis. Faced with a threat to their powerbase, UEFA quickly decided 
to take control of the tournament that began in the 1955/56 season. 
Not all the initial entrants were national champions and the English 
declined to send a team, however very quickly the competition created 
a new front in the TV rights war in England.

As English football kidded itself that a narrow victory on a quagmire 
of a pitch in the Black Country had reasserted the country’s rightful 
place at the top of the football world’s pecking order, the BBC’s 
pre-eminent place as the country’s main broadcaster was under 
threat. A new commercial TV service was considered a key way 
of expanding Britain’s television service although there were dire 
warnings from both the left, which argued commercial television 
would lead to a dumbing down of working-class culture, and the 
right, which argued it would lead to an Americanisation of society. 
Some might argue history has proved them both correct but despite 
the controversy ITV became a reality with the Television Act of 19543. 
The new network was to be regulated by the Independent Television 
Authority that awarded franchises on a fixed-term basis. Initially the 
network was divided between Associated Rediffusion, which covered 
London on weekdays; Associated Television (ATV), which covered 
London at weekends and the Midlands during the week; Associated 
Broadcasting Company (ABC) which covered the Midlands and the 
North at weekends and Granada, which covered the North during 
the week. “The Big Four” companies launched between September 
1955 and May 1956 and between 1957 and 1962 they were joined 
by a host of other franchises such as Anglia and Tyne Tees.

It’s been argued that the BBC didn’t take the birth of a rival 
seriously but the facts suggest otherwise. On September 22nd 1955, 
the night before ITV’s launch, BBC radio broadcast the most dramatic 

3 A clause was inserted into the act banning commercials during Royal broadcasts. This 
was prompted by the fact that US television had interrupted their coverage of the Corona-
tion with adverts, one of which featured a chimp called J. Fred Muggs.
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episode of The Archers to date in which Grace Archer was killed in a 
stable fire while trying to rescue her horse, Midnight. Eight million 
people tuned in to listen to the tragedy which made the front pages 
the following day and led to thousands of distraught listeners calling 
the BBC. It overshadowed the launch of ITV, which was exactly what 
head of the Light Programme, H. Rooney Pelletier had intended. Some 
months before Pelletier had outlined his plan in a top-secret memo 
saying: “The more I think about it, the more I believe that a death of 
a violent kind in The Archers, timed, if possible, to diminish interest 
in the opening of commercial television in London, is a good idea.”

The Outside Broadcast Unit also wheeled out the big guns and 
sport was one of the key weapons used against the new TV network. 
In 1954 in the run up to the birth of ITV the BBC’s head of Outside 
Broadcasting Peter Dimmock launched a mid-week sports magazine 
programme called Sportsview. A topical mix of outside broadcasts, films 
and studio segments with the top sports stars of the day, Sportsview 
enshrined Wednesday-night as a slot for sport and its editorial style 
even influenced Panorama. When ITV launched, Dimmock scheduled 
a special two-hour Sportsview labelled as “probably the greatest 
sporting night of the year” up against it. Four years later he oversaw 
the launch of Grandstand on Saturday afternoons, a timeslot already 
earmarked for sport by BBC Radio4. Given this onslaught, ITV simply 
couldn’t compete for the coverage of most sports. 

The BBC had had years of unrivalled dominance to build on. 
They had the top sports and the top sports broadcasters tied up in 
long-term contracts and they had the contacts, the equipment and 
the expertise to produce sports coverage well; sports authorities 
trusted them. Furthermore, the fractured and regional structure of 
the ITV network meant each franchise had its own set of priorities 
and, initially at least, none really had the cash needed to mount 
a sustained challenge to the BBC for national sports rights. Had 
the franchises been organised around programme type, or had the 
franchises formed a jointly owned sports company (as they did with 
news by forming ITN) then things may have been different. Instead, 
in its early days, ITV’s sports coverage was “sparse, random and 
sometime amateurish” according to Bernard Sendall in the weighty, 
six-volume history Independent Television in Britain.

4 It took Dimmock several months after Grandstand’s launch to persuade the powers-
that-be to allow the show to finish as 5pm instead of 4.45pm. The extra 15 minutes 
meant Grandstand could provide a proper football results service, the downside being that 
Children’s Hour was shortened to just 45 minutes.
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However, football – and the Football League in particular – was one 
sport the new TV companies targeted. It got round the key problems 
they faced – namely it was regional in nature and it was a market the 
BBC had yet to tie up. There was a benefit for football too. A new buyer 
in the market meant for the first time they had leverage to extract a 
value for the rights they considered reasonable (their hand would be 
strengthened still further with the advent of pay-TV in the late 1980s, 
but more of that later). While the League management committee’s key 
concerns were financial – how could they ensure clubs were adequately 
compensated for any loss of revenue at the turnstiles? – they were also 
fearful of the unknown and so put up considerable resistance to any 
coverage of live League football. That resistance was personified by one 
man – Burnley’s chairman Bob Lord. 

Labeled “the Khruschev of Turf Moor” by Arthur Hopcraft, Lord was 
chairman of the club for 26 years between 1955 and 1981 overseeing its 
most successful period. Nine consecutive top-10 finishes were crowned 
by the League title in 1960 and in 1962 the team were runners up in 
both the League and FA Cup. These achievements have faded from 
memory in part, ironically, because of Lord’s suspicion of television. 
He banned cameras totally from Turf Moor between 1964 and 1969. 
By 1966 most clubs had reluctantly given in and were at least allowing 
edited highlights of their games but two – Everton and Burnley – held 
out. In January of that year Lord refused to let a BBC TV crew into Turf 
Moor ahead of an FA Cup replay with Bournemouth, ripping up their 
letter of accreditation. He went on to threaten to sue both the BBC and 
the FA saying: “I don’t care if Harold Wilson has given permission, this 
match must not be televised.” His anti-TV stance continued for many 
years but took an unwelcome turn in 1974 when he told a Variety Club 
function that: “We have to stand up against a move to get soccer on the 
cheap by the Jews who run television.” Leeds’ Jewish chairman Manny 
Cussins took exception to Lord’s anti-Semitism leading to a tit-for-tat 
boycott of the Elland Road directors’ box by the Burnley board members.

It’s easy to portray Lord as an intransigent dinosaur, not least because 
of his dubious attitude to race relations and his truculent manner, but 
reading his autobiography (the modestly titled My Fight for Football) 
Burnley’s butcher’s-boy-made-good comes across as a man ahead of his 
time on many issues. He argued that the increasing monopolisation of 
England internationals by Wembley5 was starving “the great cities and 

5 Until England’s match with Argentina at Wembley in 1951 only games against Scotland 
were played at the stadium, other internationals being held at grounds around the country.
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centres of football which ‘made’ the game [allowing] London to cash in”. 
Lord called for the men in the middle to become full-time professionals 
assessed by a panel of former referees and he argued that they should 
clamp down firmly on the “ball-or-ankle” tackle. In a less physical 
game, Lord suggested, “the flair player, the individualist, would get a 
better chance,” adding: “heavy-footed clodhoppers are no use against 
the Continentals.” He also argued that English football “lags against 
the Continentals” because the top teams played too many games, 
especially towards the end of a season. This, Lord claimed, was the 
reason Burnley ended the 1961 season empty handed. 

In mid-March of that year the Clarets were still in the European, 
FA and League Cups. However, despite having won the first leg of 
their European Cup quarter final against Hamburg they crashed out 
5-4 on aggregate before losing in both the domestic cup semi-finals. 
Furthermore, Lord’s attitude towards television was the prevailing 
one until the late 1980s and was motivated by a desire to keep a 
semblance of parity in football. The argument was simple – TV 
coverage would lead to a fall in attendances that the big clubs 
could deal with but a club like Burnley, hailing from a town with a 
population of little more than 80,000, could not. Ultimately it wasn’t 
a drop in attendances that destroyed the parity in English football; it 
was a monopolisation of TV cash by the big few. However Lord was 
right about the consequences; could Burnley win the League today?

If the football authorities were unclear as to exactly how their 
relationship with television should develop neither the BBC nor 
their new rivals had any such doubts. In 1954 before ITV had even 
launched, Dimmock, aware of the threat the new service posed, 
offered the Football League £250,000 to cover League matches. 
It was a staggering sum for the time and so the offer was almost 
immediately withdrawn as the Beeb simply couldn’t pay, but the 
offer gave the Football League’s negotiator, assistant secretary Alan 
Hardaker6, an idea of the riches that might now be on offer. In March 
of the following year both the BBC and the ITA put separate bids to 
the League for the rights to show excerpts of some League games, 
with the caveat that they wouldn’t reveal in advance which games 
would be shown. In May ITV’s two weekend companies – ATV and 

6 Hardaker would become Football League Secretary in 1957.
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ABC – started approaching the big clubs in their regions, such as 
Arsenal, Aston Villa and Manchester United, and offering £1,000 a 
match for live broadcast rights. At a time when a full house would 
generate in the region of £3,000 in gate receipts it was a huge offer. 

The BBC countered by offering £1,500 a game for just 10 games 
a season. “Viewers do not want the airwaves awash with too much 
football,” they claimed in an attempt to allay the growing fears of 
the small clubs. The FA’s chairman Arthur Drewry7 argued that clubs 
should be allowed to negotiate individually but the smaller clubs led 
by Burnley voted overwhelmingly against the proposal. Instead they 
threw their lot in with the BBC who paid for a one-season deal to 
record 75 matches with no recording lasting longer than five minutes 
(unless only one game was available in which case 10 minutes was 
allowed) and no recording being broadcast before 10pm. It was a 
deal they would be able to renew relatively cheaply three times until 
1961. Once again the BBC used it as a weapon in the war against 
ITV, announcing the deal on the eve of their rival’s launch and at the 
same time launching a Saturday night show Sports Special – a sister 
programme to Sportsview – on the back of the deal.

How did the big clubs respond? Well, they threatened to form 
a breakaway league, with Newcastle United leading the way. In 
October 1953, the club had faced Falkirk, then managed by Bob 
Shankly (Bill’s older brother), in what was the first televised game 
in Scotland. The Newcastle Journal’s correspondent, Ken McKenzie 
was unimpressed, writing: “Falkirk FC and their supporters held high 
revel,” after The Bairns gave Newcastle a “sound beating”. “What 
Newcastle got out of the historic game,” he continued “will not take 
much adding up. Not much in cash, maybe less in prestige.” Although 
McKenzie didn’t know it at the time this was the first in a series of 
games between clubs on either side of the border that became known 
as the Anglo-Scottish League8. By 1955 Newcastle’s vice-chairman 
Stan Seymour, who had also played for and managed the club, was 
claiming that ITV was willing to broadcast a 10-team, mid-week, 
floodlit league with each team playing each other four times. The 

7 Drewry was also a director of Grimsby and President of FIFA at the time and, although 
Walter Winterbottom was the manager, Drewry actually picked the England team which 
lost to the USA in the 1950 World Cup.

8 It wasn’t the first time the formation of a Scottish-North East league had been consid-
ered. In September 1904 representatives of Hearts, Hibernian, Dundee, Newcastle, Sunder-
land and Middlesbrough met at The Imperial Hotel in Edinburgh to discuss such a plan, 
although it ultimately came to nothing. 
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league was not designed to replace the Football League, but the 
League banned its teams from taking part. Crucially, however, the 
FA had given Seymour’s plan its blessing (something which would 
also be key to the creation of the Premier League) so the teams could 
have gone ahead had they wanted to. 

That they didn’t was down to Manchester United’s entry into 
the European Cup. While the reigning English champions Chelsea, 
under pressure from the FA, declined to enter the inaugural season of 
the competition, Scottish club Hibernian (who had actually finished 
fifth in the Scottish First Division the year before) did enter. They 
reached the semi-finals playing six games in total and pocketing a 
tidy £25,000 in increased gate money and TV revenue along the way. 
Seymour’s mid-week League was tempting to Matt Busby and the 
United board but the European Cup was even more so. Home games 
in the competition were guaranteed to sell out as United would be 
representing England abroad and away games would get high audience 
figures as travel was difficult for fans. Furthermore Granada, which 
was based in Manchester and covered the North during the week, 
was fast becoming the most financially powerful ITV franchise. 
The mid-week games were exactly what they wanted to draw in 
viewers and there was no Bob Lord to stand in their way. The first 
televised game was Manchester United’s 2-2 semi-final draw against 
Real Madrid at Old Trafford in April 1957. United were knocked 
out having lost the first leg 3-1, but the game drew in 6.5 million 
viewers – a record for any ITV programme at the time. The age of 
the armchair supporter had begun and so had the age of the super 
club. United received £2,500 per home game from Granada which, 
when combined with their takings at the turnstiles boosted their 
revenue by £60,000 for that season, while at the same time massively 
increasing their exposure. At the club’s annual general meeting Busby 
declared United to be “a household name throughout the Universe”.

The European Cup was also a godsend for ITV. After the League 
had rebuffed their advances they’d been left with just shared coverage 
of the FA Cup which was mainly mid-week replays, or competitions 
they organised themselves such as 5-a-side Sunday league with 
famous ex-players run by ABC. The first live football on ITV came 
on January 3rd 1956 when Rediffusion broadcast the second half 
of the Southern Junior Floodlit Cup Final between West Ham 
and Chelsea with Danny Blanchflower commentating. Less than a 
fortnight later came the network’s disastrous first coverage of a live 
FA Cup game. Arsenal travelled to Bedford Town for a third-round 
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replay and thousands took time off work to watch the game, played 
on a Thursday afternoon as Bedford had no floodlights. The viewers 
were left disappointed as the cameras broke during half time ending 
the coverage.9 

Undeterred, in the summer of 1956 ATV came up with a bumper 
offer so good that Hardaker said: “It almost made one believe in 
fairies at the bottom of the garden.” The contract offered £50,000 
in return for the right to televise the second half of around 35 
League matches per season. To avoid a clash with other games, it 
was proposed the kick-off would be delayed until 6.15pm with ATV 
covering travelling and accommodation costs for away teams. On 
top of all that they offered a pot of £60,000 to compensate any clubs 
that could show that attendances had fallen due to the coverage. And 
as a final sweetener they offered to pay for a special film to advertise 
the League across the network. 

It was the first serious deal to televise live League football and 
so it was referred to a special committee two months later and 
ultimately rejected by the smaller clubs, once again led by Bob Lord. 
The League’s stance actually hardened as they leant on the FA to 
get coverage of several Cup games that were due to be played on the 
same day as League matches banned. These included the sell-out tie 
between West Brom and Birmingham that was due to be broadcast 
on the first night of the ABC’s new Midlands service – the last of the 
Big Four regions to launch. 

ITV came back with another deal, offering £1,500 to both featured 
clubs for each half game shown plus £5,500 for each game to be split 
between all 92 clubs, a move that established for the first time the 
concept of at least some of the TV money being shared between all 
the League’s teams. It was on this basis that a breakthrough seemed 
to have been made when in 1960 ABC offered £142,000 (£92,000 
for exclusive rights and £50,000 to advertise the game) for the rights 
to show the second half of 26 games from all four divisions. This was 
to be paid into a pot and distributed between all the 92 clubs. The 
League Management Committee finally voted in favour of the deal 
only for the big clubs, with the belief that all the money should go to 
them, to threaten legal action over who controlled the rights to the 
games. Despite this on September 10th 1960 the momentous occasion 
came when League football finally hit English TV screens as ABC 
broadcast the second half of Bolton’s 1-0 win away at Blackpool. It 

9 The Gunners ran out 2-1 winners after extra time.
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was set to be the first in a series of games (or half games) broadcast 
under the title The Big Match. The box-office star Stanley Matthews 
missed the match through injury and matters were made worse by the 
fact it was a fairly drab affair with the only goal coming in the 79th 
minute courtesy of Bolton’s Freddie Hill. While the kick-off time had 
been delayed until 6.50pm to avoid clashing with other games, the 
17,166 crowd at Bloomfield Road was lower than normal. Blackpool 
secretary Richard Stead suggested it might have been because the 
visiting Bolton fans “didn’t want to get caught up in Illumination 
traffic” but it was enough to reinvigorate the League’s fears and, 
coupled with the threat of legal action the series was immediately 
cancelled.

The restrictions saw several innovative attempts to screen games 
via closed-circuit TV. It’s little surprise that Coventry City with the 
forward-thinking Jimmy Hill at the helm were at the forefront of these 
experiments. Two away matches were shown on big screens back at 
Highfield Road, the first being against Cardiff on October 6th 1965. 
Fans paid a slightly increased entry fee, but the match was a success, 
with the Daily Mail reporting that the crowd of 10,295 was “as 
animated as if they had been at Cardiff”. Before the Football League 
met to consider a new TV deal from the BBC in 1967, a firm called 
Viewsport arranged to broadcast a League match between Arsenal 
and Manchester United at Highbury back to Old Trafford and an 
FA Cup tie between Everton and Liverpool at Goodison Park back to 
Anfield. The broadcasts were huge successes attracting attendances 
of 28,000 and 40,149 respectively, persuading Viewsport to make 
an offer to the League of £36,000 to broadcast 12 such games per 
season. Once again the bid was rejected, along with the Beeb’s offer. 

The option was left open for individual clubs to broadcast away 
matches under special circumstances, particularly European games. 
Both legs of Leeds’ Inter-Cities Fairs Cup quarter final with Rangers 
were shown on big screens with 43,177 turning up at Ibrox. While 
this brief period has its legacy in the Fan Zones created for major 
tournaments and European cup finals, such broadcasts failed to take 
off as the novelty value of standing on a cold, wet terrace to watch TV 
wore off. There were technical difficulties too – the equipment was 
bulky and difficult to use and on several occasions in bad weather 
screens tore. Some games were subsequently shown at cinemas, such 
as England’s match with West Germany in 1975, which also saw a 
screen erected in the ground for replays, much to the disgust of The 
Times’ Geoffrey Green who wrote “this may be alright for dog or 
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stock-car racing but scarcely fit for a game already prostituted in 
too many ways.” Newcastle United showed several European ties at 
the Telewest Arena in the late 1990s as well as some League games 
at the local Odeon cinema in the days before St James’ Park’s 1998 
expansion when the club had a waiting list of 20,000 for season tickets.

Despite the lack of coverage, fans found the game creeping onto 
their screens in other ways. The BBC produced a soap opera called 
United that was focused on life at a fictional second division team 
called Brentwich. Filmed at Stoke’s Victoria Ground, the 30-minute, 
twice-weekly show ran between 1965 and 1967 gaining audiences 
of up to six million people. United ended after 147 episodes, all of 
which were wiped along with 100 of the first 253 episodes of Dr 
Who; the overwhelming majority of Patrick Moore’s live coverage of 
the moon landings; Kenneth Tynan’s infamous first televised use of 
the word ‘fuck’ and a host of other iconic programmes. All episodes 
of Monty Python’s Flying Circus were scheduled to be wiped but 
one of the team, Terry Jones, stepped in and bought the copies from 
the BBC in 1975. Some early episodes of The Likely Lads were also 
wiped, but not the 1973 episode in which Bob and Terry spend the 
best part of a day trying to avoid finding out the score of England’s 
match with Bulgaria so they can win a bet. They succeed, only to 
learn the match had been rained off. The sitcom Till Death Us Do 
Part used football more insidiously to get laughs with Anthony 
Clavane arguing in his book Does Your Rabbi Know You’re Here? 
that the show was responsible for the anti-Semitic racism directed 
at Spurs fans to this day. The programme’s central character Alf 
Garnett frequently ranted against “those Spurs Yids” even going as 
far as to suggest the Blitz was an attempt to destroy Spurs’ ground 
White Hart Lane.

Following the ill-fated broadcast from Bloomfield Road in 1960, 
it would be 23 years before another live League game was shown 
on TV. The haggling over rights in the late-1950s and early-1960s 
established the basic politics of televised football. Within the TV 
companies, ITV focused on the live coverage of big, evening, floodlit 
games while the BBC focused on highlights of League matches, the FA 
Cup and internationals. The clubs split between the few big clubs who 
considered themselves the draw and so wanted all the cash and the 
small clubs who wanted the money split evenly in a bid to maintain 
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financial parity. It was a pattern that wouldn’t really change until 
the late-1970s when ITV had the financial muscle to begin to outbid 
the BBC but it’s still the foundation of how rights are divided now. 
The nature of the coverage also stayed fairly static in that period. 
The BBC and ITV continued to simultaneously cover the FA Cup 
Final, and in 1968, in a response to the popularity of the 1966 World 
Cup finals the ITV networks launched a series of regional, Sunday 
afternoon highlights programmes, such as Tyne Tees’ Shoot and 
Anglia’s Match of the Week and the most famous: London Weekend 
Television’s (LWT) The Big Match, which would eventually give its 
name to the network-wide football coverage. These ran alongside 
Match of the Day, which went out on Saturday nights, and the BBC 
and ITV negotiated together with the League ensuring that the cost 
of the deal was kept to a minimum.

It was all very different in America where the National Professional 
Soccer League launched in 1967 with a $1m deal (in the region of 
$35,000 per club) with CBS for live coverage of the ‘Game of the 
Week’. The League lasted just one season before merging with the 
United Soccer Association to form the North American Soccer League. 
However, the deal demonstrated the riches that were on offer from 
US TV firms even to football that was supposedly a poor relation to 
gridiron, baseball and basketball. Although the bumper TV deals 
may not have crossed The Pond, a range of American production 
and presentation techniques did. The use of replays was introduced 
in sports broadcasting by Canadian TV director George Retzlaff in 
1955 during the programme Hockey Night in Canada. At the time it 
was an expensive and slow business, which kept the viewers waiting 
several minutes after the incident, but it was a start. 

Eight years later when Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey Oswald as he 
left Dallas police station the replay hit the big time. The increasing 
use of magnetic film meant the American TV news companies could 
easily and incessantly replay the incident. A young CBS sports director 
called Tony Verna was watching and he modified a normal videotape 
machine, which then enabled him to introduce instant replays into 
the coverage of an Army and Navy gridiron game less than two 
weeks later. The effect was considered so amazing at the time that 
the commentator Lindsey Nelson was moved to say: “This is not live, 
ladies and gentlemen, Army did not just score again.” Verna titled 
his autobiography Instant Replay: The Day That Changed Sports 
Forever. It was a bold claim but not one without some justification. 
Until that point, watching sport on TV had merely been a substitute 
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for attending a game in person. The instant replay and its slightly 
younger sibling the slow-motion replay altered the structure of 
coverage. The fluidity of televised games was broken and the replay 
dominated both the build-up to and immediate aftermath of matches, 
facilitating the talking-heads panel format.

If watching football over and over again in slow motion hadn’t 
blown your mind then what about watching football from the other 
side of the planet, live and in colour? The Eurovision TV network had 
linked most of Western Europe allowing English fans to see the World 
Cups of 1954 and 1958 in Switzerland and Sweden but coverage of 
the 1962 World Cup in Chile was limited to radio and two-day old 
highlights gained from film flown over from South America. Probably 
because of the logistical problems, ITV left coverage to the BBC who 
sent a grand total of two commentators – Kenneth Wolstenholme 
and David Coleman. The launch of satellites like Telstar, Relay 1 and 
Syncom III meant the 1964 Tokyo Olympics could be broadcast live 
to America and Europe and the World Cup in England in 1966 was 
the first such tournament to be broadcast via satellite allowing viewers 
around the world to see Bobby Moore lift the Jules Rimet trophy. 

Back at home around 32.3 million people tuned in to watch the 
famous 4-2 victory but as hard as this is to imagine now, it was not 
a TV ‘event’. The BBC kicked off their coverage at midday while ITV 
started theirs an hour later but clearly neither were anticipating extra 
time for the game which kicked off at 3pm. The Beeb had scheduled 
a Laurel and Hardy short film to start at 5.20pm while on the other 
side an episode of Robin Hood had been due to start five minutes 
earlier. The tournament came too early for colour TV in England, 
which was launched on BBC2 the following year. The Beeb didn’t 
waste any time taking advantage of the new technique and the 1968 
FA Cup Final between West Brom and Everton was the first to be 
broadcast with the new innovation. However as BBC2 used the more 
advanced 625-line UHF system which not everyone could view, the 
BBC, who shared coverage with ITV, also showed the final on BBC1 
meaning all three English TV channels showed the game live – heaven 
for football fans, hell for everyone else.

Colour and satellite transmission finally came together on English 
screens for the 1970 World Cup. The TV Times’ science editor Peter 
Fairly marvelled breathlessly in the run up to the tournament that 
“Pictures of World Cup soccer in Mexico will have travelled at least 
50,000 miles and possibly further in one third of a second! They 
will come via landline and satellite, boosted into space by one giant 
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‘dish’ and caught by another, coded by one computer and de-coded by 
another, converted from one standard and reconverted into another. 
As one ITV engineer put it: ‘The soccer stars think they have a 
headache – they should start talking to us.’” European TV companies 
insisted that kick-off times were moved forward to coincide with the 
peak viewing times back home, meaning many matches kicked off in 
sweltering midday heat. The players weren’t the only ones sweating 
their way through the tournament though. The BBC came under 
serious pressure from the ITV who for the first (and to-date only) 
time bested them in a World Cup ratings war – something Jimmy 
Hill described as “a TV sporting miracle”. Both stations gave blanket 
coverage to the tournament, and both had pundits, with the BBC’s 
including Brian Clough, Ian St John and Bob Wilson, all of whom 
would go on to make names for themselves in the media. 

For three weeks however, the Beeb were overshadowed by what 
Hill described in his autobiography as a “cunningly conceived battle 
plan: a fully representative, qualified and opinionated panel”. Along 
with John Bromley, Hill assembled a team of pundits including 
Malcolm Allison, Derek Dougan, Pat Crerand and Bob McNab – an 
“accidental” inclusion after the Arsenal player was left out of the 
England squad by Sir Alf Ramsey. Innovatively, Bromley and Hill 
then decided to use their pundits as a panel so they could bounce 
off each other. Bromley also took the decision to hole the quartet up 
in the Hendon Hall Hotel and sign off their sizable bar bill without 
question. The result was groundbreaking and incendiary and set 
the template for football coverage for years to come. José Mourinho 
might have had that coat but The Panel got there first. They were four 
“handsome, athletic young men dressed flamboyantly in carefree, 
colourful fashion,” to cite Hill again. 

It was in this period that Allison morphed into the erudite but 
controversial and opinionated “Big Mal”. When England lost in the 
quarter-final, the four men removed their Union Jack ties and threw 
them on the floor in a choreographed show of disgust. Later Alan 
Mullery, blamed by Allison for that defeat, came into the studio for 
his right of reply and threw one of his England caps at his tormentor. 
The Panel weren’t beyond criticism themselves, especially after Allison 
asked then answered his own question: “Why are we technically 
better in Europe? Because we play against peasants, teams who play 
in primitive ways!” The ITV switchboard was jammed with people 
complaining about the comment but this was dwarfed by fan mail and 
‘The Panel’ were regularly mobbed by autograph hunters. The seal 
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on their new-found fame came when they were joined for dinner one 
night by Michael Caine who just wanted to “have a drink with the 
lads”. Hill concluded: “The war wasn’t won during the 90-minute-
or-so games but in the five minutes before, the ten minutes at half 
time and the ultimate collective verdict at the end. It wasn’t accidental 
it was calculated coldly and clinically and it worked.” Sadly, today’s 
PR-conscious football panels are a watered-down imitation. Oh to see 
Wayne Rooney chuck one of his England caps in Mark Lawrenson’s 
face after bit of criticism. It’s just never going to happen, is it? 

During the games, the increasing use and power of computers 
allowed for the introduction of a range of techniques such as captions 
which helped supply more information more quickly and split screens 
which allowed the viewer to see different angles of the same incident 
or two different incidents at the same time. Different broadcasters 
were also able to cherry pick images enabling them to create different 
coverage and different narratives around the same event to serve their 
own purposes. In turn these narratives were supported and enhanced 
by the pundits. While football broadcasting was said to merely present 
reality to the viewers these technological developments and their use 
were in fact making it a less ‘truthful’ experience which was no longer 
a mere substitute for attending matches in the flesh. Like the cinema 
newsreels decades before, what the TV companies were starting to 
do was construct an ‘ideal’ version of the match, a version where the 
key parts (chosen by the TV companies) were replayed in close-up or 
in slow motion and then analysed in controversial terms by the stars 
of the day. TV coverage was no longer just documenting what took 
place on the pitch; it was turning it into entertainment.
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The Press Takes Aim 

Looking back now, from a world saturated by 
instantaneous digital media, it seems inevitable 
that the immediacy and intimacy of first radio 
and then television would kick start the long, 
slow decline in newspaper sales. However 
surveying the scene in the 1950s when few 
people had televisions and the News of the 
World could shift more than eight million 
copies each Sunday, that would have seemed 
a fanciful prediction. Other than going to a 
game, newspapers were emphatically still 
the place for fans to get their football fix, 
something demonstrated by the fact that 
there were eleven Press men on Manchester 
United’s fateful flight from Belgrade in February 
1958. That might not sound many by today’s 
standards but there was no one from TV or 
radio on board and the journalists accounted 
for a quarter of the 44 passengers and crew 
when the plane crashed in Munich. 

Writing about his time working at the 
Manchester Evening Chronicle in the 1950s, 
Keith Dewhurst paints a picture of a world 
unrecognizable today. Northern reporters 
barely read the London papers; saw few reports 
of matches between southern teams and as for 
foreign teams? Forget it. But Manchester, you 
may remember, was the Other Fleet Street, 
the national Press’ gateway to the North of 
England, Scotland and Ireland. With the 
League champions on their doorstep it was 
inevitable that the journalists based in the city 
would be eager to travel with the team as it 

7
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aimed to better its exit in the European Cup semi-finals the previous 
season. Travel was a lot more difficult then; the only reason the plane 
was in Munich was because few aircraft could make the flight from 
Belgrade to Manchester without a refuelling stop. The BEA Elizabethan 
aircraft was not one of them. So, if you were a journalist you either 
travelled with the team or you didn’t travel at all.

Just as Manchester United lost eight players in the crash, so the 
Manchester Press corps lost eight journalists. They were Alf Clarke of 
the Manchester Evening Chronicle, H.D. Davies of the Manchester 
Guardian, George Follows of the Daily Herald, Tom Jackson of the 
Manchester Evening News, Archie Ledbrooke of the Daily Mirror, 
Henry Rose of the Daily Express, Eric Thompson of the Daily Mail 
and Frank Swift of the News of the World. The three surviving 
newspaper men were Ted Ellyard and Peter Howard, the Daily Mail’s 
telegraphist and photographer respectively, and Frank Taylor, who 
was severely injured but eventually went back to work at the News 
Chronicle. In his book The Day a Team Died, Taylor recalled how 
before take-off he turned to the other writers to tell them there were 
plenty of seats at the front where he was sitting but, already settled, 
they stayed at the back where most of the fatalities occurred. 

The Busby Babes had achieved much before they were decimated 
and it’s likely they would have achieved considerably more; their best 
years were still ahead of them. The journalists who died were cut 
down in their prime, giants of a competitive but ultimately close-knit 
profession with decades of experience between them. Contemporaries 
talk of H.D. Davies in the same breath as the legendary cricket writer 
Neville Cardus, who like Davies wrote for the Manchester Guardian. 
But the doyen was Henry Rose, the most-read football writer the 
Daily Express ever had. When he went to report on a game the paper 
would put up placards around the ground saying: “Harry Rose is 
here today” to advertise the fact. It meant it was the biggest match 
of the day and in Manchester the crowd would chant those words 
and greet Rose’s arrival in the Press box with cheers. Liverpool fans 
had other ideas and The Kop would ritually greet Rose at Anfield 
with a chorus of boos to which he would, cigar in one hand, salute 
them by raising his brown trilby with the other.

After the crash, Manchester came together to grieve, yet it was not 
one of the players’ funerals that drew the most mourners but Rose’s. 
Four thousand people attended and Manchester’s 1,000-strong force 
of taxis, none of their meters running, drove them along the six-mile 
procession route from the Daily Express building on Great Ancoats 
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Street to Manchester’s Southern Cemetery. Crowds ten deep lined 
the way to watch the cortege pass.

The aftermath also had an impact on the general approach to 
reporting football. At the time of the crash United were looking to 
win their third straight League title and also had the League-FA and 
European Cup treble very much in their sights. Thanks to the exposure 
that Granada’s coverage of their European exploits had brought, 
United had become a household name and so the tragedy occupied 
front pages for days becoming the first story to persuade news editors 
that sport could have genuine news value. There was still stubborn 
resistance in some quarters though. The day after the tragedy, readers 
of The Times would have found no mention of it until they reached 
page eight and then the article was relatively emotionless and played 
up the safety record of the nationally-owned airline involved. The 
disaster also indirectly led to quotes becoming a key part of match 
reports. The crash happened on a Thursday and just two days later 
the papers had League games to cover so news reporters like Derek 
Meek, the Manchester Evening News’ political leader writer, were 
switched to sport. They treated matches like they would any other 
event and began to ask ‘experts’, such the managers, for quotes to add 
to their pieces. This innovation stuck and was accelerated, first by the 
need to keep pace with the broadcast of post-match interviews on the 
BBC’s new highlight show Match of the Day and then by the tabloid 
revolution that swept through Fleet Street at the end of the 1960s. 

Eight years before the Munich tragedy, Archie Ledbrooke, one of the 
reporters who died, co-wrote Soccer from the Press Box with Edgar 
Turner. Despite its title it’s not so much about football writing as the 
journalists’ view of a range of topics connected to the game. However, 
in one chapter they do focus on their own profession, making a plea in 
mitigation to their readers asking them to remember that the writers 
often do their job against the pressure of time while exposed to the 
elements. There’s a brief mention of the tools of the trade; no laptops 
or WiFi for the reporters back then, just typewriters and maybe 
their own phone to ring through a report. Yet for all the differences 
it’s the similarities that are the most striking. Ledbrook and Turner 
outlined what they considered to be the four types of match report 
for a normal Saturday game. There was the report for the Saturday 
football special; the report for the Sunday morning paper filed an 
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hour and a half after the game at the latest; there was the Monday 
morning paper report, written with more reflection and filed on 
Sunday; and there was “the running commentary put out over the 
radio either as sound alone or with a TV camera to show the actual 
scene”. The pair wrote that in 1950, but has much really changed 
in the intervening six decades or so? Well, you can’t guarantee that 
a game’s going to be on a Saturday anymore and now most people 
take their running commentary with pictures from the scene. As we 
discussed in Chapter Two the Saturday specials are essentially a thing 
of the past, so let’s replace them with the online, in-running match 
report. Other than that, it’s pretty much the same.

Where you do find a difference is in the tone of the reporting 
particularly that surrounding the England team. Soccer From the 
Press Box was first published in the year that the part timers from 
America beat England in a World Cup match in Belo Horizonte’s 
Estádio Independência. It was the equivalent of England losing to San 
Marino today, yet the headlines were nothing like those that would 
now greet such a defeat. The only goal of the game was scored by Joe 
Gaetjens1, a Haitian accounting student and part-time dishwasher and 
it’s fair to say the result was a fluke. Gaetjens’ winner was less a header 
and more a fortuitous deflection; England hit the woodwork on several 
occasions, missed a hatful of chances, saw a string of other attempts 
saved by Frank Borghi and were denied a clear-cut penalty. But the 
score sheet doesn’t lie, although one apocryphal story suggests that 
a sub editor back in London thought that it did and simply changed 
it to read England 10-1 USA. Another such story claims that English 
papers were edged in black the day after the game. Neither tale appears 
to be true. Most newspapers at the time were still subject to post-War 
paper rations and so had few pages, with only one devoted to sport. 

On the day of the USA debacle the sports story that took precedence 
was the West Indies’ 326-run defeat of England at Lord’s. It was 
the first time the Caribbean team – part timers like the Americans 
– had won a Test on English soil; that they did so by such a 
margin and at the home of cricket only rubbed salt in the wound2.  

1 Gaetjens went on to play for Paris Racing Club before returning to Haiti in 1954. 
Gaetjens himself had no interest in politics but his family were ardent opponents of 
Haitian dictator Francois Duvalier. In 1964 Gaetjens suffered the consequences and was 
arrested by the country’s militia and never seen again.

2 Following the victory, which set up a 3-1 series win for the visitors, West Indian im-
migrants who had watched from the stands ran on to the pitch in joy. Police moved in to 
arrest them but were stopped from doing so by an MCC official who allowed the celebra-
tions to continue.
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By comparison the football team’s woes were viewed as merely 
an aberration; after all England could still have qualified for the 
final group had they beaten Spain in their next game. They didn’t. 
Following the team’s elimination The Daily Herald did print a 
small ‘obituary’ of English football mimicking the one that had 
been printed in The Times after the England cricket team lost to 
Australia in 1882, but that was pretty much it. Even Ledbrooke 
and Turner’s brief discussion of the result in the revised second 
edition of Soccer From the Press Box focuses less on the damage 
to England’s reputation and more on what America might have 
achieved if their players took up the sport full time. The muted 
reaction was due to the fact that football had still not gained the 
total dominance it has over other sports today and given that the 
World Cup wasn’t considered to be that important, why should a 
result from it be seen that way? Furthermore the match was not 
broadcast on TV; it was one of those games that was out of sight 
and so out of mind. As such it has become a footnote to and not a 
key part of a narrative of on-going national decline.

That narrative was up and running by 1953 when the Hungarians 
turned up at Wembley and destroyed England 6-3. After the match 
the News Chronicle ran a picture of the visitors’ goalkeeper, 
Gyula Grosics, walking on his hands with the headline “NOW 
THE WORLD IS REALLY UPSIDE DOWN” while the Daily 
Mirror declared the defeat to be the “Twilight of the (soccer) 
gods”. These headlines weren’t just down to the fact that the 
match was broadcast on television. Professor Stephen Wagg, 
who first wrote about the relationship between football and 
the media in The Football World in 1984, thinks the changing 
attitude among football writers is also important in explaining 
the contrasting reactions to the America and Hungary defeats. 
“What happened between 1950 and 1953 was that one way or 
another, the Popular Press in particular came up with a way of 
rendering the England football team,” Wagg said. “England was 
suddenly redefined as the country that gave football to the world 
and every defeat had obvious implications. It was an affront to 
the nation and the people running the team had to be put in 
the dock. They were ‘muddlers’ and ‘meddlers’. I feel that some 
rather intuitively clever football writers in the 1950s sensed an 
on-coming mood of national decline.” 

This mood was created by a double anxiety about Britain’s declining 
position in the world. The winds of change were blowing across the 
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Empire bringing decolonisation in their wake and as the Cold War 
began, so the fear of the Communist threat from the East grew. In 
America this anxiety manifested itself indirectly through science 
fiction films where blobs or pods that took over people’s minds (the 
Soviet Army) would land from space (the East) before being defeated 
by scientists and/or soldiers (the US Government) thus reassuring the 
viewers that the Red Menace could be repelled. Back in Blighty that 
anxiety manifested itself indirectly through football. Let’s not forget 
that a young George Best, glued to his neighbour’s TV set, found 
teams like Moscow Spartak to be other-worldly, later describing 
them as ‘aliens’. Even Sir Bobby Robson, watching England’s defeat 
by Hungary from the Wembley stands, was later moved to say that 
the visitors “were men from Mars as far as we were concerned”.

It was through this developing ideological prism that the match 
was viewed. In 1946 pressure from the West forced the Soviet Union 
to allow Hungary to hold a free election. Ferenc Nagy, the leader of 
the Independent Smallholders’ Party, swept to power with 57% of 
the vote. The Communists gained just 17% but their leader Mátyás 
Rákosi soon took control after Nagy was forced to resign and flee 
the country after his son was kidnapped. Anglo-Hungarian relations 
soured in November 1949 when Edgar Saunders, a British businessman 
working in Budapest, was arrested for spying. He confessed to the 
charges and was subsequently jailed for 13 years in what the West 
branded a show trial. Although it now seems pretty clear that Saunders 
did in fact have links to the British intelligence services, when he 
was released after serving just four years (most of it spent in solitary 
confinement) the English Press took the opportunity to remind its 
readers what dastardly cads the Hungarians were. The timing, just 
a few months before the Wembley game, set the tone for the match.

Like the English Press, the Hungarians also saw what happened on 
the football pitch as a metaphor for the country as a whole, portraying 
their victory as symbolic confirmation of the merits of the collective 
nature of Communism over the individualism of capitalism. Whether 
or not that’s true, it was a direct contrast to the way the build-up 
of the match had been portrayed in the English Press. “If you knew 
your football history you would have known that Hungary had a very 
rich football tradition going back to the 1900s,” said Wagg as we sat 
in his office at gorgeous Carnegie campus in Leeds. “The football 
writers either wilfully ignored that or were ignorant of it. If you read 
the Press the day before the 1953 game it was the working-class lads 
of the free world, who learnt to play the game kicking a bundle of 
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rags round the cobbled streets of the north of England, versus some 
Communist robots, who were going to be programmed but weren’t 
going to stand a chance against the spontaneity of the English. If you 
see film of the game then that was an absurd proposition because the 
virtuosity is pretty much all on the Hungarian team. They ran rings 
round solid but fairly predictable players like Billy Wright. Good 
players, but that day they looked like mugs.”

One reason for the shock of the 6-3 defeat to Hungary was the 
insularity of both English football and the English football Press that 
Wagg hinted at. It was insularity which Willy Meisl, an Austrian football 
writer living and working in England in the 1950s, acknowledged in 
his book Soccer Revolution. While the FA had refused to send a team 
to the first three World Cups and also wanted English club sides to 
stay out of the European Cup, the Press were equally uninterested 
in what was happening beyond the country’s shores. Meisl, whose 
brother Horst was a pioneer of Austrian football, pointed out that 
following England’s elimination from the 1950 World Cup all but 
one of the Press pack headed home. “Could you imagine Britain’s 
leading film critics leaving Cannes International Film Festival after 
the showing of the British films?” he asked in consternation. 

The English football journalists’ departure from the tournament 
meant they were blithely unaware of exactly how far down the global 
football pecking order the country had fallen. So, as a consequence, 
England’s fans were oblivious to the true significance of the defeats to 
Spain and in particular America because, Meisl argued, the “sports 
press doesn’t tell them what is happening elsewhere – for the very 
good reason that the sporting journalists themselves are hardly 
aware of it.” This was just one of a list of criticisms he levelled at the 
English Press, key among them the need to find “a story” and the 
continuing use of “overstatement”. According to Meisl, the former 
meant that football writers, all the while writing “down to the lowest 
denominator”, were not as concerned with describing the details of 
games as they were with finding a sensational angle. The latter meant 
that the more superlatives the writers used the more the readers were 
used to reading, thus creating an ever-increasing spiral. 

More often than not the two tactics came together, an approach 
well illustrated by a story Wagg told me. “I interviewed Walter 
Winterbottom once when I was quite young,” he said, “and towards 
the end he mentioned a match he had watched at the 1954 World 
Cup. He was high up in the stand and he happened to be chatting 
to the legendary Desmond Hackett and they briefly became aware 



142 Chapter 7

of some altercation down by the players’ tunnel. Hackett turned to 
Walter and said: ‘What was that?’. Walter replied: ‘Well I didn’t see 
very much, but I think there was a bit of a bust up between a couple 
of the players,’ and Hackett said: ‘that sounds good’. Before Walter 
knew it Hackett had rolled a fresh sheet of paper into his typewriter 
and began typing. Walter leaned over his shoulders and read the 
first line which was: ‘I have been thrown over a fence’ and Hackett 
turned to Walter and said: ‘I’m going to get a new coat out of this’.” 

The match was the infamous World Cup quarter-final between 
Hungary and Brazil, and Hackett’s creative account of the ‘Battle 
of Berne’ in which he detailed how his jacket was ripped and his 
shirt torn while he rescued referee Arthur Ellis’s wife and children 
from the melee made the front of the Express. Not only did he get a 
new jacket but he got a new watch too after he detailed how his was 
‘smashed’ and subsequently filed for a new one on expenses. Lord 
Beaverbrook, the Express’s owner, was so impressed by his reporter’s 
bravery that he gave him a gold replacement to cover his loss. FIFA 
investigated the incident but could find nothing concrete to support 
Hackett’s version of events. “Well, if you see it happen it detracts 
from the story,” Hackett would say of the incident in later years.

“It was a dream fracas,” said Wagg, “swarthy South Americans 
versus Communists and even though he didn’t see it, Hackett was 
soon imagining it for the British suburbs. I think the moral of that 
story is that guys like him who were not sophisticated in many ways, 
certainly not sophisticated about politics or cultural trends, could 
sense a mood in their readership. They had to, to write the stuff that 
they did and that’s my feeling; that somehow, maybe by being in their 
own saloon bar around 1953 and 1954 and hearing people who read 
the Daily Express talk, they picked up this mood and began to write 
it through football.” Wagg’s comments echo those of Frank Taylor, 
one of the Munich crash survivors, about Henry Rose. Taylor said 
that Rose acknowledged that he wasn’t the best sportswriter but “he 
knew what the man in the four-ale bar was angry about and that’s 
what he gave them”. Like Hackett, Rose picked up a mood and wrote 
it through football.

This was all part of the tabloid revolution which began in the 
mid-1930s, a revolution kick started by the development of radio 
and the creation of the Audit Bureau of Circulation. Radio broke 
the newspapers’ monopoly on delivering the news while, from 1931, 
the Bureau provided advertisers with accurate circulation figures 
and newspaper publishers with a clear idea of who was buying 
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their product. To maintain their readerships in the face of radio’s 
challenge, newspapers turned to product differentiation and the 
Bureau’s figures helped them do this. For the first time journalism 
was more about the audience than the content and increasingly this 
audience was constructed as a composite of an idealised reader. 
At the same time, more news was available due to improvements 
in technology but there was less room for it as advertising became 
more sophisticated and took up greater space within the papers. 
Up until that point newspapers had, like the BBC, imagined the 
audience to be the nation as a whole and focused on national events 
to reinforce the sense of community and thus the status quo. Now 
papers were crafting stories for their readers, who they projected 
as normal and sensible, setting them against ‘abnormal’ or ‘mad’ 
others. Britishness and in particular Englishness was increasingly 
defined through this ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy.

The first editor to understand the new way of working was 
Arthur Christiansen on the Daily Express who wanted his paper 
to appeal to people in the “backstreets of Derby” or “the Rhyl 
Promenade”. In 1934 Harry Guy Bartholomew took Christiansen’s 
template and used it to re-launch the Daily Mirror, at the time 
struggling with an ageing readership of 700,000 of which about 
100,000 were literally dying each year. Bartholomew felt there was 
room for a left-of-centre paper with broad populist appeal to the 
working-class running counter to the individualist conservatism 
of the Daily Mail and Daily Express. Bartholomew was convinced 
that readers wanted to look at, rather than read, papers and while 
he believed they were politically aware, he felt they wanted a 
more entertaining product. So he cut the length of stories and the 
amount of social and economic news and instead provided a mix 
of entertainment, humour and stories relevant to the lives of the 
working and lower-middle class. 

By the end of the Second World War the Daily Mirror had 
adopted the slogan “Forward With The People” and it played a 
key part in the 1945 Khaki election that turfed Churchill out of 
office and swept the Labour Party to victory. You could say it was 
the Mirror Wot Won It. All this was provided in a tabloid format 
that could be folded and kept in a worker’s overalls and read in 
bite-size chunks during the day. By the late 1940s the paper was 
selling about 4.5 million copies a day prompting historian A.J.P. 
Taylor to claim that through the Daily Mirror “the English people 
at last found their voice”. However a contemporary journalist 
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working for the left-wing Daily Herald (which would ironically 
become The Sun) took a dimmer view, writing that the Mirror 
“demanded a new race of journalists with none of the inhibitions 
ruling in other newspapers, a frenzied gusto in dredging the news 
for sensational stories of sex and crime and a complete lack of 
reticence in dealing with them”.

It was during this time that papers began to have an imaginary 
conversation with their readers using a tone and language they 
understood, and this led to the increased use of the individual 
voice, which in turn made columnists household names. At the front 
there were Daily Mirror writers like Godfrey Winn and William 
Connor, who wrote under the penname Cassandra. At the back 
there was Henry Rose, the Daily Express reporter who was cheered 
into the Press box, Reg Drury of the News of the World or the 
Sunday Express’ Alan Hoby “The Man Who Knows” (or, as some 
uncharitably called him “The Man Who Knows Fuck All”). Yet 
what the football writers knew and what they reported were two 
different things. This was a time when the link between players and 
reporters was still a close one. They shared similar backgrounds 
and earned similar salaries, if anything the hacks were slightly 
better off as they had expense accounts, but there was no desire to 
expose players’ private lives – in fact the Press wanted to present 
a respectable image of the country. When a famous international 
footballer was involved in a car crash in London in the late 1950s, 
the name and occupation of his passenger – a prostitute – was kept 
out of the papers. 

Scandal had to have specific news value to hit the headlines; 
it was not enough for one of the people involved to be famous. 
Take, for example, the Profumo affair in 1963. The story was 
not, as it would be today, that a Tory MP (John Profumo) had 
been cheating on his actress wife (Valerie Hobson) with a topless 
dancer (Christine Keeler). No, the story was that the Government’s 
War Minister was sharing a mistress with a Soviet naval attaché 
and suspected spy (Yevgeny Ivanov). This was a security risk; this 
was a news story although even then it took months before the 
papers printed what they knew. The fact that it involved a mix of 
sex and espionage, the same ingredients that had helped the first 
James Bond film, Dr No, woo cinemagoers the previous year was 
a happy accident. By the end of the 1960s the rise in popularity 
of television and the beginnings of modern celebrity culture led 
to a change in that approach. By that time, some believed that the 
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Daily Mirror had become too highbrow for its readers and that 
there was room in the marketplace for an updated version of what 
the paper had represented in the 1930s. One of those people was 
a young Australian called Rupert Murdoch.

“Are you keen on sport?” Murdoch asked. “I have to be, the customers 
are,” came the reply from Albert ‘Larry’ Lamb, the Northern Editor of 
the Daily Mail. It was a Saturday night in early autumn of 1969 and 
the pair were enjoying a lobster dinner at Rules3 on Covent Garden’s 
Maiden Lane. As the conversation and the Pouilly Fumé flowed, 
Murdoch, who had bought the News of the World at the beginning 
of the year, interviewed Lamb for the editor’s job of another paper 
he had just acquired, this one a daily. Over the course of the night, 
which ended with whisky in Murdoch’s office, they had effectively 
planned the editorial policy of the paper for several years to come. 
However, Murdoch informed his guest that he had a short list of 
several other candidates to interview. He’d be in touch in a week or 
two. At 2am Lamb, tempted to take the job if it was offered, had just 
retired to his hotel when the phone rang; it was Murdoch. “Bugger 
the shortlist,” he said. Lamb was the new editor of The Sun.

The question about sport was, of course, not the only one Murdoch 
asked, but it was crucial. Murdoch had no great interest in sports 
when he was a child, but when he started working in the newspaper 
industry he quickly realised that sport sold papers. When he bought a 
paper he focused much of his early attention on its sports department 
as well as the amount of sport it covered. Sport was what he later 
called a ‘battering ram’ and one he would use time and again to break 
his way into various sections of the media marketplace in different 
countries. Lamb was equally aware of its importance for the “sex, 
sport and contests” philosophy required of a populist, predominantly 
working-class paper like The Sun. 

While he was willing to dispense with almost all of the 27 specialist 
correspondents that the old Sun had employed, sport was one specialism 
that could not be done without (the other was politics). Lamb took 
the view that big sports events like the FA Cup Final were all the 
readers would be talking about on the day in question. So unless a 
really big news story broke at the same time, The Sun would have 

3 Rules is the oldest restaurant in London having opened in 1798.
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the Cup Final on the front and back pages as well as in a four-page 
pullout inside. When the tabloid re-launched on November 17th 1969 
the front page splash concerned a horse-doping scandal but it was the 
other popular working-class sport, football, that was the real key. Its 
importance was made clear in the last edition of the old version of 
the paper when Murdoch wrote a leader asking readers to “REACH 
FOR THE NEW SUN”. Along with the serialisation of Jacqueline 
Susann’s racy novel The Love Machine4 and the chance to win cars 
and colour TVs, he promised readers “Inside soccer stories by the 
top names – a million pounds’ worth of soccer talent”. It was the 
only sport Murdoch mentioned.

Lamb didn’t have to look far to find the man to assemble 
these top names. The majority of the staff for the re-launched 
paper necessarily had to come from the journalists recently made 
redundant by IPC’s sale of the paper to Murdoch, so it was made 
known that applications would be accepted from all of them. One 
read simply “I am Sports Editor of The Sun, 46 and still ambitious. 
Yours sincerely, Frank Nicklin”. He was hired and would become 
a key figure in shaping not just The Sun’s football coverage, but 
football coverage throughout Fleet Street over the following decade. 

A Derby County fan and keen cricketer, Nicklin began his career 
on the Derby Evening Telegraph before joining the Royal Air Force. 
Twice shot down over enemy territory during the Second World 
War, twice he escaped and after the conflict he returned to Derby 
where he was able to cover his beloved Rams’ FA Cup triumph in 
1946. Then, like most of his contemporaries, he undertook a tour 
of duty in Manchester working on both the Daily Herald and the 
Manchester Evening News where he was credited with crowning 
the tragic young United team of the 1950s ‘the Busby Babes’. From 
there he followed the well-trodden path to London to work on The 
People before moving to the newly created Sun. 

On the day of the launch, Nicklin re-emphasised Murdoch’s 
pledge to readers, promising that the paper’s sports pages would 
have “four rows of teeth” and also that “its bite will be as big as 
its bark”. They would, he said, “HAMMER the establishment. 
EXPOSE the fiddlers and ponces. DESTROY the cheats, the rogues, 
the villains.” But before all this hammering, exposing and destroying 

4 Susann had first found success three years earlier with the novel Valley of the Dolls and 
while The Love Machine is not at all racy by today’s standards, it shouldn’t be forgotten it 
was released less than 10 years after Penguin Books was tried for obscenity for publishing 
Lady Chatterley’s Lover. 
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could get underway Nicklin had some very tricky logistical problems 
to deal with. Murdoch had bought The Sun to utilise spare capacity 
on the London printing presses he acquired when he bought the 
News of the World a few months earlier. They could produce 
five million copies a night but lay idle during the week; The Sun 
solved that problem although it created another one. The decision 
to print only in London and distribute the paper via the country’s 
rail network meant that once the timings had been worked out the 
deadline for The Sun’s first edition was set at 8.15pm. The News 
of the World could cope with that as Saturday football matches 
were done and dusted by 4.45pm leaving enough time to include 
reports before the paper had to be printed. But the early deadline 
effectively meant The Sun could not report mid-week, night time 
games in the North as most of the sports pages for the editions 
bound for Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester and Newcastle had to be 
ready before such games had even kicked off.

To compensate, Nicklin filled his pages with features, columns, 
readers letters, nostalgic articles about the past, in short the ‘story’ of 
which Mesil had been so disparaging. When The Sun’s distribution 
network improved and they were able to include match reports from 
northern games in the relevant editions, the readers complained 
that they were missing their ‘fix’ of football gossip. Nicklin had 
guessed that as the punters could now get the scores and headlines 
from radio and the growing TV network, a comprehensive and 
regionalised results service – long considered essential to the success 
of a newspaper – was no longer so important.

TV had made footballers more famous than ever and the 
abolition of the maximum wage meant they were no longer just 
key figures within their sport but also working-class lads made 
good; exactly the kind of people advertisers wanted to embrace. 
It was the beginning of the footballer as modern celebrity and the 
punters wanted to know what these celebrities had to say, especially 
the original modern celebrity-footballer: George Best. In the week 
of its launch The Sun printed an interview with the Manchester 
United star and he was soon writing a column for the paper. I say 
writing, Best was actually putting his name to a column that was 
being written for him. When he told Sun reporter Frank Clough 
to get lost one time too many for Lamb’s liking, the editor decided 
The Sun could do without the errant Manchester United star. 
Brian Clough, then with Nicklin’s beloved Derby and arguably the 
first modern celebrity manager, took a different approach, calling 
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Nicklin and saying: “If you’re going to give soccer a big shout like 
that, I’ll write for you myself.”5 

The paper’s erratic distribution also meant they couldn’t guarantee 
which editions were going to which parts of the country. So, Nicklin 
insisted that the Monday edition included coverage of every League 
game from the previous Saturday. Again, the punters loved it and the 
Daily Mirror was quick to follow suit, convinced that it was all part 
of The Sun’s master plan. In fact, Lamb, Nicklin and their colleagues 
were extremely envious of the Daily Mirror’s ability to regionalise 
their editions effectively. Nicklin also encouraged his writers to use 
short, punchy language; to give provocative and personal opinions 
and to not take any issue or anyone too seriously. If they strayed to 
the wrong side of the line, the sub editors were ordered to add in 
the required hyperbole. Nicklin wrapped it all up in an innovative 
approach to design, using bold headlines and big pictures. Like Rose 
and Hackett in the 1950s, Nicklin had an intuitive grasp of what 
the readers, or “folks” as he called them, were thinking and how to 
articulate that mood through football. Lamb described him as a “pie-
and-pint man” and Nicklin agreed. “He was right,” he said before his 
death in 2002. “I’d be down the pub talking sport like our readers.”

Another man who had a clear idea of who his readers were and what 
they wanted was Lamb’s successor, Kelvin MacKenzie.6 MacKenzie 
first joined The Sun as a sub-editor in 1973 after working his way 
up through the local and regional Press. Loud and aggressive but 
exceptionally good at his job, he soon came to Murdoch’s attention 
and was made managing editor of the New York Post before returning 
to England and ultimately, in 1981, the editor’s chair of The Sun. By 
this time the paper had moved to the right of the political spectrum. 
When Murdoch bought The Sun it was left-wing and it gave its 
backing to Harold Wilson in the 1970 General Election. Wilson 
lost but The Sun supported him again in February 1974, an election 
which resulted in a hung parliament. Another election was called 

5 Later on, in 1979, Nicklin also gave Jimmy Greaves the chance to break into the media 
with a weekly column. After his well-publicised battle with alcoholism, it was an offer 
that gave Greaves renewed self-confidence and purpose and for which he said he was im-
mensely grateful when others were closing doors on him.

6 Lamb was initially succeeded by Bernard Shrimsley in 1972 before reclaiming the edi-
tor’s chair in 1975 after which MacKenzie took charge.
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for October 1974 and The Sun took an equivocal stance to Wilson 
and Tory leader Edward Heath, running the headline: “WE’RE 
SICK OF THE TED AND HAROLD SHOW!”. Five years later the 
paper ‘voted’ Conservative for the first time, printing a 1,700-word 
leader imploring its readers to do the same. Lamb claimed that he 
and Murdoch, both of whom had socialist leanings in their youth, 
did not reach the decision without pain, but the pair felt Margaret 
Thatcher’s economic policies would be hugely beneficial to the 
newspaper industry and furthermore she was determined to curb 
the trades unions who had been a constant thorn in the industry’s 
side. Another crucial factor that pushed The Sun to the right was 
the launch of The Daily Star in 1978. At the time The Sun had only 
just overtaken the Daily Mirror who were explicitly supporting the 
Labour party. Had The Sun remained non-committal or backed 
Labour again it would have opened the way for the Daily Star to 
become the only right-wing, working-class daily paper. Initially at 
least, The Sun’s shift to the right was more of a business decision 
than an ideological one.

If it was a decision that had caused Lamb and Murdoch problems, 
it was not one MacKenzie had any qualms about. He was an ardent 
supporter of Margaret Thatcher and on the rare occasions he disagreed 
with her, MacKenzie would still declare “she’s wrong but she’s 
strong”. Maggie (as The Sun called her) had won the 1979 election 
thanks to a 9% swing to the Conservatives among skilled manual 
labourers, nearly double the national swing to the party of 5.1%. 
It was from this socio-economic group that The Sun drew most of 
its readers. MacKenzie characterised them as, “the bloke you see in 
the pub – a right old fascist, wants to send the wogs back, buy his 
poxy council house, he’s afraid of the unions, afraid of the Russians, 
hates the queers and weirdoes and drug dealers.” 

With MacKenzie at the helm the tone and content of the paper’s 
vernacular veered even further to the right as its imagined conversations 
with the idealised reader were attuned to the sentiments of this ‘right 
old fascist’. Every hot summer day was a “SCORCHER!” and every 
Page 3 Girl was a “STUNNER” greeted with a chorus of “COR!” 
or “PHWOAR!”. Of course, no one defines you more than the 
people you don’t like and for the ‘right old fascist’ these were clearly 
identified as “PLONKERS” or worse “SCUM”. Political issues were 
reduced to the simplest terms. “HOP OFF YOU FROGS” was The 
Sun’s response to a campaign by French farmers to block imports 
of British lamb in 1984.
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MacKenzie was able to give full vent to his Thatcherite jingoism 
during the Falklands War in 1982 as the paper thumped its tub and spat 
bile like an English lager lout marching into a bar in Ibiza. Readers were 
urged to boycott corned beef while a series of “Argie-Bargie” reader 
jokes were run with £5 and a can of Fray Bentos “non-Argentinian” 
beef for each one published. The paper then launched “undie-cover” 
warfare revealing that “thousands of women” were wearing specially 
made knickers embroidered with the name of the ship their husband 
or boyfriend was serving on. The Daily Mirror was attacked from the 
off as was the “whining namby-pamby ultra-Left, who always run 
scared at the first sign of crisis” and The Sun’s attitude to a negotiated 
peace was summed up simply with the first of its infamous headlines 
from the period: “STICK IT UP YOUR JUNTA”. After peace talks 
broke down, the paper re-worked the headline: “STICK THIS UP 
YOUR JUNTA” over a story explaining how “the first missile to 
hit Galtieri’s gauchos will come with love from the Sun”. It would, 
readers were told, have “Up Yours, Galtieri” painted on the side. The 
strongest reaction to that story came from troops in the task force 
who thought it was a sick stunt and wrote letters of complaint and 
even burnt copies of the paper. It speaks volumes about The Sun’s 
coverage that when Private Eye ran a spoof page with the headline 
“Kill an Argie, Win a Metro” the troops in the Falklands thought it 
was real while MacKenzie’s response was: “Fucking brilliant, why 
didn’t we think of that?” On May 4th the sinking of the Belgrano was 
greeted with the infamous headline “GOTCHA”, a gut reaction to the 
news from features editor Wendy Henry.7 After weeks of The Sun’s 
nationalist rhetoric, it was no doubt what right old fascists across 
the country were saying as they raised their pints in celebration. 
The jingoism continued unabated after the conflict with The Sun’s 
reaction to Argentina’s defeat by Belgium in the World Cup later that 
year. “ARGIES SMASHED” screamed the paper. “They strutted, 
they cheated and afterwards they bleated. That was the arrogant 
Argentines last night. They swaggered on as world champions, and 
crawled off, humiliated by little Belgium…”

Nicklin had gone by this time, one of several senior staff from the 
Lamb days who did not fit in with the ethos of the new editor. The pair 
had had frequent rows when MacKenzie was a sub and Nicklin feared 
the worst when his nemesis was given the top job. Absent from the 

7 Despite its infamy, the headline only made the few first editions of the paper which 
were seen in the North. When it became clear there had been massive loss of life even 
MacKenzie got cold feet and changed it to “Did 1,200 Argies drown?”
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office for a year following a battle with bowel cancer, which included 
an operation he expected he wouldn’t survive, Nicklin returned to 
work two weeks after MacKenzie took charge. He’d been paid off 
within days but soon resurfaced at the Hayter’s Sports Agency, which 
he ran well into his 70s. MacKenzie wanted his reporters to “monster 
their victims” and “piss all over them” and it was in keeping with this 
ethos that David Balmforth, who was running The Sun’s sports desk 
by the end of the 1980s, declared it now had “eight rows of teeth”.

In 2007 the journalist Hunter Davies went to visit Paul Gascoigne 
in the Notting Hill hotel where he was staying at the time. As they 
chatted away Gazza asked: “Where are all the players?” pointing out 
that the men in the dugout were now dominating the back pages. 
Davies was intrigued and after he bid his friend farewell he did a 
bit of research, working out that over the previous month Arsene 
Wenger, Sir Alex Ferguson and José Mourinho had had more written 
about them than all the players in the Premier League combined. It 
was a phenomenon that Stephen Wagg had spotted when he wrote 
The Football World in the mid-1980s: “The gist of that book is that 
sometime in the 1960s and 1970s football at the highest level became 
a television show,” he said. “People knew about football and knew 
football people and the game itself primarily through the media, 
they perceived it as a media activity. The best illustration I can find 
for that is the football manager about whom there is a huge global 
preoccupation just the same as there is with football itself. Most people 
in the 1960s, probably the majority of the population, had heard of 
Don Revie, Brian Clough, Alf Ramsey, Bill Nicholson, Matt Busby, 
Bill Shankly, but how many of them could name the managers who 
managed those respective clubs beforehand? Nobody except the local 
aficionados would be able to answer that question, which shows how 
football became a cross-media event.”

I wonder how many England fans know that Walter Winterbottom, 
with his gloriously inter-War name, was Sir Alf’s predecessor. Maybe 
more than I think but Ramsey was the first England manager of this 
cross-media age. Winterbottom was, to an extent, at the mercy of 
the FA’s international selection committee. In 1950 that committee 
decided that Stanley Matthews should take part in a goodwill tour of 
Canada, forcing him to miss England’s first match in that summer’s 
World Cup. Even though he was free for the following game against 
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America they didn’t pick him because they didn’t want to change 
a winning team. Following the infamous 6-3 defeat at Wembley in 
1953, it was the committee, not Winterbottom, who were identified 
as “the guilty men” by Desmond Hackett in the Daily Express. 

It was after this defeat that a concerted campaign began to 
appoint a manager who was a former professional with sole powers 
of selection. Ramsey was the papers’ and the fans’ choice and the FA 
did as they were told and gave him the job in 1963. Not for the last 
time, the appointment of the England manager was heavily influenced 
by the Press. When Ramsey’s wingless-wonders won the World Cup 
the manager was knighted in 1967. Of the players (the guys who’d 
actually broken a sweat) only captain Bobby Moore was honoured 
the same year with an OBE. Hat-trick hero Geoff Hurst had to wait 
until 1975 for his MBE while five of the team received no recognition 
from Her Majesty until 2000. 

Sir Alf’s ennoblement, with its implicit suggestion that success was 
principally down to him, meant the manager myth was completely 
sown into the fertile football-media culture from which point it grew. 
However, there was a downside for the man in the dugout. While 
Sir Alf single-handedly won the World Cup, seven years later he 
single-handedly failed to qualify for the 1974 tournament. Success 
hinged on the final qualifier against Poland at Wembley in October 
1973. Needing a win, England could only manage a draw with Jan 
Tomaszewski, Poland’s ‘clown’ of a goalkeeper (as Brian Clough 
labelled him) keeping them at bay8. For the country which had been 
so dismissive of the World Cup just a quarter of a century earlier, 
non-qualification was a disaster and for the first time the manager was 
in the firing line. The Sun’s Frank Clough penned a report headlined 
“THE END OF THE WORLD!” and what he wrote is worth quoting 
at length: “I can’t find it in my heart to be critical of this England 
performance, disastrous though the result was. Most of them gave 
everything for England […] So the question this morning is what does 
the future hold for Sir Alf Ramsey? Nobody likes to hit a man when 
he is in the depths of disappointment, but his entire future must be 
in the melting pot.” The message was clear: the players did all they 
could, so blame must lie with the manager. It was pretty tame by 
what would follow and there was a six-month stay of execution but 

8 Again, the English media’s insularity meant they were unaware of Poland’s real ability. 
Far from being clowns, they finished third in the subsequent World Cup with Tomaszewski 
being voted the tournament’s best keeper. Two years later he was part of the Polish team 
that won silver at the Olympics.
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after goalless draws against Italy and Portugal, Ramsey was sacked 
in April 1974. The dam had been breached.

Fast forward seven years to September 1981 and Maggie Thatcher’s 
boys took one hell of a beating in Oslo (well, they lost 2-1 to Norway) 
putting qualification for the 1982 World Cup into serious doubt. 
By this time the rhetoric in the Press had been ratcheted up several 
notches and just the prospect of missing out on the tournament was 
enough for to spark outright calls for the manager’s dismissal. Under 
the headline “FOR GOD’S SAKE, GO, RON” David Shapland, who 
had replaced Frank Nicklin as The Sun’s sports editor wrote: “England 
were humiliated by the no hopers of Norway last night […] it was a 
defeat that must spell the end of Ron Greenwood’s career as England 
manager.” As it turned out England qualified for España ’82 after 
Romania lost their last three qualification games and Greenwood 
quit after the tournament. He escaped at just the right time. 

This was the first year of Kelvin MacKenzie’s Sun which was only 
just starting to “monster” and “piss all over” its victims so what 
Greenwood suffered was light compared to his immediate successors, 
Sir Bobby Robson and Graham Taylor, who happened to be thrust 
into a brutally aggressive three-way tabloid battle. The situation was 
not lost on Robson, who noted in his book So Near and Yet So Far, 
published in 1986, that it was his “misfortune to be caught in the 
middle of a newspaper circulation war”. In the same book he wrote 
about how in the early months of his tenure he was spat on when he 
went to St James’ Park after he had dropped Kevin Keegan. For sure 
these were the actions of a very small minority and I mention this not 
to tar all Newcastle fans with the same brush, but it demonstrates 
how the increasingly abusive treatment of the England manager in the 
Press was leading to increasingly abusive treatment from some fans. 

Robson endured that abuse until the 1990 World Cup in which 
England reached the semi-finals. To date it’s the country’s best 
performance since winning the 1966 World Cup and it enabled the 
Press to recast Sir Bobby as a giant of the game following his death 
in 2009. The eight years of ordure they had heaped on him was 
conveniently forgotten. 

It is unlikely that will be the case with his successor Graham Taylor, 
who will probably always be connected to one particular headline. 
Success with Lincoln, Watford and Aston Villa meant Taylor was 
a clearly outstanding candidate to take over from Robson, but the 
optimism generated by the glorious defeat of Turin meant that the 
reaction to perceived failure would be even more intense. Infamously 
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after defeat by Sweden in a group match that saw England knocked 
out of Euro ’92, The Sun ran the headline “Swedes 2 Turnips 1” and 
superimposed Taylor’s head onto a picture of the latter root vegetable. 
Things went from bad to worse and Taylor’s family were also on 
the receiving end. After England lost 2-0 to the USA in America the 
following summer, Taylor’s wife, Rita, was confronted by a mob 
of reporters in her front garden. Asked for a comment she declined 
saying she didn’t give interviews to which a tabloid reporter replied 
“About fucking time you started, then”. England failed to qualify for 
the 1994 World Cup and Taylor resigned in November 1993, a move 
The Sun greeted by reprinting the turnip photo on its front page along 
with the triumphal headline “THAT’S YER ALLOTMENT”. Years 
after leaving the job Taylor still had people shouting “there’s the 
fucking turnip” when they saw him while others spat at or poured 
drinks over him. When he later met MacKenzie, the erstwhile Sun 
editor dismissed Taylor’s complaints as oversensitivity saying it had 
all been a bit of fun.

Terry Venables was appointed Taylor’s successor in January the 
following year, the month MacKenzie left The Sun to become managing 
director at Sky. Other than the first 15 months of his editorship when Ron 
Greenwood was in charge of the national team, Robson and Taylor were 
the two England managers whose reigns coincided with MacKenzie’s 
time at The Sun. They were the main victims of the ethos he brought 
to the paper as it was manifested on the sports desk. True they were 
also monstered by the Daily Mirror and The Star but in the race to the 
gutter it was The Sun, a rabid, drooling pit bull with its eight rows of 
teeth bared that led the way. The managers that followed Robson and 
Taylor still had to face the Press pack and while each will bare scars, 
none was mauled as viciously as Robson and Taylor. Fourteen years 
after the latter oversaw failure to qualify for the 1994 World Cup, 
England failed to qualify for Euro ’08 following a 3-2 defeat to Croatia 
at Wembley. It was raining and the England manager, Steve McClaren, 
made the bizarre decision to use an umbrella allowing the Daily Mail to 
brand him “A WALLY WITH A BROLLY”. In comparison with what 
had gone before it was like being nipped by a playful terrier.

While Taylor had the misfortune of taking over an England team on 
a high, the opposite was the case for his successor Terry Venables 
and given that England was hosting Euro ’96, there was no danger of 
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non-qualification. Furthermore, in the 19 matches between Venables 
taking charge and the opening game of the tournament, England 
lost just once, to Brazil. For once the heat was off the manager, 
and instead the tabloid agenda was focused on England’s European 
neighbours. MacKenzie might have left Fleet Street but his shadow 
loomed large as his protégé Piers Morgan led the tub-thumping, 
something he did in the pages of the Daily Mirror. Morgan had been 
editor of The Sun’s Bizarre column under MacKenzie and when he 
graduated to the editorship of the News of the World in 1993 Morgan 
acknowledged his mentor saying “I owe it all to Kelvin. He’s always 
been there for me.” 

Two years later, aged just 30, Morgan took the helm at the Daily 
Mirror. Tasked with closing the sizeable gap in sales of about 1.5 
million readers he said he planned to make the Daily Mirror a more 
aspirational version of The Sun. So, he dropped the word “Daily” 
from the masthead and dusted off his old boss’ tactics sheets and 
went to work. An ardent Tory at odds with the Mirror’s traditional 
left-wing stance, Morgan did away with political content and employed 
Sun-style headlines. Daily stories on the recently-launched National 
Lottery were twinned with celebrity and Royal ‘exclusives’ and on 
one occasion Morgan printed a picture of Princess Di in floods of 
tears after she’d been chased down the street by paparazzi. The Sun 
had refused to buy it, considering it to be too intrusive.

Unlike MacKenzie, Morgan never had a war to sink his teeth 
into but a football tournament on his doorstep was the next best 
thing. Euro ’96 took place a little more than six years after Tory 
Agriculture Minister John Selwyn Gummer shoved a beef burger 
down his infant daughter’s throat to demonstrate that mad cow 
disease was nothing to be scared of. However, two months before 
the tournament began, Selwyn Gummer’s colleague, the Health 
Secretary Stephen Dorrell, admitted to the House of Commons that 
in actual fact it might be. The Mirror greeted Dorrell’s admission 
that ten new cases of Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease were possibly 
linked to Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy by screaming “MAD 
COW CAN KILL YOU”, while the Daily Mail asked hysterically 
“COULD IT BE WORSE THAN AIDS?” Within days the EU had 
imposed a worldwide ban on the export of British beef and related 
products and the tabloid Press suddenly forgot the potentially fatal 
health implications and focused instead on the damage the dastardly 
Europeans’ actions might do to the British economy. It was “THE 
CATTLE OF BRITAIN” according to The Sun, which declared 
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“SCARE’S A LOAD OF BULL”.9 Once again the tabloids had reduced 
politics to a simple “us” against “them” dichotomy. This was the 
backdrop to Press coverage of Euro ‘96. This was Morgan’s Falklands. 

It wasn’t just the Mirror editor who saw the tournament through 
this prism and the link between politics and football was made 
explicit in The Sun when Jimmy Greaves was quoted saying “our 
football team finally gets the chance to do what our politicians are 
too scared to try, and stuff it right up Europe”. As Venables’ team 
progressed, so the patriotic fervour grew. In the run-up to England’s 
quarter final with Spain, the Mirror printed a list of “10 NASTIES 
SPAIN’S GIVEN EUROPE” which included syphilis, Spanish flu 
and the Inquisition. Alongside these were printed a series of racist 
jokes, but this was just a warm-up act. Victory in that match meant 
England would face Germany in the semi-finals and Morgan distilled 
the “Two-World-Wars-and-one-World-Cup” mentality of the terraces 
into a declaration of football war. A cut-out poster front page with 
the headline: “ACHTUNG! SURRENDER! FOR YOU FRITZ ZE 
EURO CHAMPIONSHIP IS OVER” was illustrated with pictures of 
Stuart Pearce and Gazza wearing World War Two Tommy helmets. 
The paper also sent a tank to the German team’s hotel although it 
was stopped on the M25 by police. Morgan later revealed that he 
seriously considered sending another tank to ‘invade’ the Berlin 
offices of Germany’s leading tabloid Bild and hiring a Spitfire to fly 
over the German training camp. 

In the age of New Labour and Brit Pop and with the Tory Government 
limping towards emphatic defeat in the following year’s General Election 
it was a huge misstep. The Press Complaints Commission received 
67 complaints – the most since The Sun’s coverage of Hillsborough 
in 1989 and Morgan was forced into an apology. Stuart Higgins, his 
counterpart at The Sun tried to take the moral high ground pointing 
out that their “LET’S BLITZ FRITZ” headline was relegated to 
page four (after a Page 3 Girl predictably getting her “FRITZ OUT 
FOR THE LADS!”) and to be fair by comparison their coverage, 
which called for fans to be peaceful was muted. Germany won the 
game on penalties and in the aftermath, there were disturbances 
across the country, which the National Heritage Select Committee 

9 While BSE could kill you, the danger it posed wasn’t worse than AIDS. It’s worth 
pointing out that the EU’s ban, which was finally lifted in 2006, was in many ways as na-
tionalistic as the British Press’ coverage of it. There was no attempt to identify the source 
or draw distinctions between farmers, breeds of cattle or even organic and non-organic 
beef. The whole of Britain was treated as a homogonous unit.
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concluded the Press “may well have had its effect in stimulating”. 
That conclusion is hard to prove with any certainty but it’s fair to 
point out that while on one hand the tabloids are quick to condemn 
violence among football fans, on the other they have no problem 
in cultivating the xenophobic sentiments those violent fans tend to 
express. It must have all been terribly confusing for the right old 
fascists in the pub, used to seeing this kind of content in The Sun 
not the “whining namby-pamby ultra-Left” Mirror.

Euro ’96 was also notable for being the first football tournament 
to come after the broadsheets started taking real interest in the 
sport. While football writers were always essential to the tabloid 
product, broadsheet editors were less convinced of the merits of the 
sports desk that was more often-than-not dismissed as the “Toy 
Department”. That all changed in the 1990s thanks to the vision 
and perseverance of one man in particular, David Welch, the sports 
editor of the Daily Telegraph. Born in 1948, Welch, the son of a 
lorry driver, was a talented athlete in his youth and studied physical 
education, English and history at the Loughborough Colleges. Unsure 
of where his future lay, Welch answered an advert for the position 
of racing correspondent on the Leicester Mercury. A keen student 
of the turf he made the job his own and quickly became one of the 
youngest sports editors in the country. Fleet Street beckoned and in 
1984 Welch joined The Telegraph with a fulsome reference from his 
bosses at the Mercury, who he believed were keen to get rid of him 
due to his constant demands for more resources. 

Two years later Max Hastings became The Telegraph’s editor and 
although a self-confessed “sports illiterate” he recognised that there 
was an opportunity to dominate the market in that area. Welch was 
the man to lead the charge and by 1989 he had become the paper’s 
sports editor. He was convinced that instead of being a section hidden 
away at the back, sport could be used to drive sales of the paper as 
a whole and so in 1990 Welch launched a sports supplement. Now 
something we take for granted as a standard part of all newspapers 
at the time it was a revolutionary idea. Initially printed on Mondays 
the supplement was so successful it was soon also produced on 
Saturdays before eventually appearing every day of the week. The 
huge success meant that while Hastings was sometimes tough on 
the budgets of his other departments he tried, within reason, to give 
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Welch everything he asked for and the number of sports staff grew 
from 38 in 1987 to 67 by 1995.

One of the many young newcomers Welch recruited, along with 
Sue Mott, Giles Smith and Paul Hayward, was Henry Winter who 
joined the paper from The Independent in 1994. Around that time 
The Telegraph was printing about 1,000 words a day on football 
but that soon increased fivefold. Despite not being an avid football 
fan himself, Welch understood the massive impact Sky’s coverage of 
football would have in promoting the game and the players and so 
poured resources into covering the sport. Equally he recognized the 
glamour of the Champions League and so sent Winter to all-Italian 
games. Initially the young reporter was the only member of the 
English Press in attendance but others soon followed. This expansion 
of football writing is one of the biggest changes Winter has seen 
while working as a football writer. “The tabloids have always been 
strong, the broadsheets have expanded, the Sundays have got bigger,” 
he told me. “One of the great helps for newspapers, and a wave I’ve 
been lucky to ride, is that Sky has scattered matches across the week 
which has given papers the opportunity to expand. There’s also the 
rolling news service which you have to respond to, so tiny little things 
suddenly become a huge state occasion. It’s gone from being a small 
planet to a huge universe. Take the World Cup final in 1966, some 
papers only had one writer there. If England reached the World Cup 
final in Rio, which will never, ever happen, The Telegraph and the 
Sunday Telegraph would have a minimum of eight staff excluding 
photographers and that’s the other side of the world as opposed to 
an eight-mile yomp from Fleet Street as it was in ‘66.”

The Telegraph’s supplement captured the middle-class football 
zeitgeist that had emerged from the fanzine movement and the success 
of Nick Hornby’s Fever Pitch. Its success, along with the increased 
exposure of football through Sky and England’s hosting of Euro ‘96 
helped persuade other broadsheet editors that football could help 
drive sales. In the months before the tournament, Murdoch visited 
the offices of The Times and promised increased recourses to expand 
the paper’s sports coverage in the run up. The Observer dispatched 
the Booker prize-winning novelist AS Byatt to England’s Euro ‘96 
semi-final with Germany. She described the England players in their 
grey strip as being “like floating shadows on the bright emerald-gold 
grass, the colour of Monet’s shades” while England’s keeper David 
Seaman “was resplendent. A striding, scarlet lord entirely comfortable 
in his beauty. A bullfighter”. The Independent sent Germaine Greer 
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who “bathed in testosterone” and described Gazza as having “the 
unflagging enthusiasm of a puppy”. 

In 1965 Brian Glanville wrote an article in Encounter arguing 
that British sports journalism was “still looking for an idiom” that 
could bridge the divide that he suggested existed between the writers 
in the popular and quality Press. The former, he argued, had a large 
readership but was forced into using a highly stylized style of writing 
while the latter could write as they pleased but would only ever reach 
a small audience. The tabloidisation of the market certainly appears 
to have brought the two sections of the market closer together and 
Winter believes it’s becoming easier for writers to move between 
them. “Whether I’d have the discipline to write for a tabloid I don’t 
know,” he said, “but you get someone like Oliver Holt who used to 
be my counterpart on The Times – a brilliant football correspondent 
– and he’s now a fantastic red-top columnist and writer. There’s Matt 
Dickinson, who’s now chief sports correspondent of The Times, he 
was a really, really good old-school news reporting football hack on 
the Manchester beat on the Daily Express. So there is that fluidity. 
If I think up a line, I’ll occasionally give it to one of my mates on 
the tabloids. Here’s an example: Chelsea were playing Basel in the 
Europa League under Rafa Benitez and obviously the fans sing about 
him being “the Spanish waiter” so I said to my mate on The Sun “it 
makes a change the Spanish waiter getting one over Basel”. I think 
that made their back page, I wouldn’t get that in The Telegraph but 
it’s vaguely amusing so those things do get passed around because 
we spend all of our time together. We do television together, we do 
radio together so all those edges that distinguish one end of Fleet 
Street from another have been flattened down.”

The introduction of The Telegraph’s supplement and the increasing 
interest in football among the broadsheet, or quality, Press was 
part of the on-going tabloidisation of the newspaper market. The 
most obvious manifestation of this was the papers’ change in form. 
Murdoch re-launched The Sun as a tabloid in 1969. The Daily Mail 
followed suit in 1971; the Daily Express in 1977; the News of the 
World in 1984 and the Sunday Express in 1992. Then in 2004 The 
Independent and The Times followed suit leaving The Telegraph as 
the only daily broadsheet, while The Guardian is published in the 
hybrid Berliner style. Alongside this literal tabloidisation the ‘quality’ 
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Press also took on the style and news values of the tabloids. All papers 
increasingly focus their content on entertainment and lifestyle features 
at the expense of politics, public affairs and international news. 

This was all accelerated by the launch of first Hello! and then 
OK! magazines with their focus on celebrity. Following the Mirror’s 
“ACHTUNG SURRENDER” front page, The Guardian called for “an 
escape from the tabloid agenda”. It was too late. Already The Sunday 
Times had referred to England’s victory over Scotland as “the routing 
of the clans” while The Sunday Telegraph met quarter-final success 
with the headline “Spain still can’t beat an English Seaman”, a course 
The Observer also sailed declaring “Seaman Sinks Armada”. Some 
criticise this process, but such complaints tend to be a repetition of 
those levelled at the popular Press down the years. Remember the 
Daily Herald journalist decrying the “frenzied gusto” of the 1930s 
version of the Daily Mirror? When you think about it that sounds 
pretty similar to the outrage aimed at News of the World in its final 
days in 2011. Each generation tends to bemoan the shorter articles, 
bolder headlines and more sensational tone and content of stories 
they are presented with; these changes become the norm for the 
following generation which has similar complaints of its own while 
everyone looks to the distant past and agrees the papers back then 
were, well, boring.

This shift also led to an increase in the amount of reporting of 
football at both ends of the newspaper market. If it hadn’t been the 
dominant sport before, by 1998 football was unequivocally the driving 
force behind the increase in newspaper sports coverage. “Forget news, 
forget celebrity gossip, forget hard-hitting investigative reporting,” 
wrote the newspaper trade magazine Press Gazette, “If you want to 
sell more copies of your newspaper, what you want is more of the f 
word: football.” Sports editors and their bosses were listening and 
now about half of broadsheet sports coverage is devoted to the sport 
while in the tabloid Press the amount is closer to three quarters. Yet 
you can’t help feeling that despite all these extra words not a whole 
lot more is being said. A significant amount of football ‘news’ comes 
from same place; Press conferences or agencies such as the Press 
Association. Most of the time football reporters have access to the 
same information and so are essentially writing different versions of 
the same story. More often than not what gets discussed at a Press 
conference will be determined by the reporter with the loudest voice. 
More often that not the manager will repeat the answers they’ve just 
given in a different interview on TV. As Frank Nicklin identified 
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back in 1969 the readers are getting the actual information from 
other media, so the Press are left with comment; the search for the 
all-important ‘story’ and the use of ‘overstatement’.

Take for example the reaction to Rafa Benitez’ comments after 
Chelsea’s FA Cup match with Middlesbrough in February 2013. The 
windowless Press room at the Riverside is not huge, about twice the 
size of the average living room, and it’s right under the seating so it 
has an awkward pitched roof on one side which I’ve seen more than 
one person bang their head off. It’s dark and cramped at the best 
of times and on the night in question it was packed, making it even 
more so. Before Benitez came in there was already some indication 
from Twitter that he had criticised Chelsea fans in a post-match TV 
interview. The Spaniard repeated the criticisms in his Press conference 
and the following day the papers variously described it as a “rant”; 
a “meltdown” or Benitez “losing it spectacularly”. This is odd, 
because what I saw with my own eyes was a man totally in control 
of himself delivering a calm and measured critique of the behaviour 
of a small section of the club’s fans; the short-term, chaotic nature of 
the club’s administration and the attitude of some of his players. This 
was not a wild-eyed, finger-pointing Kevin Keegan disintegration. 
He didn’t liberally pepper his comments with expletives as did Joe 
Kinnear when he first met the North East Press pack in 200810, nor 
did Benitez tell anyone to “fuck off” like Harry Redknapp did when 
Sky’s Rob Palmerby had the audacity to call him a “wheeler-dealer”. 
In fact Benitez didn’t even raise his voice. Watching the conference 
on TV later, it appeared to be a long-winded ramble. It wasn’t; the 
questions had simply been edited out so it looked like he was repeating 
himself, when in fact he was brief and to the point. The repetition 
came from the journalists who asked the same thing several times in 
slightly different ways. Of course, the papers were unable to report 
what the Chelsea boss had said straight as that had been done by 
TV and to a lesser extent social media, so they turned to comment 
and analysis but there was little mileage in suggesting that Benitez 
might have been right. No, portraying him as a man on the edge of 
a nervous breakdown was a far better story. 

It’s not just the search for the ‘story’ that has changed the way 
football is reported. The media’s interest has propelled footballers 
into the realms of national, and in some cases global, celebrity. While 

10 Kinnear opened the conference by asking “Which one of you is Simon Bird?” When 
Bird, who writes for the Daily Mirror, identified himself Kinnear sneered “you’re a cunt” 
before rattling off another 51 swear words in little more than five fun-packed minutes.
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they might have been able to rely on journalists turning a blind eye to 
their indiscretions in the 1950s, this is no longer the case, so they’re 
now guarded by a phalanx of advisers protecting their ‘brand’. The 
balance of power has shifted and news is freely given, but what 
kind of news is it? Julie Welch began reporting on football for The 
Observer in the 1970s and noticed a change about 20 years later. 
“When I started it was brilliant because the players were there for you 
and the managers were there for you. Now you have to go through 
lots of PRs and bodyguards and there’s always someone sitting in on 
interviews,” she told me. “About the second interview I did was with 
Norman Hunter, the Leeds United winger. I just rang up Elland Road 
and said: ‘can I speak to Norman Hunter’ and they fetched him out of 
the dressing room to speak to me. I went up to Elland Road and we 
just sat in the reception and I interviewed him. It was just fantastic, 
it was so different. You’d go to parties and you’d be talking to the 
great Bobby Charlton. So when you’ve been in that world the present 
world seems, in a way, untrue. You’re not getting the real person,  
you’re just getting a sanitised series of quotes. To interview a player 
in the 1970s and the 1980s you could find out what made them tick, 
you could ask questions that they hadn’t been asked before and they 
would give you sometimes quite revealing detail about themselves.”

Paul Gascoigne was the first football celebrity of the Premier League 
era, but at the same time he was a throwback; an un-media-managed 
star who existed in a world that was increasingly media-managed. In 
October 1992 while he was training with the England squad at Bisham 
Abbey ahead of a crucial World Cup qualifier against Norway, Gazza 
was approached by a camera crew from the Scandinavian country’s 
NRK network. “Do you have a message for Norway?” journalist Thor 
Eggen asked, “Yes. Fuck off, Norway,” came the reply. Unlike David 
Beckham, who has managed his celebrity so successful he is arguably 
the most famous footballer ever, Gazza had no concept of himself as 
a brand. He was, in effect, still a lad in a pub in Gateshead and so 
he said the first thing that came into his head. But the incident also 
highlighted the difference in the media environment the pair operated 
in. When Gazza told Norway to jog on, the Premier League was less 
than six months old; Sky Sports News was just a twinkle in Rupert 
Murdoch’s eye; only Sir Tim Berners-Lee and a few of his chums had 
access to the WorldWideWeb and Twitter was not around for us all 
to share our faux outrage. The furore was brief. This was a far cry 
from 12 years later when the News of the World published claims 
by Rebecca Loos that she’d had a four-month fling with Beckham 
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following his move to Real Madrid. At the time Roy Greenslade, the 
former editor of the Daily Mirror, was moved to say the Beckham-
Loos revelations were the biggest story since the serialisation of 
Andrew Morton’s book about Princess Diana in 1992. Maybe they 
were, but you can’t help but think there’s something amiss when the 
suggestion that the England skipper has had an affair is given yards 
and yards of column space while allegations about transfer bungs 
in the Premier League or corruption in FIFA are routinely ignored.

One journalist who has doggedly investigated the latter is Andrew 
Jennings and he believes that it wasn’t always this way. “If you wind 
the clock back to the 1970s The People, which was then a very dynamic 
Sunday newspaper, investigated corruption in football and in The 
Sunday Times sport department you had the most wonderful group 
of writers including Keith Botsford. Motor racing was his thing but he 
also wrote about football corruption and João Havelenge the former 
FIFA president which is how I came to know him. He’s the sort of 
writer who takes your breath away. He didn’t so much do sports 
writing as opposed to writing about sport. They had a wonderful 
sports editor in John Lovesy who commissioned the likes of Keith 
and Brian Glanville.” 

Jennings has won numerous awards for exposing corruption in 
both football’s world governing body, FIFA, and the International 
Olympic Committee and speaking to him it’s clear he’s scathing 
about the lack of investigative reporting that comes from the sports 
desks of the Press in the modern age. “There’s a number of very, very 
good investigative reporters on the sports front in Brazil because 
corruption breeds good journalism everywhere but in what we used 
to call Fleet Street. They are a cabal of uselessness apart from one 
or two exceptions like David Conn and Nick Harris. The culture 
of news doesn’t penetrate the sports desks. They don’t do research, 
they never do what any real journalist does which is ask, ‘Where are 
the documents?’” 

His criticisms have brought a strong defence of their trade from 
many football writers who not unreasonably argue that exposés like 
The Sunday Times’ investigation into FIFA corruption are just as valid 
as Jennings’ own work on the subject. At the same time they claim 
that pressure from rolling TV news and the instantaneous nature 
of the internet and social media create ever greater time pressures. 
When these are coupled with budget cuts that inevitably impact 
on staff numbers, there is simply neither the time nor resources to 
spend months, even years, on one story. Furthermore, they argue, 



164 Chapter 7

football is a small world and reporting it requires access that creates 
a tricky balancing act. Just one story that a club doesn’t like can get 
a reporter banned from the Press box or Press conferences, making 
it all but impossible to do the job in the longer term. Jennings did 
acknowledge that it is editors not reporters who should bear the 
responsibility for the situation: 

“You have to blame the bosses, at the end of the day an editor should 
be saying: ‘Go and get the story or don’t come back.’ If executives aren’t 
hiring people who can get stories and keeping them bloody well at it 
then you’re not going to get the stories. They assume that because the 
sports editor got the result of Spurs versus Chelsea everything’s alright. 
They never say ‘we’re breaking stories and you’re not’.” However, at 
the same time he dismissed the other pleas in mitigation. “Papers are 
strapped for cash, so it’s easy for them to say ‘we can’t spend time 
investigating’, but they can if they want to, you can do anything if you 
want to. Journalists should get stories, not embrace the Press release 
culture. We should find out what people don’t want published. This 
is the crucial thing: it’s so easy to report in the interests of the people 
they cover. It demeans our sports culture if we’re not getting good 
information. I repeatedly hear ‘but we might lose access’ and I reply 
‘what, you mean access to be lied to?’ The funny thing is I’m the only 
journalist in the world who’s banned from FIFA Press conferences 
but it doesn’t stop me getting the stories.”

One of those stories was broadcast in November 2010 on the eve 
of the secret FIFA vote to decide which countries would host the 2018 
and 2022 World Cups. England had made a bid to host the former 
tournament but were eliminated in the first round with just two votes. 
After the process Andy Anson, the bid’s chief executive, declared that 
FIFA executive committee members had told him that the English 
media had killed the bid, which conveniently ignored the substance 
of Jennings’ documentary which suggested the bid was never going 
to win. Even Ian Wright got in on the act preaching from his pulpit 
in The Sun that he “would love to see some proper investigations into 
FIFA rather than this Jennings bloke shouting at people”. Clearly 
Wright, never one to get shouty, was unaware of Jennings’ 400-page 
book Foul: The Secret World of FIFA: Bribes, Vote Rigging and 
Ticket Scandals which was first published in 2005, or his Panorama 
documentary FIFA and Coe broadcast in 2007. Or perhaps he just 
doesn’t consider them ‘proper investigations’. 

Despite the criticism, Jennings argues he is giving fans the stories 
they actually want. “We got attacked and attacked and attacked. 
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Everyone was briefing against us from the FA to the Government. 
Jeremy Hunt, the Culture Secretary, was putting pressure on the BBC 
to transmit the programme later. They didn’t know what was in it, 
they just knew it was ‘allegedly damaging’. What was fascinating 
to me was that the following summer I was the keynote speaker at 
the Football Supporters Federation Annual Parliament. I have no 
expertise in football or the football world – I joke that I shouldn’t 
be sent to a football match because I might get the score-line wrong. 
The fans don’t need me to interpret what’s happening in the game 
of football however they know that FIFA’s corrupt and they wanted 
me to tell them more.”





Fans are Doing it 
for Themselves

On September 12th 2012 David Cameron 
took to the floor of the House of Commons 
and in a statement lasting a little more than 
three minutes apologised to the bereaved and 
the survivors of the Hillsborough disaster on 
behalf of the Government and the country 
for the “double injustice” they had suffered. 
That morning, following months of diligent 
analysis the Hillsborough Independent Panel 
had released its findings and they were 
unequivocal. In response the Prime Minister 
was, he said, “profoundly sorry” for “the 
failure of the state to protect their loved ones” 
and also “the denigration of the deceased”. 
Cameron acknowledged that the trauma 
suffered on Merseyside had been compounded 
by an attempt to blame the victims with 
a narrative focused on hooliganism. The 
report he said was black and white, there was 
simply no evidence to support that narrative. 
The media responded too. The truth was 
out, they proclaimed; the blame lay at the 
feet of Sheffield Wednesday Football club, 
Sheffield City Council, the FA and most of 
all South Yorkshire Police who created that 
narrative through a huge cover-up. There 
was, however, no acknowledgement from 
the media that their way of working coupled 
with their portrayal of football fans created 
fertile ground in which the police lies could 
take root and grow.

8
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News is a product; journalists don’t just report it, they create it 
by prioritising some aspects of a story over others. They tend to seek 
simplistic explanations which focus on one cause thus overlooking 
the context and true complexity of the issue at hand. Furthermore, 
journalists tend to rely on certain ‘trusted’ contacts which are expected 
to be detached and accurate. So, as is often the case, in the search for 
the causes of Hillsborough precedence was given to official statements 
particularly from the police, but also politicians and FA officials. The 
bereaved and survivors were relegated to providing the ‘emotional’ side 
of coverage through human interest stories. This allowed the police 
to detract attention from their own failings by apportioning blame to 
the supporters, the most infamous example being the The Sun’s front 
page just four days after the disaster in which, under the headline 
“THE TRUTH”, they falsely claimed that Liverpool fans stole from 
the dead and beat up and urinated on policemen administering first 
aid. The headline and the man who wrote it – Kelvin MacKenzie, 
who else? – have been repeatedly held up as an example not just 
of the worst excesses of Hillsborough coverage but also of tabloid 
journalism more generally, but it is rarely acknowledged that the 
rest of the coverage was little better. The false allegations printed in 
The Sun were first printed in The Sheffield Star the day before and 
featured on both the ITV and BBC news bulletins that night. On 
the same day as The Sun splash the allegations also made the front 
pages of The Daily Star, the Daily Mail, The Times, The Telegraph, 
The Daily Express and the now-defunct Today.

Yet is it any wonder that the media took this path? The alternative 
route raised some serious questions about Margaret Thatcher’s 
aggressive brand of capitalism. Nearly 700 people were killed in a 
series of disasters that beset Britain in the late-1980s. Names such 
as Zeebrugge, Piper Alpha, Kings Cross and East Midlands Airport 
became synonymous with tragedy. They were bookended by the fire 
at Bradford’s Valley Parade stadium that claimed 57 lives in May 
1985 and Hillsborough, which claimed 96 lives a little less than four 
years later. In the aftermath of Hillsborough the Socialist Workers 
Party produced a poster with a photo of an emotional Liverpool fan 
sitting alone among Hillsborough’s mangled fencing and the words: 
“Thatcherism: Ten Years of Disasters”. It might have seemed like 
cheap political point scoring to some, but it captured the anti-Thatcher 
mood at the time and the fundamental link wasn’t lost to others either. 

Writing in the days after Hillsborough, Edward Greenspon, the 
European Business Correspondent of Toronto’s Globe and Mail, 
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pointed to common themes identified in the inquiries into the other 
recent tragedies. There was, he wrote, a “rampant disregard for safety 
in private and public services; poor communications once disasters 
occur; inadequately trained and overworked staff and, especially, 
dilapidated public services”. That was never going to be the focus of 
the Hillsborough story for the English media. Just as Lord Justice 
Taylor had found that while hooliganism played no part in the tragedy 
the “fear of hooliganism” had “strongly influenced the strategy of 
police”, so the narrative of hooliganism strongly influenced the 
coverage of the disaster. Liverpool fans could be easily demonised 
because at the time, due to the actions of a minority, all football fans 
were labelled as hooligans.

In the 1980s football violence was considered to be a relatively 
recent phenomenon – a dark path that the game had taken in the 
1960s leaving behind a much more peaceful past. However, that 
wasn’t the case. In his autobiographical history of the Salford slums, 
Robert Roberts wrote about the groups of youths that congregated 
menacingly on street corners dressed in bell-bottom trousers, heavy 
leather belts and thick iron-shod clogs. They “sought escape from 
tedium in bloody battles with belt and clog – street against street” 
and earned the condemnation of respectable citizens, police and 
magistrates. Swap the bell-bottomed trousers and iron-shod clogs 
for Lois jeans and adidas Samba (and let’s face it you’d probably 
want to) and you’re talking about late-1980s Casuals. But don’t 
go thinking it was just the commoners who were revolting. The 
authorised biography of soldier, journalist and politician Bill Deeds, 
written by Stephen Robinson, reveals that before the Second World 
War, it was considered “rather off-side” if the annual cricket match 
between Harrow (which Deedes attended) and Eton at Lord’s didn’t 
end with a mass brawl between rival pupils in front of the pavilion. 
Ted Crocker had a more-than-valid point when he told Margaret 
Thatcher to get her hooligans out of his game. 

And that was the point; there had always been violence at football 
matches, it’s just the quantity and sensational nature of the coverage 
of it hit an upward curve in the 1960s. The emergence of this 
media-driven ‘hooligan’ narrative is traced in the book The Roots of 
Football Hooliganism by Eric Dunning, Patrick Murphy and John 
Williams. The authors argued that the media constituted “an active 
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ingredient in the phenomenon” of football violence adding that Press 
coverage in particular seemed to play “a part in both de-escalating 
the problem of football hooliganism in the inter-war years and in 
escalating it from the 1960s onwards”. This, they argued, distorted 
the perceptions of football violence and as a consequence football 
fandom generally that non-football fans and politicians had, many 
of whom had themselves never been to a game. In turn, more often 
than not discussion of the subject was “emotionally and politically 
loaded, based on superficial knowledge and often simply wrong”. 

As early as the late-1880s, with organised football in its infancy, 
there was a range of violent incidents at games. With few travelling 
fans these tended to be pitch invasions or attacks on visiting players 
and referees who were regularly “baited” and “mobbed” or punched 
and stoned. Between 1895 when FA records began and the outbreak 
of war in 1914, 238 major incidents of violence were reported to the 
authorities by referees. The actual number is likely to be much higher 
as the figure didn’t include incidents the men in the middle didn’t 
consider worth reporting or incidents outside grounds. However, the 
FA only took action 26 times and Press reporting of the trouble was 
relatively matter-of-fact, descriptive, not sensationalist. 

In 1889, the Birmingham Daily Mail reported that a Wolves player 
was hit by an object thrown from the crowd. Witnesses saw “a red-
headed youth shying stones into the field and heard a gang of men 
urge him on”. A match in December of that year between Worksop 
and Stavely Olympic led to the referee receiving “a nasty blow under 
the jaw”. He then had to be spirited out of town by the police as 
the “natives were waiting for him”. A match between Burnley and 
Blackburn in February 1890 ended with the referee hiding first under 
the grandstand, then in a nearby house before being driven away in a 
cab chased by a stone-throwing mob. The only hint of condemnation 
this drew from the Press was the use of the term “a disgraceful scene”. 
The past is, of course, a foreign country and it must be noted that 
there was a higher tolerance to violence in the late-19th Century and 
that police tended not to make arrests, so these incidents were not 
seen as newsworthy and descriptions of them tended to be buried in 
general match reports. 

It’s not clear whether the level of violence in the inter-war period 
increased – reported incidents went up but so too did the amount of 
games and the number of people watching them, so creating a complex 
picture. What is clear though is that the violence didn’t go away 
and nor was it sensationalised by the Press. In November 1922 the 
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Daily Express ran a story headlined: “Mob breaks loose at Brighton: 
Policeman stunned by a spectator”. The referee was chased and a 
policeman injured when a corner flag was thrown on to the pitch as 
thousands of “hotheads” stormed out of the stands. In 1934 a report 
in the Leicester Mercury reported on damage caused to a football 
special train by a “hooligan element”. However, it was a matter-of-
fact report that quickly went on to describe the “gay scenes” in the 
city centre following the match. Police were not mentioned at all.

This violence is somewhat at odds with the picture painted of the 
period, a picture that usually depicts a policeman on a white horse 
at the first Wembley FA Cup Final in 1923. At the time the ground 
had a capacity of about 127,000 and the FA in their wisdom decided 
to let a significant number of fans pay on the day. This led to huge 
overcrowding with The Times reporting that as many as 300,000 
gained entry. Mercifully unrestrained by perimeter fences, spectators 
poured onto the pitch delaying kick off. Looking back they’re perceived 
as an orderly crowd cleared by PC George Scorey on his horse, Billie. 
However, take off your rose-tinted spectacles and look at the photos 
of the day closely and you’ll see a line of horses all but one of which 
was black. At a glance the black horses merged into the dark-clothed 
crowd but Billie, a grey, appeared white and so stood out. Likewise 
newsreel footage shows black horses encroaching onto the pitch during 
the game as they held back the crowd. Following the match Billie 
and PC Scorey became minor celebrities reinforcing the sense that 
the pair dealt with the crowd alone, a myth that perpetuates today 
through things like the White Horse Bridge at Wembley station. The 
overcrowding was in part caused by fans of both clubs – West Ham 
and Bolton – forcing their way into the ground after the turnstiles 
were closed and after the game some spectators invaded the Royal 
Box ransacking it for souvenirs. Yet modern histories downplay these 
issues (if they’re mentioned at all) because they don’t fit the mythical 
narrative of a game followed by peaceful fans in an idyllic past. 

That narrative also informs popular understanding of the game 
in the immediate post-War years but again the reality was different; 
violence was still an issue. Assaults, pitch invasions and missile 
throwing continued and in one incident at a match between Preston 
North End and Burnley on Boxing Day 1947 a linesman was shot in 
the chest by an air rifle. If that happened today football would collapse 
under the weight of screaming front-page headlines, strongly-worded 
editorials, rolling TV news coverage and thousands of tweets per 
second, yet at the time these incidents passed with little comment.
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By the late-1950s the tone of coverage was changing. Papers began 
to focus on incidents of football violence, such as fans smashing up 
“excursion trains” and “louts” attacking players on the pitch, as 
news stories distinct from match reports. However, the coverage 
was still not yet sensationalist in tone. In 1959 the Leicester Mercury 
claimed: “Admittedly there has been a minor outbreak of acts of 
hooliganism this season on the part of individuals here and there, 
but for the most part English soccer crowds are good-natured and 
well behaved, comparing favourably with any in the world”. While 
football violence was being recognised as a problem, it was seen as a 
minor one that did not require a draconian solution. The introduction 
of fences at Everton’s Goodison Park in 1963 was not hailed by the 
Press as a positive or even necessary measure. In fact several papers 
called for their removal and as late as February 1964 the Daily Mail 
argued that “hooliganism rather than indifference” was preferable 
at football matches. 

However, society was changing fast. A growing youth culture was 
emboldened by rising wages and an end to National Service that created 
a literal break from the past. Anxiety about the behaviour of young men 
was heightened by an increasingly sensationalist Press. A few weeks 
after the Daily Mail article, Mods and Rockers fought each other en 
masse in Clacton over the Easter weekend leading to 97 arrests. It was 
the start of the first mass-media scare about youth behavior fuelling 
speculation there would be a repeat over the Whitsun holiday a few 
weeks later, and the prophecy fulfilled itself as hundreds of Mods fought 
with their leather-clad rivals. Two people were hospitalised and 64 
arrests were made after running battles between the police and about 
400 people at Margate; 56 arrests were made at Bournemouth and 76 
were made at Brighton after violence which was later immortalised by 
The Who’s rock opera Quadrophenia. The Press used emotionally-
charged terminology such as “orgy of destruction”, “battle”, “attack”, 
“siege”, “riot” and “screaming mob” – exactly the sort of language 
which had been absent from the reporting of football violence but 
which would from then on become a central part of it. 

The increased Press focus on youth disorder in general meant football 
matches began to be seen, along with beachfronts, bank holidays, music 
halls and pubs as a time and place where violence could be found. In 
turn, football officials became concerned that outbreaks of fighting 
during televised games would lead to violence at other matches and 
frighten away other fans. With national confidence already faltering 
following the Second World War and the debacle of the Suez Crisis, 
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these fears intensified in the run up to the 1966 World Cup which 
would be the first beamed live around across the planet via satellite. 
What could be worse than the rest of the world seeing how badly 
behaved England fans were? It was from this point that the media 
played an active part in escalating the problem. 

Certain matches were determined as being likely flash points in 
advance thus heightening the likelihood that that was exactly what 
they would become. “The Press started to take an interest in it,” said 
Dougie Brimson, who has written about the history of hooliganism 
and the media’s role in it. “I equate it to dog attacks. They happen 
every day, but it’s only when you get a really bad one that it suddenly 
becomes big news and then all of a sudden you have loads of them; all 
of a sudden it becomes a massive news story. That’s what the media 
are like: they set the tone”.

In 1974 the Daily Mirror printed a ‘League of Violence’ charting 
the number of arrests per club. Manchester United were at the bottom 
with the most. Then one week the table was flipped. United, still with 
the most arrests, were at the top. Overnight they had gone from being 
the country’s ‘worst’ hooligans to being the ‘best’. A gauntlet had 
been thrown. The club met Cardiff in September 1974 and the Press 
coverage in the build-up focused more on the likely trouble than the 
match itself – the first time this had happened. As it turned out there 
was less violence than expected. However serious trouble did flare 
up when United faced West Ham at Upton Park the following month 
but the tone of the coverage was ambiguous with The Sun reporting 
how the travelling fans were for once “on the receiving end of a mass 
punch up”. This ambiguity continued two years later when United 
fans fought with St Etienne supporters in France and were predictably 
condemned as disgrace. Why? Because, according to the London 
Evening Standard, they’d been “humiliated into surrender by a Dad’s 
Army of peace-loving French fans”.

The media brought further publicity for football violence the 
following season when Panorama took its cameras to The Den to film 
Millwall’s three hooligan gangs. The Halfway Line were the youngest; 
they could graduate to Treatment, who wore surgical headgear, or 
F Troop – the “real nutters, self confessed loonies like Harry the 
Dog”. Reporter David Taylor’s posh voice over, and the warning 
about “language you don’t normally hear on television” seem almost 
comical now, but the documentary had a massive impact. Here for 
the first time were organised ‘firms’ with names and a uniform; in 
short an identity. “Hooliganism really took off after the Panorama 
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documentary,” said Brimson. “It caught the public’s imagination 
because it was a shock. Then you started to see hooliganism become 
organised, you had all the named mobs springing up.” From that 
point onwards violence spiralled but the gangs weren’t just looking 
for a fight, they were looking to boost their notoriety that was fuelled 
by the media. Brimson continued: “In the 1980s you had so much 
going on all the time. I remember a story about Chelsea fans stealing 
a pram with a baby in that a woman had left outside a shop. It was 
massive news but that’s what it was all about back then. It was like 
the Mods and the Rockers – you wanted to be in the paper, everyone 
had a scrapbook.”

The escalation reached its peak in 1985. BBC viewers tuning in for 
the FA Cup quarter-final between Millwall and Luton at Kenilworth 
Road in March instead saw fans fight running battles with each other 
and police. Seats were ripped out and used as weapons. The game was 
stopped twice and the fighting resumed at the final whistle. A few weeks 
later Ian Hambridge, just 15 and at his first football match, was killed 
when a wall collapsed during rioting at the Birmingham-Leeds match 
at St Andrews. The following month TV viewers were left shocked 
again when rioting led to the deaths of 39 people at Heysel before 
the European Cup final between Liverpool and Juventus. This tragic 
period was also blighted by the fire at Valley Parade which although 
nothing to do with football violence only added to the horror. In just 
21 years hooliganism had gone from being considered preferable to 
indifference to perceived as a disease. The Times printed an editorial 
headlined “Putting The Boot In” saying that football was “a slum sport 
played in slum stadiums and increasingly watched by slum people” and 
Thatcher called for action. It was in that climate that Liverpool and 
Nottingham Forest fans arrived at Hillsborough on April 15th 1989 to 
be confronted by a police force and ultimately a media which viewed 
them all as hooligans. Yet supporters themselves had already had 
enough. They started to express their disenchantment with the game’s 
establishment and through both the Football Supporters Association 
(FSA) and the spread of fanzines they were using the media to do so. 

The editorial of the first post-Hillsborough edition of When Saturday 
Comes stated that all football fans were “deemed to be passive 
accomplices to the sociopathic minority. The police see us as a mass 
entity, fuelled by drink and a single-minded resolve to wreak havoc 
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by destroying property and attacking one another with murderous 
intent. The implication is that “normal” people need to be protected 
from the football fan. But we are normal people”. It went on to cite 
the rise of the FSA and fanzines as a signal that fans might get to 
wield some influence on the administration of the game. Just as 1985 
was the year in which the term ‘football fan’ became synonymous 
with the term ‘football hooligan’ in the wider consciousness, so it 
was the year that fans began to take control of their own identity.

In the aftermath of Heysel, a group of Liverpool fans met in a pub 
and decided to form the FSA. Its chair Rogan Taylor sent letters to 
several newspapers appealing for members and around 120 people 
turned up to the first London meeting, many of them fanzine editors. 
It was a forum for them to make contacts and exchange copies of their 
publications providing impetus for the growing movement. The FSA 
also began to actively use the media to project a positive image of fans. 
Anthony Vickers, now chief sports writer for the Evening Gazette 
in Middlesbrough, was a founder member of the Teesside branch. 
“When the FSA was set up football supporters were the enemy within. 
While fans were demonised on the front pages they were more-or-less 
ignored on the back pages, and at the time that was true in the local 
Press too. So we set about educating sports reporters first. All over 
the country FSA branches were set up and they started trying to get 
local papers on board by putting out Press releases and giving them 
good news stories. In Teesside for instance we had monthly meetings 
and we’d invite along a match day police commander or a referee 
and every time we did we made sure the local paper was notified. 
They came along because they were getting a story out of it and what 
they saw was a lot of articulate fans discussing the game on a very 
well-informed level. We also made a point of always giving out our 
telephone numbers to the Press so we were always accessible whenever 
there was a story so they could get a fans’ perspective instead of just 
accepting the police’s version of events.”

The Hillsborough tragedy and the Liverpool fans’ treatment in the 
aftermath reinforced the FSA’s determination and they set up fans’ 
embassies during Italia ’90. “At that point any England fan who went 
abroad was pretty much a target for the local police to smash their 
head in no questions asked,” said Vickers. “We suspected there’d be 
a lot of trouble in Italy and there were two or three big campsites 
where the England fans were directed. We had lawyers, journalists, 
medical staff and local interpreters on hand to make sure that if there 
were any areas of potential friction we were there straight away and 
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also to make sure that our story got out. As it happened that was 
really useful because at Rimini there was a mass-deportation when 
the police rounded up loads of completely random English people, 
including a couple of people who just happened to be there on holiday 
there with their families. They chartered a plane with 247 seats and 
they arrested 247 people, but before the plane landed in England we 
were able to ring our contacts in the national Press. So the next day 
rather than the story being ‘England fans deported after rampage’ 
it was actually about the fact it had been a fishing expedition by 
the local police. Over the next couple of years with the start of the 
Premier League we were already embedded and most journalists 
had a couple of fan contacts they would ring regularly for stories.” 

While the FSA and the fanzine movement developed separately 
from each other, Vickers acknowledges it was a mutually beneficial 
relationship. “Fanzine people in most clubs were left-wing types who 
spoke out against things like racism and sexism, so I think it was a 
good fit with what we were doing. We were a national organisation 
and they were locally focused but there was still a lot of overlap and 
we gave each other a boost.”

When Saturday Comes (WSC) along with The End, a Liverpool-
based fanzine, was at the vanguard of this growing movement which 
saw hundreds of fanzines spring up around the country in the 1980s. 
They offered fans a voice, an outlet for their grievances but also 
the opportunity to express themselves creatively. It was in effect 
a third way distinct from mainstream football coverage and club 
programmes. Football fans were relatively late entrants to the world 
of self-published media. In the very early days fan comment on the 
game was restricted to the pub; a cathartic outlet to dissect results 
and criticise players and officials. An early fan movement led to the 
creation of the National Federation of Football Supporters Clubs in 
1927, which printed its own monthly newsletter, imaginatively titled 
The Supporter, for two years. As education and literacy improved, some 
clubs also allowed supporters groups a column in their programmes. 
However, no criticism of the club was allowed, so the only place fans 
could really vent their spleen to a wide audience was in the letters 
pages of the local paper. 

It wasn’t until the 1970s and the growth of the underground 
Press and titles like the Liverpool Free Press and Oz that the first 
fan-produced football magazine was born and it was in no small part 
thanks to Private Eye. You might think it odd to call the country’s 
best-selling current affairs magazine a ‘fanzine’ (albeit one focused on 
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news) but it had all the requisite hallmarks in its early days. Launched 
in 1961 it was initially written by non-professional journalists; a 
group of friends who had worked together on the Shrewsbury School 
magazine The Salopian and went on to Oxford University together. 
It was also produced on cheap print technology, namely a typewriter 
and Letraset, and it defined itself against professional media with 
content that often bordered on libelous. Following its initial success 
Private Eye gained funding from Peter Cook and others through a 
company called Pressdram and became a professionally produced 
publication. While Private Eye’s interest in football has mostly been 
limited to coverage of the fictional FC Neasden and more recently 
the regular Premiersh*ts cartoon, it has had an influence on the 
football fanzine genre.

The magazine’s first decade of success wasn’t lost on a couple of 
Cambridge undergraduates who applied a similar format to football 
and launched Foul! in 1972. Steve Tongue and Alan Stewart proudly 
declared their new venture “the alternative football magazine”. 
Tongue went on to become chief football writer on The Independent 
on Sunday and several other contributors also went on to become 
mainstream football writers including Harry Harris, Eamon Dunphy 
and Stan Hey, who created the TV series The Manageress. Hey told 
me: “It was slightly outside the mainstream at a time when everything 
was pretty glum and most people were toeing the line and there was 
only one line to toe. There were seven or eight dailies, your local 
paper and not much exposure for the game on television. The mood 
then was fairly bleak. After the optimism of 1966 and the glorious 
failure of 3-2 defeat to Germany in 1970, Alf Ramsey had gone back 
to a sterile style of football. There was a key game in 1972 European 
Championships in Berlin which people of my generation remember. 
Ramsey played Norman Hunter and Peter Storey in front of defence 
and we got a nil-nil draw. Then there was the Ibrox stadium disaster 
in 1971 which we wrote about. There was a lot of material that the 
mainstream Press didn’t really touch. It was a collective really, if you 
felt pissed off with football you could send something in. We didn’t 
have phone-ins like 606 or Talksport but it wasn’t just a grumblers’ 
charter, there were people with a lot of valid points to make.”

Initially produced in the offices of the university newspaper at 
night the magazine, whose name parodied titles like Goal! and 
Shoot!, eventually moved to a small room above a butcher’s shop in 
Paddington after it received financial backing from Sunderland fan 
Sir Tim Rice, “It’s the only thing he’s lost money on, by the way,” 
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said Hey. Foul! also received support from Pressdram enabling it to 
improve the quality of its production and distribution and achieve a 
peak circulation of about 10,000. The Observer called it “the Private 
Eye of the terraces” and flicking through back issues the similarities 
are clear. Both had photos with bubble captions on their front covers 
and while Private Eye critiqued and lampooned news writers and 
the political establishment, so Foul! critiqued and lampooned sports 
writers and the football establishment. 

Imitation worked both ways and Foul! were the first to publish 
Colemanballs-style cuttings of mistakes from newspapers. However, 
like Private Eye, Foul! wasn’t just a arena for sixth-form humour; 
it also undertook serious journalism, in particular focusing on 
footballers’ fights to get more contract freedom and often lambasting 
the Professional Footballers Association for not being radical enough. 
“Mainstream writers didn’t like it,” Hey adds. “They thought it was 
childish, which it was but a lot of stuff we put in it, like the jokes 
and cartoons, was borrowed later on. We weren’t welcome. We were 
wet behind the ears and a bit dim like all young blokes are. We’d 
had various complaints and legal threats but then one journalist 
took exception to something we’d written in our book so he sent 
us a writ. We were going to fight it but our lawyers said: ‘Grow up. 
You’re students, you’ve got no money. They’ll take everything you 
earn for the next 20 years.’ So we cut the offending paragraph out of 
the book and ended up putting in an apology.” In total 34 issues of 
Foul! were produced over four years before, Hey said, they “gradually 
ran out of money and the mood changed – people fell out of love 
with football when we didn’t qualify for the two World Cups in the 
1970s”. Stewart, Foul!’s co-creator, briefly worked for The Leveller, 
another similar title but it was a much more short-lived publication.

It wasn’t just the team behind Foul! that was influenced by Private 
Eye. “I used to love it,” Peter Hooton, founder of The End told me. 
“Apart from the obvious public school boy humour, I wanted to have 
that equivalent for the masses in Liverpool. We just used to attack 
sacred cows. Our main targets were Liverpool personalities like Cilla 
Black and Jimmy Tarbuck, the list goes on. We were bored of hearing 
how great the Sixties were.” However, it was the rise of the punk 
which coincided with Foul!’s demise that was the real impetus for 
Hooton and the new wave of football fanzine editors. In the spring 
of 1974 Malcolm McClaren and Viviene Westwood opened their 
clothes shop SEX on London’s King’s Road signalling punk’s arrival 
in England and the end of the post-War consensus. It had been on the 
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cards since those Bank Holiday riots in the mid-1960s but at least after 
a weekend fighting, the mods and rockers could go back to their day 
jobs. It was hard to even get a day job if you were sporting a huge, 
green Mohican and had a couple of safety pins through your nose.

Fanzines became a central part of the punk scene with Mark P’s 
Sniffin’ Glue1 – its title taken from a Ramones album – leading the 
way. Produced on a photocopier in his girlfriend’s dad’s office, it 
unashamedly declared itself “FOR PUNKS”. When the music Press 
started covering punk, Sniffin’ Glue stopped; it had done its job. The 
fanzine also spawned a host of imitators and in 1976 Melody Maker 
journalist Carolyn Coon wrote that a “do it yourself” mentality was 
central to the punk ethos and fanzines were a clear manifestation 
of that. The use of ransom note-style lettering (ie letters cut from 
newspapers) as used on the Sex Pistols’ album covers subverted the 
tabloid and music Press as well as traditional notions of producer and 
consumer. This set punk in opposition to the capitalist establishment, 
but also gave a voice to a movement that was being demonised by 
that establishment. In his 1991 book England’s Dreaming, which 
charted the rise of punk, Jon Savage quoted one of his diary entries 
from 1976: “Fanzines are the perfect expression – cheaper and more 
instant than records. Maybe THE medium. A democratisation too – if 
the most committed ‘new wave’ is about social change then the best 
fanzines express this. Perhaps most importantly outside saturated 
London, they provide a vital function as a base/co-ordination point 
of the local scene.” It was exactly what football fans needed – a 
cheap, instant, local forum in which to rail against the commonly 
held misconception that the game was only able to appeal to the 
lowest common denominator. 

It was this ethos that led Hooton to launch The End in 1981. “I went 
into Probe Records in Liverpool and I came across an anarchist fanzine 
which had a picture of Charles and Diana on the front and then there 
was eight pages of really nasty, vicious attacks on the absurdity of 
a Royal wedding in a country crippled by unemployment. It was 
very funny as well but I thought not many people are going to read 
this, maybe just a few punks or anarchists. At the same time I was 
going to football matches and concerts and I’d keep bumping into 
the same people but there wasn’t really a magazine which reflected 
that. I thought it would be a crossover between football and music 

1 Its full title was Sniffin Glue… and other Rock ‘n’ Roll Habits for Bleedin’ Idiots! and 
Mark P’s full surname was Perry.
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but I also wanted the type of thing that was reflected in the anarchist 
magazine. Our whole emphasis was very punk orientated. We had 
no heroes, no one who was looked up to as an icon. There was a 
healthy distrust, or mistrust, of the authorities.”

Hooton joined forces with his friend Phil Jones who had already 
produced a mod fanzine called Time for Action and in the October 
after Charles and Di got hitched they produced the first issue of The 
End, which claimed to be a “brand new magazine with an accent 
on music”. Initially sales were slow to non-existent but within a few 
issues they’d built up a strong following and were selling 5,000 copies. 
In 1984 Hooton and Jones along with writers Mick Potter, Tony 
McClelland and Paul Need got national exposure. They squeezed 
on to the sofa at the Oxford Road Show studios to be interviewed 
by John Peel who said The End was about “music, beer and football, 
the very stuff of life itself” and declared it his favourite fanzine. “The 
End’s been regarded as a football fanzine but it wasn’t really,” said 
Hooton. “It had champions like Paul Du Noyer at NME and Janice 
Long who said it was about football so people took it for granted, 
although we did deliberately target people who went to the match 
because there was a fashion element to it.” 

In many ways The End was more concerned about football 
fans than football itself and over its short life-span it reflected and 
reinforced the importance of constantly changing terrace fashions 
among various groups of opposing fans, each trying to out-do the 
other in the style stakes. Arguably the manner in which this Casual 
aesthetic spilled off the terraces and into mainstream youth culture 
was The End’s most enduring legacy but the link with hooliganism, 
perhaps inevitably, led to accusations that Hooton denies. “People 
used to say we glorified football hooliganism but we were doing the 
opposite; we took the piss out of it – humour is the best way to combat 
violence like that. One of the biggest compliments we got was from 
one of the right-wingers in the city who could hardly shift his paper. 
He knew we sold 5,000 an issue and called us a ‘lefty pink pop mag 
indoctrinating the youth of the city’.”

By the second issue Hooton and Jones had labelled their lefty pink 
pop mag “The north’s finest music paper”. Yet looking through old 
copies, there’s a clear shift in content over the 20 issues. Initially 
interviews with people ranging from The Clash and Billy Bragg 
to Alan Bleasdale and Derek Hatton sat alongside reviews, and 
humorous pieces about “Billy Bullshitter”, the much-copied Ins 
and Outs column and poems and letters from readers. By the final 
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edition there is no music content but a considerable amount focused 
on football including the cover and several articles. Significantly there 
was a typically sarcastic piece about “football fanzines cropping up 
everywhere”. The End ceased publication in May 1988 as Hooton’s 
band The Farm began to have commercial success, their album 
Spartacus topping the charts in 1991. “One thing about The End is 
that it inspired a lot of people to think: ‘Well if they can do it then 
so can we’,” said Hooton. “Terry Farley would write to us and say 
he wanted to start a fanzine and eventually he did with Boy’s Own.” 

Farley, who along with co-editor Andy Weatherall would become 
an influential DJ-producer in the growing club scene, printed the first 
issue of his magazine in 1986. Boy’s Own took the opposite journey 
to The End, starting off with a strong focus on football and terrace 
fashion before becoming dominated by music. Boy’s Own printed 
the first article on acid house in 1988 written by another DJ, Paul 
Oakenfold. When interviewed for a Boy’s Own anthology in 2010, 
Farley made the point that that genre of music grew out of the football 
Casual culture. This football/pop crossover was cemented when New 
Order bagged their first and only number one with World in Motion, 
England’s official 1990 World Cup song, for which Weatherall did 
several remixes2. By then The End’s inspiration had spread to all 
corners of the country. There’s a clear lineage from the magazine’s 
characters like Billy Bullshitter to Sid the Sexist in Viz. Chris and 
Simon Donald, the Geordie brothers behind the comic had written 
to Hooton and his colleagues asking for advice on how to improve 
their circulation and by the late-1980s they had become a mainstream 
publication selling more than a hundred thousand copies per issue.

There was also some crossover with WSC and a letter from one 
of its founding editors, Mike Tischer, appeared in the final issue of 
The End. “There was loads of good stuff in that one,” Tischer wrote 
of the previous issue, “but I can’t stick all this stuff about fashion.” 
Here at the start of the fanzine revolution in the mid-1980s was the 
first manifestations of the two different approaches to football in 
the magazine market: one focused on football for football’s sake, 
the other on a lifestyle of which football was a key part. “They sent 
us an early copy,” said Hooton, “and we sent them one back and 
they replied: ‘This isn’t a football fanzine, it’s nothing to do with 
football you’re more obsessed with terrace fashions’ and they were 

2 The song was originally called E for England but the FA decided against using that title 
for some reason.



182 Chapter 8

right. But shortly after that their stenciled copies became an exact 
replica of The End in terms of design – three columns of text and 
photos. I think the layout of our magazine may have influenced them 
but the content was very different.” 

While The End fused football, music, fashion, politics and drugs, 
WSC was always focused on the game. Ticher and his friend Andy 
Lyons, who still edits the latter magazine, had a mutual love of music 
but while they toiled away the hours working at the Soho branch of 
Our Price they spent most of their time talking about football. So 
they decided to produce a one-off football fanzine to give away with 
their music fanzine, Snipe. In the first issue they said they wanted 
to provide an alternative to “clichéd, hackneyed, lazy journalism” 
and for a name they took the title of a song by Irish punk band The 
Undertones. “It was mainly the notion of being able to do things for 
yourselves that influenced us,” Lyons said. “Most music and football 
fanzines were sold through the post or at concerts or matches. It was 
a way of personal expression through your own means, without going 
to a larger company.”

The pair sent a copy of the first issue to The Guardian’s Phil Shaw 
who wrote the paper’s Soccer Diary on a Saturday. “We got loads of 
letters the following week, something like 200, but we’d only done 
a few photocopied issues so we had to do a second print run of the 
first issue. It developed very slowly after that, it took the best part 
of a year to produce five issues and it wasn’t on sale in shops for 
another 18 months, we were relying on word of mouth and a few 
independent bookshops.” The success of WSC’s first issue coincided 
with the launch of the FSA at that first meeting in London. “The 
fans’ protest movement ran in parallel with the fanzine movement; 
they had similar roots,” said Lyons. At the time the game had a very 
bad image in the media and people who weren’t interested in it felt it 
was a law-and-order problem, so there was a defensive reaction from 
football fans who wanted to show that they weren’t all hooligans. 
These things grow out of adversity.”

Lyons and Ticher soon got support from a magazine company 
called Brass Tacks based in Charing Cross Road that allowed them 
to use their facilities after hours. What had initially been an irregular 
publication became bi-monthly, then every six weeks, then monthly. 
By issue five WSC was properly typeset and had increased its print 
run to 1,500. By issue 14 it featured spot colour, had moved to its 
own offices in Clerkenwell and gained a distribution deal. By March 
1988 it was selling 4,000 copies per issue. The following season was 
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key for the quickly developing fanzine movement. In March 1989 
WSC organised a trip to see England play in Albania. It was designed 
to show fans could organise themselves, have fun responsibly and to 
get publicity for the magazine. Although the coach broke down in 
Kent and again in Yugoslavia requiring an extra £1,000 to be spent 
hiring a second coach, it was a success. Several of the people who 
paid to come on the trip were journalists and the resulting publicity 
saw WSC’s circulation double to 20,000. The number of fanzines 
around the country had also risen to about 200 and the movement was 
gaining widespread attention. In May of that year, NME’s Richard 
North wrote: “If fanzines’ eruption is old news, then the scope and 
intensity of its continuation is a surprise.” He included a guide on 
how to produce one, generating further impetus.

Lyons remembers: “There were a lot of people around the country 
who were starting their own fanzines so we started to list the ones 
we knew about and each month there’d be new titles. Eventually by 
the end of the Eighties and the beginning of the Nineties we had 
a big double-page list with about 300 or so.” The list had grown 
from 22 in January 1988 and at one stage had to be split into three 
sections printed over three consecutive issues. In all, more than 600 
titles were listed in at least one issue of WSC. By printing the names 
and addresses of these fanzines WSC played a crucial role in the 
development of the new and growing market by becoming a central 
point of contact between the fanzines and their readers. 

The fanzines were mainly one-club focused but some focused on 
specific issues or events such as club ownership or a move to a new 
ground. There were two fanzines focused on women’s football – Born 
Kicking3 and Sunday Kicks – and a gay and lesbian fanzine The 
Football Pink4. Prior to Italia ’90 three World Cup-focused fanzines 
were produced, one English and one Scottish, they were celebratory 
in tone, while the third called for hooliganism. It had a significantly 
lower circulation than the others and was less-well produced with 
some suspecting it was a spoof but true to form it was the one that 
gained mainstream media attention with The Sun branding it ‘This 
Evil Mag’ in May 1990.

WSC’s sales peaked at 40,000 during the following World Cup 

3 Born Kicking was edited by Jane Purdon who now works for the Premier League as 
Director of Governance.

4 The fanzine was produced in Manchester by the Gay Football Supporters Network 
which the Gay Times claimed was the biggest special interest gay group in the country in 
the early 1990s.
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and by then they had inspired many people to produce their own 
fanzines, one of whom was Rob Nichols who took over the reins 
of Middlesbrough fanzine Fly Me to the Moon in 1990 and is still 
printing an issue for every home League match. “It was quite an 
exciting time. When Saturday Comes had a list of all the other 
fanzines and you were definitely aware you were part of some sort 
of movement all over the country and that’s why fanzines were so 
well received,” says Nichols. “Our first issue, in 1988, was four pages 
long with no staples but it sold out and within a year we were selling 
2,000 copies, which from a crowd of about 8,000 was incredible. 
It showed fans were very dissatisfied with what they were getting 
from the media and how they were getting pigeon holed almost as 
the enemy within. They wanted to express themselves, they wanted 
to read what other fans had to say, they wanted to look at cartoons, 
they wanted a laugh and they wanted something that represented 
them. It went cheek by jowl with the growth of the FSA. It was a real 
reaction to what was going on – the shock of what had happened at 
Bradford and Hillsborough, the proposed ID card scheme. It was a 
depressing time but there was also optimism because fans felt they 
could have a voice and they might be able to do something about it. 
When Hillsborough happened Rogan Taylor from the FSA was on 
TV all the time. People were listening to what fans said.”

Whether there was a conscious effort to ‘rebel’ is debatable, but 
what Hey, Hooton, Lyons and Nichols all separately told me is that 
their aim was to give people a voice; somewhere to have their say. “In 
those days you couldn’t really get your thoughts across to anyone so 
writing letters was a form of expression,” said Hooton. “We were 
inundated with them from all around the country, people used to 
think we made them up but we didn’t have to. Fanzines gave people 
an outlet which they didn’t have at the time. Now everyone has a 
voice on Twitter.” 

That easy access to the internet and social media has dealt a 
blow to the fanzine movement but its importance is widely 
acknowledged; Sky Sports News reported the fact that Wolverhampton  
Wanderers’ fanzine A Load of Bull ceased publication in 20125 
and the movement’s legacy lives on. “Back then you felt as if all the 
journalists were middle-aged or middle-class, there were no radical 
journalists,” Hooton added. “Now you have Tony Evans at The Times 

5 A Load of Bull was founded in 1989 and printed 158 issues. Editor Charles Ross said 
he stopped because the fanzine’s voice had “gradually become drowned out”.
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who was in The Farm and read The End and Tony Barrett – they’re 
more a reflection of what fans think on the street.” Fanzines had a 
huge impact on the growth in football literature (more on that later) 
and Lyons recalls how he was contacted by the BBC as football 
basked in the post-Italia ’90 glow. “Janet Street-Porter was head 
of youth programmes and she’d received various football magazine 
show proposals which had mentioned WSC,” he said. “So they asked 
us what we thought of the ideas; our involvement didn’t go much 
further than that but it led on to shows like Standing Room Only 
and Fantasy Football League.” Later still Nick Hancock, the host of 
They Think It’s All Over said the show was “a natural progression 
from the humour of fanzines”. Most have long since disappeared 
completely and those that still print have passed their circulation peak 
but its clear that fanzines, which were initially on the outside of the 
mainstream football journalism, have changed its landscape forever.





Reaching  
for the Sky

“Welcome to Match of the Day, the first of 
a weekly series on BBC Two. This afternoon 
we are in Beatleville.” With that sentence 
Kenneth Wolstenholme introduced highlights 
of Liverpool’s home game against Arsenal on  
August 22nd 1964, and heralded the beginning 
of regular League football on English TV. It 
was an inauspicious start with only 20,000 
people – less than half of those who watched 
the game live – tuning in, but the show was 
launched just in time to catch the wave of 
football’s post-War popularity. Match of 
the Day was moved to BBC1 after England’s 
success in the 1966 World Cup and on the 
opening day of the 1967/68 season five million 
people tuned in for the first show of the season 
to see Everton run out 3-1 winners against 
champions Manchester United, thanks in part 
to two goals from a young Alan Ball. The 
programme cost £80,000 an hour to make, 
which was considerably more expensive than 
most sports broadcasting at the time, but as 
John Motson wrote in his history of Match 
of the Day, thanks to cutting-edge technology 
such as electronic cameras and action replay 
machines “by the late ‘60s two matches which 
had finished just a few hours earlier could 
be shown in colour, sensitively edited, even 
before the cocoa had cooled”. 

At its peak the highlights show had an 
audience of 10-12 million – considerably 

9
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more than paid their hard-earned cash each week to stand on the 
terraces – and it made household names of Motson himself as well as 
the likes of Jimmy Hill and Des Lynam. Match of the Day’s success 
prompted the ITV regions to launch their own highlights shows. 
Despite the two companies bidding for rights in unison (and thus 
keeping the price down) the BBC insisted on keeping the Saturday 
night slot to itself. Over the next few years ITV asked the BBC to 
alternate the slots on several occasions but the Beeb refused, so the 
ITV regions were limited to Sunday afternoon coverage. Although 
the two TV companies divvied up the games in an equitable manner, 
the Sunday afternoon slot never got the same ratings. It just wasn’t 
part of the match-day routine.

The request wasn’t purely football related. BBC had Saturday 
nights sewn up with a schedule that included shows like Dr Who, 
The Generation Game with Bruce Forsyth, Michael Parkinson’s 
eponymous chat show Parkinson and, of course, Match of the Day. 
Swap Strictly Come Dancing for The Generation Game and Graham 
Norton for Parky and it’s remarkable how little that line-up has 
changed. ITV, and particularly London Weekend Television (LWT) 
which ran for just two and a half days over the weekend, wanted 
to break the BBC’s strangle hold on the lucrative Saturday night 
schedule. Led by its new Director of Programmes Michael Grade, 
LWT had by 1978 managed to prise Forsyth away from the BBC for 
the new, ill-fated show Bruce Forsyth’s Big Night1 and the rights to 
the football highlights were next on his shopping list. 

“The audience from football was very, very valuable to advertisers 
and it was very valuable to us because of the demographics and 
also the ratings,” said Grade, “they were much higher in those days 
because there were only three channels back then and it seemed to 
me that we should have a crack at getting them.” By November that 
year and unbeknown to the BBC, Grade had struck a deal with 
League’s negotiator Jack Dunnett, the chairman of Notts County 
and a Labour MP. “I knew Jack very well and he suggested to me 
the idea that we might want to bid; that was how it all started. We 
discussed it internally and decided this would have to be done quietly. 
We bypassed the sports negotiating team but I did not bypass the 
managing directors of the other ITV companies.” Over brandy at 
the House of Commons and then in secret meetings at Dunnett’s 

1 The show lasted for just 13 episodes, in one of which Brucie spent 10 minutes having a 
pop at the media criticism of the programme. It would not be until 1981 and the broadcast 
of Game for a Laugh that ITV started to make ground in the Saturday night ratings battle.
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flat, Grade offered £5m over three years for the exclusive rights to 
football highlights. Effectively the cost of the rights had increased 
from £420,000 a season to £1.6m. The story was broken by Norman 
Giller in The Evening News2 and the paper’s sports editor Peter 
Watson labelled the exclusive “SNATCH OF THE DAY”. The term 
stuck, demonstrating that the best headlines are often the simplest. 

“Once the deal was announced the BBC was obviously very upset; 
they went bananas. They started legal proceedings under breach of 
contract, Treaty of Rome, OFT, you name it they threw the book at 
us but it never got that far,” Grade recalled with a chuckle. It was, 
according to The Daily Express at time, “TV WAR!” and the paper 
quoted Cliff Morgan, the Beeb’s Head of Outside Broadcasting 
saying: “This wasn’t defeat, it was deceit. But we will fight back and 
we’ve got just the buggers here to do it I’ll tell you.” However, for the 
ITV companies the audacious move wasn’t just about football. “The 
thing that we all wanted was the alternation with the BBC of big 
sporting events,” said Grade. “We were both covering the Olympics, 
we were both covering the World Cup, we were both covering the 
Cup Final. It was ridiculous, it wasn’t fair to viewers. But the BBC 
had an advantage because they didn’t have advertisements and they 
were very reluctant to agree to alternate coverage. We said if we got 
Match of the Day we could use it as a tool maybe to get an agreement 
on alternation, that was the strategy. We would either end up with 
Match of the Day ourselves or we would trade it for an agreement 
on alternation and that’s exactly what happened. There was an 
agreement that Brian Tesler my managing director negotiated with 
Robin Scott of the BBC.” 

Under the new four-year deal they would at last get the opportunity 
to alternate the Saturday and Sunday slots with the BBC. “We 
were in the business of selling airtime at premium rates and from 
that point of view it was a success, the advertisers loved it because 
there was very little football on television at that time,” said Grade. 
However, not everyone was happy with the new arrangements. Just 
as Match of the Day’s launch had coincided with a boom in football’s 
popularity, conversely this deal was sealed just before a period of 
decline. Furthermore, the chopping and changing of the Saturday and 
Sunday schedules was not ideal for either the TV companies or the 

2 Launched in 1881, The Evening News was London’s best-selling paper for many years. 
However it was eventually overtaken by the London Evening Standard with which it 
merged in 1980. The Evening Standard’s masthead included the words “incorporating The 
Evening News” until its redesign in 2009.
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viewers and as a consequence by January 1983 the combined viewing 
figures for the Saturday and Sunday shows had fallen by eight million. 
Gary Newbon, the Head of Sport for Central Television, was moved 
to say, “We don’t want Saturday night football ever again on ITV. 
Soccer on Sunday fits in better with the way we do programmes and 
television viewing.”

His words would come back to haunt ITV when they launched 
The Premiership in 2001 and decided to broadcast it at 7pm on a 
Saturday, a key primetime slot. Not only did they poach the rights 
but also host Des Lynam who opened the first show by looking at 
his watch, then the camera and saying “Better for you, better for all 
of us.” How wrong he was. The first show got 4 million viewers and 
perhaps because it contained just 28 minutes of actual football, the 
second slumped to 3.2 million, helping ITV to its worst Saturday 
night for five years. By November Des and The Premiership had been 
dispatched to the 10.30pm slot.

That was for the future, however. In 1978 The Snatch of the Day 
episode demonstrated two things very clearly. The declining viewing 
figures proved to the TV companies that live coverage was preferable to 
highlights. For the football clubs Grade’s audacious move had shown 
that the revenue on offer to the clubs could be increased significantly 
if genuine competition was injected into the rights market. While all 
this was going on an event that was, although no one knew that at the 
time, equally important for the future of televised English football was 
also taking place. A small pan-European satellite TV channel owned 
by the merchant bank Guinness Mahon and the UK entertainment 
company Trident began to make test transmissions from the Orbital 
Test Satellite. The channel’s offices were in London’s Grafton Street 
but its signal was aimed at cable networks in Finland, Norway and 
Malta, although anyone in Britain with a large enough dish could 
pick up the signal. By ‘large enough’ I mean about 10ft across. Few 
private individuals had one. By ‘few’ I mean about 50 and all they 
could watch were cheap American imports and repeats of British 
shows. Despite the lack of fanfare Sky TV had been launched.

In 1983 the BBC and ITV made what amounted to a joint bid worth 
£5.2m to allow them to alternate live coverage either on a Sunday 
afternoon or a Saturday evening. Not only were the BBC and ITV in 
particular determined to secure live coverage of football, they were 
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also fully aware of how sport was packaged and broadcast abroad. The 
other big European Leagues – Italy, Spain, Germany and France – had 
insisted that their TV companies paid for the privilege of showing live 
matches and, led by America’s example, the 1970s saw the amount 
of televised football across Europe increase fourfold. However, the 
English League had been hamstrung by its own intransigence. During 
the 1978 negotiations, Grade made a failed attempt to persuade the 
League’s secretary Alan Hardaker to allow some live coverage. “They 
were convinced – which they were wrong about – that live football 
on television would kill the game. I said ‘if you’re not on television 
live you’re not a sport these days’. They didn’t buy that argument 
at all. They thought it would just kill the game, they didn’t realize 
what it would do for football, which has since been proved. It was 
old thinking; they were frightened of television, for the same reason 
that movie producers wouldn’t sell movie rights to television in the 
early days; they thought it would kill cinema. It was just nonsense.” 
There was another problem. In 1979 Liverpool had signed a deal 
with Hitachi and become the first club to wear a sponsored shirt in 
a League match3. Since then many clubs had followed suit but the TV 
companies – the BBC in particular – refused to let sponsors’ names 
appear on TV. This reticence had commercial implications for the 
clubs who rejected the joint rights bid and turned their attentions to 
a rival offer made the following month by a firm called Telejector 
Video Communication Systems Ltd.

Owned by the London and Liverpool Trust, Telejector was offering 
£8m for the rights to broadcast coverage of games to 5,000 specially 
installed screens in pubs, clubs, hospitals and schools. According to a 
report in The Guardian at the time the League welcomed the proposal 
not just because of the money on offer and the fact that Telejector had 
no problem with shirt sponsorship, but also because it would reduce 
the TV audience to about a million and thus (supposedly) increase 
attendances. The League tacitly accepted Telejector’s bid and although 
the firm ultimately pulled out of negotiations, they proved useful in 
gaining a concession from the TV companies. Although the next 
joint bid from ITV and the BBC offered no more money they were 

3 Kettering Town of the Southern League were the first team to have shirt sponsors 
when they penned a “four-figure” deal with Kettering Tyres in 1976. The Football League 
threatened them with a hefty fine and the offending words were removed but Bolton and 
Derby County backed Kettering’s appeal against the Football League’s ban and it was 
lifted in 1977. Derby then signed a deal with Saab but only wore the shirts once – for a 
team photo.
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now prepared to allow shirt sponsorship as long as the logos were 
reduced in size by 50%. On July 15th 1983, a little over six weeks 
before the start of the season, the deal was done.

So, on October 2nd seventeenth-placed Spurs took to the pitch 
against tenth-placed Nottingham Forest4 in the first live televised 
League game since the Blackpool v Bolton game in September 1960. 
There were fears that viewers, used to highlights that focused on 
the selected ‘best’ bits of a match, wouldn’t take to sitting through 
coverage of a whole game including the ‘boring’ bits. Some papers 
greeted the new innovation by running two match reports – one of 
the game and one of the coverage. Irving Scholar, by then the main 
shareholder at Spurs was, like many of his counterparts, wary that 
the coverage might have a detrimental impact on the gate receipts 
at White Hart Lane. He need not have worried as the crowd that 
day – 30,596 – was the biggest in the First Division that weekend. 
Entertained by Chas ‘n’ Dave before the match, the Tottenham faithful 
saw their side come back from a goal down to grab all three points 
thanks to a Steve Archibald winner in the 85th minute. 

After the final whistle ITV’s host Jim Rosenthal and pundit Jimmy 
Greaves, clipboards perched on knees, interviewed Spurs’ chairman 
Douglas Alexiou in a cramped box that seemed barely big enough 
for the three of them. It’s interesting and significant how much of 
their conversation focused on the success of the match as an ‘event’ 
in light of the fact it was televised. There was little discussion of the 
game itself as Rosenthal suggested that as “an advertisement for live 
football both teams have done us proud” while Greaves played up 
the unpredictable nature of football. “You never know what happens 
out there and that’s what this game is all about”, he said. “As far 
as you’re concerned can football and television live quite happily 
together this season?” Rosenthal asked Alexiou. “I think we got on 
quite well today,” came the reply.

ITV in particular agreed. The success of the coverage confirmed 
what the advertiser-funded network had thought for some time – 
that Sunday afternoons, long considered a ‘dead’ slot, could draw 
as many as 10 million viewers, most of which were young men with 
high disposable incomes. Before the two-year ‘experimental’ contract 
was halfway through they were looking for an extension with the 

4 Forest went on to finish the season in third place while Spurs finished eighth. Forest 
also reached the semi-final of the UEFA Cup but lost to Anderlecht who were retrospec-
tively banned from European competition for bribing the referee. The Belgian side went on 
to lose the final on penalties; to Spurs.
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number of games increased from 10 to 16 plus the option to show 
other games on a regional basis. Not everyone was happy however. 
The bigger clubs had been disappointed both by the size of the deal 
and, perhaps more importantly the size of their share of the deal. 
Once £300,000 a season was put into a pot to compensate clubs 
should their attendances be down, each team got an equal share of 
the rest: £25,000 a year. This compared with the £2,500 per game 
Manchester United received from Granada during their European 
Cup exploits more than 25 years earlier in 1956. Clubs in the Fourth 
Division would pocket the same as the clubs who actually appeared 
on TV – the ones that drew the audiences. The League had already 
made a major change to its structure by allowing clubs to keep 100% 
of their home gate receipts, a move that greatly enhanced the revenue 
of the clubs with larger attendances, but those clubs still felt they 
were entitled to a bigger share of the TV pie. In their own minds they 
were the box office draw.

The 1983 TV deal highlighted the two battles underpinning rights 
negotiations at the time. On the one hand was the League against 
the TV companies (acting in unison) and on the other hand were the 
few big clubs against the many small clubs. As with five years earlier 
those involved learned two clear lessons. Firstly, Telejector’s brief 
involvement demonstrated that concessions could be rung out of the 
main terrestrial broadcasters when the marketplace became even a 
little bit competitive. Secondly, it reinforced for the bigger clubs the 
fact that they were never going to get access to the share of the TV 
revenue they felt was rightfully theirs under the current set up. At the 
same time the young Sky TV was struggling. Despite its European 
scope the channel had a budget little bigger than the smaller ITV 
companies and no way to make money due to a lack of encryption 
technology coupled with rudimentary delivery technology. All the 
players lining up in the European satellite TV market were waiting 
for just that: a high-powered satellite via which to transmit their 
services, and the means to charge for those services. Sky’s owners 
decided the wait was too costly and called it a day selling up for a 
nominal £1 plus debts. The buyer: Rupert Murdoch.

While the TV firms were keen on televised football they were also keen 
to try and keep the cost as low as possible and so in February 1985, 
again effectively bidding as a team, they offered the Football League 
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a four-year deal worth £3.8m in the first year, rising incrementally 
each season over the course of the deal. In return they wanted the 
rights to show 19 live games; 16 League matches plus two League 
Cup semi-finals and the League Cup final, plus an option to show 
regional matches. The League now had a media man on the inside. 
Robert Maxwell had bought Oxford United in 1982 and was the 
owner of the Mirror newspapers and the main shareholder in MTV 
Europe. His opinion held sway among other club owners. At a League 
meeting at the Great Western Hotel in Paddington on February 14th 
1985, Maxwell called the deal “mad, bad and sad” claiming that 
football was worth as much as £10m a season to the TV firms and 
pointing out that the only way to extract its true value would be 
by splitting up the BBC-ITV partnership. Swayed by Maxwell, the 
League rejected the offer and the two TV companies immediately 
called their bluff. Their offer remained on the table but there would 
be no compromise.

The League formed a television subcommittee including Maxwell, 
Scholar, Chelsea’s Ken Bates (whom Scholar nicknamed “the Bearded 
Barbarian”) and Norwich chairman Arthur South, who were mandated 
to go back to the TV firms on the understanding that the maximum 
number of games to be screened per season would be 10. On this 
basis they offered the TV companies two packages running over 
two years: the first was for 10 live matches plus the rights to show 
highlights over 21 weekends; the second was for the League Cup final 
and two semi-finals plus the rights to highlights over 31 weekends. 
The League also offered the TV companies the option to buy all or 
part of the two packages, in other words exclusivity. ITV and the 
BBC refused to budge. Jonathan Martin, the BBC’s Head of Sport, 
said that he would simply show snooker instead, it was cheaper and 
more popular. He had a point, only a few weeks earlier 18.5 million 
people had stayed up until well past midnight to watch as Dennis 
Taylor potted the final ball of the final frame to take the World Snooker 
Championship from reigning champion Steve Davis.

Furthermore a catalogue of hooliganism and disaster was weakening 
the League’s negotiating position almost by the week. The nation 
had watched in horror as a fire claimed 56 lives at Bradford’s Valley 
Parade. It was the same day that teenager Ian Hambridge was crushed 
to death by a collapsed wall as Birmingham and Leeds fans fought 
at St Andrews. The season ended with the Heysel tragedy in which 
39 fans were killed before the European Cup final between Juventus 
and Liverpool. English clubs were banned from Europe indefinitely 



195From the Back Page to the Front Room

which in turn meant that for the foreseeable future many end-of-
season games were rendered meaningless as the League now offered 
no route to Europe via the UEFA Cup, lowering the games’ value 
to the TV companies even further. “We don’t depend on football 
and if it loses its slot there is no knowing if it will ever get it back,” 
Martin said at the time. 

In response the League accused the TV companies of lacking 
the will to come to an agreement and even approached the OFT. It 
was to no avail and as the 1985/86 season kicked off in the August 
sunshine, League football – including highlights – was absent for 
the first time since Kenneth Wolstenholme introduced Match of the 
Day from Beatlesville in 1964. In contrast to what the chairmen had 
feared all along, the lack of TV coverage did not prompt a rise in 
match attendance, it coincided with a huge fall. The start of the season 
saw the biggest ever drop in gates. In December the League agreed 
a £1.5m deal for the remainder of the season and the following July 
they signed a two-year deal for £3.1m. Both were on less favourable 
terms than the deal turned down in February 1985 and while the 
TV firms gained free access to any match for highlights they gave no 
guarantee that highlights would be broadcast regularly. The League’s 
capitulation appeared complete.

As the League as a whole conceded ground to the TV companies 
so the smaller clubs also conceded ground to those in the first 
division. The protracted rights negotiations in 1985 had been the 
catalyst for a significant change within the League as in-fighting 
broke out, a breakaway was threatened and power began to swing 
decisively in the favour of the bigger clubs. Unhappy with the way 
the League was structured, the so-called Big Five clubs had been 
meeting informally since 1981. There was talk, led by Manchester 
United and Everton, of a breakaway the following year but it was the 
arrival on the scene of men like Irving Scholar who became the main 
share-holder at Tottenham in 1982 and David Dein who became the 
Vice Chairman at Arsenal in 1983 that proved crucial. 

The pair were self-made millionaires and their influence brought 
a significantly more commercial ethos to both the Big Five and 
the League. Keenly aware that the value of football was not being 
realised they looked to the way sport was marketed and televised in 
America for inspiration. Dein in particular was taken with the way 
the NFL was marketed. A regular visitor to Florida where his wife 
Barbara’s family lived he had seen how both Gridiron and baseball 
were packaged as well as the American approach to merchandising, 
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and was moved to say that they were “light years ahead” of English 
football. Furthermore, both Dein and Scholar along with several 
other chairmen felt that the bigger clubs should have greater power 
to control their own affairs, plus a larger share of the money on offer.

After the League rejected the TV deal on offer in February 1985, 
Scholar approached advertising agency Saatchi and Saatchi for advice 
on what exactly the rights were worth. Their report was produced 
by executive Alex Fynn who had first met Scholar when he produced 
a TV ad for Spurs featuring the team, comedian Peter Cook and 
Tottenham fan and grandmother, Mrs Ridlington. “Come and join 
the 35,000” they implored and the ad worked a treat as Tottenham 
recorded their highest attendance of the season at the next match. 
Fynn’s report, Football and Television: Its Influence on Programme 
Costs and Advertisement, was in many respects simple maths. The 
advertising revenue gained during football broadcasts in the 1983/84 
season was compared with the advertising revenue during the same 
slot without football. The difference – around £6m – was the value 
of football. For the BBC, who didn’t have advertising, the best way 
of looking at it was to compare the cost of programming that would 
generate similar viewing figures. A recent Hollywood blockbuster, for 
example, would cost about £500,000 to buy, so a 16-game deal was 
worth at least £8m a season. Either figure was considerably higher 
than the £3.8m the TV companies had just offered.

But Fynn, who The Sunday Times would later christen “the 
spiritual godfather of the Premier League” didn’t just have a clear 
idea of what he considered to be the true value of football; he also 
had some radical ideas about how the game should be restructured. 
“The basis of my strategy was that football is an event – both a live 
event and a television event,” said Fynn. “But in terms of being a 
live event, English football is both a national event and a local event. 
When the Premier League was created, remember you had 22 clubs 
in it and founder members were Oldham and Coventry, when they 
played each other, that was a non-event, the national event was 
when Manchester United played Arsenal or whenever the big clubs 
played each other. Similarly in the Third and Fourth Divisions, if you 
make Carlisle play Exeter, nobody’s interested in the game unless 
there are issues of promotion and relegation at stake. It’s far better 
to make Exeter play Torquay or Hereford or even, if they’re good 
enough, Tiverton. 

“So at the top you have national events and at the bottom you have 
local events and the League should be structured so everyone has their 
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place in the system. If it’s done like that and meritocracy is the criterion 
then you can rise from the local third division – because I advocated 
three local, regional divisions – all the way through the system to 
the top.” But surely Oldham and Coventry could still meet in the 
top division of such a structure? “Then they would deserve to be 
there,” Fynn said. “The only way they were in that position was 
because there were 22 teams there. Again, what I advocated was that 
you must have a competitive division. If you had a maximum of 20 
clubs in a division there would be fewer meaningless games, a better 
standard of football and lower costs but the football administrators 
have no vision in restructuring. Their attitude is ‘play more games, 
have more money’.”

With Fynn’s document in their hands, the Big Five met in Birmingham 
on Sunday 29th September 1985 along with representatives of Newcastle, 
Manchester City and Southampton to discuss a way forward. The 
clubs felt that their best option was to breakaway; why split the 
cash on offer from TV between 92 clubs when they could split it 
between 10 and 20? Two days later the story hit the Press with the 
Daily Mail breaking the story. Under the headline “SUPERLEAGUE 
REBELLION” Jeff Powell detailed the clubs’ plans to resign from 
the League and form their own. Two weeks later the chairmen of 
all the First and Second Division clubs met in London but couldn’t 
agree a way forward. Reflecting what Fynn said, the two factions 
were fundamentally at odds over the issue of a reduction in the size 
of the League. 

The smaller clubs, led by Ron Noades of Crystal Palace, didn’t want 
fewer games as that would lead to lower gate receipts. Conversely, the 
bigger clubs felt that a decreased number of games would reduce supply 
to the TV companies thus increasing their value, as Scholar wrote: 
“to generate the sort of income we needed required partnership with 
television and the promotion of what Alex Fynn called an ‘event’.” 
Following this meeting, Scholar, Edwards and Carter explored 
the possibility of a British League and British Cup. They went to 
Scotland to meet representatives of Rangers and Celtic who said 
that along with four other clubs they would be willing to leave the 
Scottish League. However the following month the breakaway was 
averted at a meeting in Heathrow when the rest of the English League 
agreed to the First Division clubs’ demands for a change in the voting 
structure, a reduction in the size of the top tier, plus 50% of all TV 
and sponsorship money going to the top division. The introduction 
of the play-offs was part of the deal, designed to appease the smaller 
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clubs. It was an uneasy peace that wouldn’t last for long and there 
was still a lack of competition in the TV rights market which led to 
the League’s humiliating climb down over the rights.

A significant development in the television marketplace occurred 
the following year when the Independent Broadcasting Authority 
awarded five ‘direct broadcast to satellite’ (DBS) licences to British 
Satellite Broadcasting (BSB), a conglomerate that included names like 
Granada, Virgin, the magazine firm Reed International which had 
owned The Daily Mirror, and the French media company Chargeurs. 
This meant that for the first time there was a viable third bidder in the 
marketplace for the football rights. The American experience showed 
that there were three driving forces in the success of pay-TV: porn, 
the latest movies and exclusive sports rights. Due to UK regulations 
porn wasn’t an option, so BSB turned their attentions to the other two 
and in May 1988 they made their move with a snazzy presentation 
at the Royal Lancaster Hotel offering the Football League a ten-year 
deal with a guaranteed payment of £9m a year, building to more 
than £25m a year. The League issued a Press release triumphantly 
proclaiming that “FOOTBALL PROPOSES NEW TV DEAL FOR 
NINETIES” that would “net football a minimum of £200m over the 
next ten years”. With pound signs spinning round in front of their 
eyes the League chairman was overjoyed and almost unanimously 
applauded the offer. 

The Big Five were pleased there was competition in the marketplace 
but they had concerns about the viability of BSB which had yet to 
even launch its own satellite at that point and wouldn’t do so for more 
than a year. They were also wary that the new service would have a 
relatively small audience. The two factions were split again. While the 
smaller clubs were thinking in simple cash terms – which deal would 
generate the most income – the bigger clubs were thinking in terms 
of cash and exposure. BSB might have been offering a considerable 
sum up front but the risk was that football would become a fringe 
sport on an as yet untested network. There was a further concern 
about what would happen if BSB went bankrupt. This point of view 
proved prophetic. When BSB merged with Sky the deal they had done 
with the FA for England internationals and the FA Cup game simply 
transferred. Had the League done a similar deal there would have 
been no contract negotiations in 1992 or 1996, which would have 
severely reduced their income over the period they covered.

Greg Dyke, ITV’s new Chairman of Sport was watching with 
interest. At the time Dyke, who went on to become Director General 
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of the BBC and Chairman of the FA, was best known for saving 
TV-AM with the help of Roland Rat and ditching wrestling from 
the ITV schedules. Wrestling was a hugely popular TV sport with an 
estimated 21 million tuning in to watch Big Daddy’s grudge match 
with Giant Haystacks at Wembley in June 1981 (the bout itself lasted 
a disappointingly short two minutes and 50 seconds). However its 
popularity was on the wane and Dyke wanted to refocus ITV’s 
attentions on to sports that could deliver the audience so craved by 
advertisers: young, free-spending men. He recognised that the BSB 
bid, if successful, could deliver a hammer blow to that strategy. He 
also knew that just as football had driven the sale of TV sets in the 
1950s, so it could drive sales of satellite dishes in the 1990s. If he could 
prise the rights out of BSB’s hands he could undermine the new rival 
before they’d even started broadcasting. He was introduced to David 
Dein by Trevor East, the Deputy Head of Sport at Thames Television 
at Suntory, a Japanese restaurant in the West End. “Having talked 
to David, I worked out that the way in was through the big clubs,” 
Dyke recalled some 25 years after the event. “If I got the home rights 
to those five clubs that would have done, BSB could have had the 
rest. And that’s what we did.”

Dyke and a delegation from ITV met representatives from the Big 
Five teams at the Belfry restaurant in Knightsbridge. He was asked 
whether ITV and BBC had effectively operated a cartel in the past 
and he admitted they had, immediately earning him the trust of the 
football men present. “If there are seminal moments that change 
everything,” wrote Scholar, “then this was one of them.” Dyke then 
revealed the terms of a deal he wanted to make for the exclusive 
rights to broadcast football. The offer was £750,000 each to the Big 
Five plus another £2m split between another five clubs which would 
ultimately be Aston Villa, Newcastle, Nottingham Forest, Sheffield 
Wednesday and West Ham; a neat geographical coverage of the ITV 
regions. By targeting just 10 clubs ITV could offer them more than 
under the terms of the BSB deal but pay less, as they were dealing 
with fewer clubs. 

Once the details of the ITV 10 breakaway plan were made public 
the Football League took out an injunction to stop them in their 
tracks. At a meeting between all the First Division clubs at Villa 
Park, Dyke extended the offer to all of them on the understanding 
that the division would be reduced to 18 teams. Threatened with a 
mass walkout the League capitulated, agreeing to alter the terms 
of the Heathrow agreement so that the First Division clubs’ share 
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of the TV revenue increased from 50% to 75%. Dyke’s final offer 
was £11m for 18 League games, two League Cup semi finals and 
the League Cup final but before it and the BSB deal could be put to 
the League for a vote, BSB withdrew their offer. “I got flak inside 
ITV for paying too much,” Dyke told me. “That’s funny now.” The 
ITV deal included the rights for highlights but they were never used. 
Match of the Day was placed in mothballs. The BBC threw in their 
lot with BSB who turned their attentions to securing the rights for 
the FA Cup and England internationals. They also won the right to 
televise foreign football.

Rows followed over the broadcasting of matches at ITV’s preferred 
time of 5pm on a Sunday. On one occasion Dyke refused to reschedule 
a match between Arsenal and Liverpool that fell just days before an 
England game. The wounds would not heal for some time. Furthermore, 
although it wasn’t widely known at the time, Dyke had agreed with the 
Big Five chairmen that those teams would feature more often therefore 
guaranteeing them greater match fees, more exposure, advertising 
and sponsorship revenue. Effectively the BBC-ITV cartel had been 
replaced by an ITV-Big Five cartel and while it suited them it left a 
bitter taste in the mouths of the BBC and many of the smaller clubs. 
Almost immediately they reasserted their authority. The reduction 
plans were reversed and the division was re-enlarged to 22 teams. 
Philip Carter was kicked out of his role as League president and 
David Dein was booted off the management committee. The cracks 
were still there and they would only get bigger.

On December 11th 1988, a few months after Dyke and ITV had 
prised the League rights away from BSB, the Arianne 44 rocket 
blasted off from a launch pad in Kourou, French Guiana. On board 
was the Société Européenne de Satellite’s (SES) Astra 1A satellite. 
Rupert Murdoch had leased four of the available 16 transponders, 
in effect the ability to broadcast four channels, as well as the option 
to buy another two when SES’s Astra B launched. The new station 
was supposedly pan-European and so it wasn’t subject to British 
regulation but it was very much targeted at Britain; in other words 
it was a modern equivalent of Radio Luxembourg. By February 5th 
1989 it was broadcasting. By the middle of the year it was losing £2m 
a week. Sky had predicted a million dish sales by the end of the year 
but after five months they’d managed to shift just 10,000. Andrew 
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Neil, who Murdoch brought in as founding Chairman on Sky later 
wrote that BSB and Sky had recreated the VHS/Betamax dilemma 
consumers faced when video first launched – people simply weren’t 
buying Sky dishes in case BSB’s squarial turned out to be the best. 

While the two rival services weren’t yet signing up the number 
of customers they had hoped for, they were trying to entice them 
with movies. All the research and experience from home and abroad 
demonstrated that movies would be a key front in the satellite war. So 
they fought a hugely expensive battle for rights, committing around 
$1.2bn between them over the next five years, half of which had to 
be paid whether the films were shown or not. In many respects it 
was a nonsensical strategy. The UK had an extremely high level of 
video ownership and people thought nothing of nipping to the video 
store to rent a movie. The two companies weren’t just battling each 
other, they were battling the country’s rental culture. That culture 
was so ingrained that at the start of 2013 Blockbuster still had 500 
stores across the UK.

CNN’s then owner Ted Turner, watching from the other side of 
the Atlantic, said the companies were “haemorrhaging red ink”, and 
they were. BSB had spent in the region of £800m before it had really 
seen the light of day and by November 1990 it was costing £8m a 
week just to keep going – an outlay that was threatening not just its 
own survival but that of the blue-chip media firms involved in the 
consortium that owned it. For Sky the situation was only marginally 
better with start up costs in the region of £122m and a first-year loss 
of £95m. Something had to give so in July 1990, Murdoch and Peter 
Davis, the head of the BSB consortium, were brought together for 
dinner at Claridges Hotel by US investment banker John Veronis. 
The pair could not agree a way forward, not least because Murdoch 
had a distaste for working in consortia and he felt Sky could win if 
only they could hold on long enough to see BSB collapse. 

By late September that seemed a forlorn hope as Murdoch’s own 
financial problems were looking increasingly terminal. In the 21 
years since he’d met Larry Lamb in Rules to discuss the editorship 
of The Sun, Murdoch had built the small family business left to 
him by his father into a global media behemoth with interests in 
Australia, Britain, Hong Kong and America. It was a business built 
on a mountain of debt somewhere in the region of AUS$10.5bn 
owed to 146 banks across the world. By October 1990 it looked 
like the mountain would collapse under its own weight, so with 
his company’s profits and share price falling, Murdoch called in 
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Citibank, to help restructure his firm’s massive debts. By January the 
following year they had made a debt restructuring deal with all his 
creditors. To alleviate some of the pressure, Murdoch called Davis 
back and told him he was willing to talk. Over the following month 
under the codename Operation Eagle and with the two companies 
labelled ‘Box’ and ‘Sox’, the secret negotiations were conducted on 
Murdoch’s ranch near Adelaide and then at the discreet Luckman 
Park Hotel in Wiltshire. On November 2nd BSB and Sky merged to 
form BSkyB. I say merge, it was a takeover in all but name; Sky had 
swallowed its rival. While the terms of the deal split equity in the 
company down the middle, other crucial aspects favoured Sky. Their 
Astra satellite would be the new firm’s broadcast platform rendering 
the infamous squarials redundant and effectively destroying BSB’s 
physical presence. That move was compounded by the fact that the 
new company would be called BSkyB and trade under the name Sky. 
Most significantly Sky effectively gained operational and editorial 
control of the newly formed company by being allowed to appoint 
the new chief executive. 

That man was Sam Chisholm, who Murdoch had brought in to run 
Sky just months before the merger. The son of wealthy New Zealand 
farmers, Chisholm had cut his teeth on Australia’s Channel Nine 
where he started selling airtime in 1967 before eventually becoming 
managing director overseeing its rise to become the country’s most 
popular TV station. In the process he gained a fearsome reputation, 
acquiring the name in Antipodean circles of the Most Feared Man 
in Television, something which preceded him to England. There the 
head of Eurosport Dave Hill told his English colleagues that he had 
to psych himself up for meetings with Chisholm by playing The Ride 
of the Valkyries for ten minutes beforehand. Those colleagues were 
aghast as they already regarded Hill as the quintessential, no-holds-
barred, aggressive Australian. 

Between them Sky and BSB had spent £1.5bn before they dragged 
themselves to the altar and they’d committed to spend around 
another $1.5bn (£670m) over the next five years to movie rights. 
Furthermore the combined company was losing in the region of £14m 
a week. Chisholm’s first job was to cut costs. Following the merger, 
he spent 84 days holed up in the Four Seasons hotel in Los Angeles 
renegotiating those prohibitive deals with representatives from Disney, 
Warner and the other Hollywood studios, eventually reducing them 
by about 40%. Virtually all 580 of BSB’s staff were made redundant 
or left of their own volition. Staff on short-term contracts did not 
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have them renewed and even some of Sky’s staff were let go to reduce 
the wage bill by about 50%. In 1991, Murdoch’s film subsidiary 20th 
Century Fox hit pay dirt with the film Home Alone which grossed 
$500m giving him some much-needed financial breathing space. By 
the following year, a semblance of stability had arrived at Sky with 
losses at a manageable £1.5m a week. However debts were still at 
£2bn and interest payments were rising. Sky had won the satellite 
war but renegotiated movie deals and judicious cost cutting were not 
enough. Murdoch and Chisholm both recognized that if they were 
to also win the peace they needed to find programming that would 
embed their service into English culture and so made it their mission 
to secure the rights to the new Premier League. 

If the pair needed any persuading it was provided by cricket. In early 
1990 Sky scooped up the rights to the England cricket team’s tour of 
the West Indies. BSB had passed on the deal due to the uncertainty 
of their launch date which when it finally arrived was nine months 
late. The BBC had also passed and it was not a surprising decision 
given that the West Indies had won the last three series between the 
two teams by an aggregate of 14 Tests to zero. On top of that they’d 
lost just once in 30 home Tests during the 1980s while by contrast 
England had won just once in 25 Tests in the previous three years. 
Ian Botham and David Gower had been left behind. It seemed a 
dead rubber. England were 20-1 outsiders for the opening match of 
the series at Sabina Park, however, remarkably they won it by nine 
wickets. It set up a gripping series that England ultimately lost 2-1 
but during that winter a Sky dish was the hot ticket. 

Football was a hotter ticket though. “It’s always been the thing 
that will sell a sports channel of any sort,” said Jeff Stelling who was 
at BSB in the early days and who now presents football on Sky. “In a 
way that’s why football was the main draw for TV and radio sports 
coverage in the early days. From a TV point of view it was of huge 
significance, as it is now and that’s why when the bidding war came 
round Sky literally put all of its apples in that particular basket. It was 
absolutely essential they had football rights and not just any football 
rights but football that a mass audience would watch. 

“Over the years the eye for continental football has become more 
finely tuned so we do watch Spanish, Italian and German football but 
with all due respect to other divisions, in terms of viewing figures it 
has to be top-level English football.” In the early 1990s Chrisholm 
also felt there was considerable room to offer a better product than 
ITV was serving up at the time. After Leeds United secured the title 
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in 1992, host Elton Welsby asked Howard Wilkinson (the club’s 
manager) how he was feeling, only to interrupt him mid-answer to 
enable the channel to cut to commercials before Bullseye.

It’s easy to cast Murdoch and Sky as the villains of the piece and to 
accuse them of stealing football from free-to-air TV but the reality 
is that it was sold to them. The birth of the Premier League was 
characterised by the self-interest of a number of parties, not least 
those in charge of the FA at the time, who took the opportunity 
to assert their authority over the Football League once and for 
all. In the aftermath of the Hillsborough disaster the future of 
the uneasy working relationship between the FA and the Football 
League was in the spotlight and in October 1990, the League 
put forward a plan called One Game, One Team, One Voice. 
What they proposed was for the two bodies to enter into a power 
sharing arrangement with equal representation on a joint board 
controlling the English game. It was a plan that Fynn believes 
had considerable merit. “You only have to look at the system in 
Germany. They had a system where the DFB was really the sole 
body that controlled all football although there was an element 
that controlled the clubs and others that controlled the national 
team, the coaching and grassroots. Although they’ve separated 
now after a review in 2000 there’s still a much closer liaison than 
operates in England. The Bundesliga and the national team have 
a relationship where there is compromise and mutual self interest. 
There’s no compromise in England.”

Two months after the League unveiled their plans, the FA 
revealed their own Blueprint for the Future of Football. Graham 
Kelly who had in 1988 swapped Lytham St Anne’s, where he was 
the League’s secretary, for Soho, where he became the FA’s chief 
executive, said there was ‘concern’ about the 50-50 split in the 
League’s plans which he described as “a hastily hatched curate’s 
egg”. However, to give his plan credibility he needed a way of 
excluding the Football League and the Big Five clubs were about 
to give him it. In November 1990 they met for dinner at LWT’s 
plush eighteenth floor dining room with Greg Dyke, ostensibly to 
discuss the renewal of the League’s TV contract. Dyke’s message 
was clear, he couldn’t guarantee more money so the big clubs had 
a choice: take a smaller share of the pot or take radical action. 
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“I said to them: ‘Look you’re not going to get this deal again. The 
amount of money will stay the same but you’re not going to get the 
carve up that ensures your million pounds a year, so what are you 
going to do?’ and they left the dinner and went to see the FA.” The 
clubs had been angered by the treatment of David Dein and Phillip 
Carter after the last TV deal and so decided to set up a breakaway 
league that would give them control of their own affairs, including 
the sale of the TV rights. Liverpool Chairman Noel White was an FA 
councillor and was aware of the opposition to the League’s power-
sharing plan. He felt a deal could be reached and so along with Dein 
he approached Kelly and the FA chairman Bert Millichip. In March 
1991 the First Division clubs met at Goodison Park and agreed to 
break away, the following month the FA council gave their approval. 
By June the clubs had resigned and the Premier League would be a 
reality from August the following year.

Fynn was brought in to work on the FA’s Blueprint and would later 
say that to their shame they let the Premier League run away. “Let’s 
put it this way,” he said. “Success has many fathers and because the 
Premier League is regarded as a phenomenal success, many people 
will claim that they were really influential. I would have to say that 
the people who were involved in it, like David Dein, like Rick Parry, 
like Greg Dyke were all pragmatists. Greg Dyke supported it largely 
for television reasons, he was primarily interested in the big clubs. 
David Dein believed that what was in Arsenal’s best interest was in 
English football’s best interest and to a large extent that was true. 
Rick Parry was fundamental in getting the clubs out of the Football 
League and into the Premier League. This may sound like an arrogant 
statement, but I got the feeling the only person who was thinking 
about the clubs, the country and the fans was myself, not even the 
FA. I soon became a nuisance to the FA because I was insisting on 
certain things which they felt not particularly important. They had 
broken the power of the Football League; they now thought they 
had a system that they thought would help the national team. But 
how could it help the national team when you are playing games at 
the behest of Sky and you are playing 42 games in the top division? 
There was no vision there, just short-termism among the breakaway 
clubs and the administrators and the FA.”

Once the breakaway was in motion the newly formed league had 
to ensure they secured a lucrative deal for their TV rights. Looking 
back now it’s easy to think that came down to a straight fight between 
ITV and Sky and ultimately that’s what it would become, but initially 
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there were other players in the game. As the jockeying for position 
began, the Swiss Bank Corporation approached Dein with the idea 
of a subscription service broadcast through the Astra satellite, the 
same as Sky, and owned and run by the Premier League itself. Neil 
Duncanson, then head of sport at Chrysalis Television was asked 
to draw up a proposed schedule for the channel, which was rather 
unimaginatively code-named Project Premier. Under these proposals 
there would have been a live game every night except Thursday, the 
equivalent of 32 games per month, with estimated profits of £50m in 
the first season alone. However, the estimated £20m start-up costs 
were considered too prohibitive. 

There was another player in the market, Full Time Communications 
(FTC) set up by, among others, Gerald O’Connell, one of the brains 
behind the Club Call phone lines. Their idea was to show every game 
in the Premier and Football Leagues in full but not live and their 
research showed that there were around one million households that 
would be willing to pay £10 a month for the privilege of being able to 
watch them. This would bring in about £100m in the first year alone 
but significantly also leave room for the Premier League to negotiate 
a separate deal for live rights. FTC had two problems however. Firstly 
there were concerns about the validity of the company’s financial 
backing (it would have ultimately come from the Saudi Arabian royal 
family but it was not in place in time) and secondly the Premier League 
and the FA were not willing to be part of a deal that included the 
Football League. The FA’s head of external affairs Glen Kirton made 
it clear that as the League had done so much to stop the runaways that 
they were now going to “teach them a lesson”. Neither the FTC nor 
the Project Premier offers were put to the Premier League chairmen, 
however the Premier League was able to use them as bargaining chips 
to push up the value of the rights.

Dyke later admitted he was complacent, believing that the support 
of the Big Five clubs would be enough to deliver the rights of the new 
League to ITV and so neglecting to woo the smaller clubs. Another 
strategic mistake was to overlook the significance of Irving Scholar’s 
sale of Tottenham to Alan Sugar, the man who owned Amstrad, the 
company that produced the dishes for Sky. If anyone had a reason 
to see Sky bid successfully it was Sugar and he played a crucial role 
when the Premier League chairmen met at the Royal Lancaster Hotel 
on May 18th to consider ITV and Sky’s bids. Dyke’s associate Trevor 
East presented each club representative with a sealed envelope with 
their offer – £262m over five years, more than had been speculated. 
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When Sugar saw ITV’s offer he rushed to the lobby of the hotel where 
Trevor East saw him engaged in an agitated phone call. “You don’t 
seem to understand what I’m talking about,” he shouted. “These are 
the figures. Take them down. You better get something done. You 
better get somebody down here quickly. Blow them out of the water.” 

It’s a great story, which is why it’s been told so often, but sitting 
quietly in an ante-room the Premier League’s chief executive Rick 
Parry had already phoned Chisholm with the details of the ITV 
offer enabling the Sky chief to fax through a revised, increased offer 
of £304m over five years. It did indeed blow ITV out of the water 
although Chisholm later revealed that Murdoch had been prepared 
to pay double what he actually did. Sky won by 14 votes to six, with 
two clubs bizarrely abstaining. Dyke immediately sought an injunction 
on the basis that their bid had been leaked but in the absence of a 
confidentiality agreement it got nowhere.

It could have all been very different. Once they decided to mount 
a bid, Murdoch asked Chisholm to explore the possibility of a joint 
offer with ITV, so the Sky chief arranged to meet Dyke for lunch at 
Langan’s Brasserie. There the New Zealander offered the ITV boss 
a deal which he said had Murdoch’s blessing: “Why don’t we get 
together to fuck these football clubs?” Dyke declined: “First I thought 
we’d win; secondly I had a degree of loyalty to the clubs that had 
supported us three years earlier and I didn’t think it would be right 
to fuck them; thirdly there was an in-built anti-Murdoch thing,” he 
said. “It was a mistake really for ITV; we should have done the deal 
but of course it was deeply illegal and anti-competitive. I thought we 
would win anyway because we had the big clubs on our side. Rick 
Parry told us we’d be fine, and of course he got wooed by Murdoch.” 

Rebuffed by Dyke, Chisholm turned his attention to the BBC and 
in the final week of negotiations it was announced the terrestrial 
company would bid for Premier League highlights but only on the 
condition ITV didn’t get the live rights. Effectively the Beeb had joined 
forces with Sky enabling the satellite broadcaster to claim that there 
would still be some free-to-air coverage of the League. It also meant 
ITV had to find £20m more than Sky as they were bidding alone. 
Jayne Thynne, the Daily Telegraph’s media correspondent, broached 
the subject at a BBC Press conference in April 1992. Thynne asked 
the BBC’s chairman Marmaduke Hussey, who had been a board 
member of Murdoch’s Times Newspapers, if he had worked together 
with his former boss on the football rights deal and if so what had 
been the terms of their deal. Hussey, flushed with anger, banged his 



208 Chapter 9

walking stick on the table and stormed out but Dyke is in no doubt 
what happened: “Murdoch nobbled Hussey. If you are the chairman 
of the BBC you are not involved in sports rights negotiations but he 
was. Murdoch got him.” Sky’s bid had been a success, in part, thanks 
to licence-fee payers’ cash. 

Success is perhaps an understatement. Once Sky had secured 
the rights to the Premier League they encrypted their sports service 
enabling them to charge for two subscription channels – movies and 
sport. By the time their coverage kicked off with Nottingham Forest 
against Liverpool on August 23rd, they had already signed up one 
million customers willing to pay £5.99 a month to watch the sparkly 
new Premier League (or the rebranded First Division). By the time 
Sky renewed the contract in 1996 the number of people with one 
of Sky’s dishes slapped on the side of their house had risen to six 
million – a 200% increase on the pre-Premier League figure. In the 
same period losses of £188m a year had been turned into an annual 
profit of £257m while debt had been reduced from £1.8bn to £518m. 
It’s easy to overstate the importance of the Premier League rights to 
Sky’s success and while Fynn told me they were “absolutely vital” 
for Murdoch’s company he did so with a caveat. “People may think 
that football saved Sky, it didn’t. Sky were already finding their way 
to success through a proliferation of channels and particularly films. 
Football underwrote their sports service, accelerated their take up 
and cemented their success. It was an additional attribute along 
with movies and the youth channels, it was the package that was 
enhanced by football.” 

Chisholm was in no doubt: for him football had been the turning 
point. It was also a turning point for English football as money flooded 
the game. With the new league yet to celebrate its fifth birthday 
Newcastle signed Alan Shearer for a then-world record £15m. In the 
same closed season their North East rivals Middlesbrough plucked 
Fabrizio Ravanelli from Juventus just weeks after he’d scored the 
winning goal in the European Cup Final. In a few short seasons the 
‘slum’ sport had made quite a turnaround from its late-1980s nadir. 
Since then player salaries have rocketed. By 2011-12 two thirds of 
the Premier League’s £2.4bn income disappeared on wages alone. 

Club owners have also cashed in. Martin Edwards – one of the 
Big Five – almost sold Manchester United to Michael Knighton for 
£10m in 1989; following the launch of the Premier League he sold off 
shares at opportune moments netting at least £65m. While owners 
and players fed at the trough the cost was passed on to the fans and 
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not just through the subscription they had to pay to watch on Sky. 
In 1991 the cheapest seat at Old Trafford cost £5.75, now it will set 
you back £36 – a 626% increase. In the final season of the old First 
Division kids could stand for 90p, now they can get in for a bargain 
£22 – an increase of 2,240%. They’re the sort of figures to make a 
payday lender blush. Maybe. 

There wasn’t just a cost to the fans but also the English national 
team and in a sense this has come full circle for Dyke who became 
Chairman of the FA in July 2013. “All those guys who set up the 
Premier League were great believers, they all say that it was a great 
success. Which it is,” he said. “It’s been a massive success except it’s 
owned by foreigners, managed by foreigners and played by foreigners, 
which has great disadvantages for English football, particularly the 
England team. As I’m just finding out the biggest fuck up in the 
world was that the FA didn’t ask for anything,” he continued. “It was 
ridiculous. The Premier League would not have happened if the FA 
had said: ‘No’. What they should have done is ask for a set of things. 
But the trouble was that Bert Millichip and Graham Kelly were not the 
brightest blokes off the block and they so hated the Football League 
that actually they saw it as a way of putting the knife in instead of 
saying: ‘hang on, if this works it would be a massive opportunity 
for the England team’. If they’d said: ‘you can only have 16 sides; 
you’ve got to release players at certain times so they can join up with 
the England team; we want a percentage of your television income’ 
they’d have got it all. But they asked for nothing. It was a terrible 
mistake for the FA and everybody knows it.”

Fynn agrees that the success of the Premier League has not 
helped the English game as a whole. “If you’re the supporter of a 
Premier League club it’s been golden years; if you’re a supporter of 
the national team then you’re set for perpetual disappointment. If 
you’re the supporter of a small club you’re always striving very hard 
but the system’s against you. It’s obviously been very important to 
the members of that very select group, i.e. the Premier League, but 
there are only 20 members at any one time. For the rest of football 
the Premier League has been a disadvantage. Professional football 
is more important than 20 clubs alone and when 20 clubs have all 
of the hype and all of the money it has really set the English game 
back in terms of the development of the national team. 

“We don’t have an English League anymore, we have an international 
League that happens to be played in England and as a result of 
that we have fewer English players coming through the system.  
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The Premier League clubs dominate everything, they are cosmopolitan 
and I would therefore be astonished if the English national team even 
repeats the feats of 1990 because the system is against them. While 
other countries have recognised there is a place for both clubs and 
country, the bottom line is in England the clubs in the Premier League 
dominate and are the paramount force.”

The success of Sky Sports’ coverage was built on a foundation laid 
by BSB. The former broadcaster assembled a team including several 
people who would dominated Sky’s coverage for the next 20 years. 
Richard Keys was prised off the TV-AM sofa to become the host. 
Andy Gray was tempted away from his job as assistant manager at 
Aston Villa to become the main analyst; Martin Tyler was poached 
from ITV where he was the second-choice commentator behind 
Brian Moore and Jeff Stelling was brought in as a sports newsreader. 
Stelling was also at TV-AM where the sports coverage was, he said 
“virtually non-existent” and he leapt at the chance to join the new 
venture. “I’ll be honest; I absolutely detested working at TV-AM 
so for me it was an escape. I knew the risks involved, but equally 
having not had any real TV exposure it was a great place to go and 
start to learn5. I thought things couldn’t get any worse so I might as 
well give it a go.”

“When the takeover happened those of us working for the old BSB 
were told it was an amalgamation – it was never an amalgamation 
it was a takeover,” said Stelling. “But they did take a few of the 
important people across, that happens in any takeover in any line of 
business – you take the cream and spit out the rest and that’s what 
happened there. So they did have a base, there’s no doubt about that.” 
Stelling, who described himself as a being “a complete no-name” at 
the time was one of the ones to be spat out but after brief spells at 
Tyne Tees, Channel 4 and Eurosport he eventually found his way 
back to Sky, where he became one of the hosts of Sports Saturday, 
the forerunner to Soccer Saturday. 

5 Stelling wasn’t the only person who started to learn at BSB. The network also provided 
the platform upon which many of the biggest names of British comedy in the 1990s built 
their careers. These included Alistair McGowan, Stewart Lee, Jo Brand, Mark Thomas, 
Steve Coogan, Chris Morris and Armando Iannucci. Jools Holland hosted a music show 
and Chris Evans fronted a breakfast show. Virtually no recordings of any of these early 
performances still exist.
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“It was a sports show with no sport,” said Stelling. “In those days 
we had virtually nothing in the way of rights, so rather like Final 
Score did for years we had a vidiprinter from 4.30pm but we had to 
fill until then from 12 or 1pm without any rights and we had all sorts 
of bizarre things. We had a synchronised swimming team running 
through their routine in the studio but of course without any water. 
Come Christmas I remember the bizarre scenario of Allan Lamb 
the England cricketer throwing balls at me that I had to catch with 
a Velcro hat as we demonstrated that season’s must-have toys. On 
World Cup final day in 1994 I was with my co-presenter Suzanne 
Dando and we had to stage our own Subutteo version of the World 
Cup final. That was our offering. Needless to say I couldn’t take 
it seriously and I got a severe rollocking for that.” The acquisition 
of the Premier League rights meant that over time the programme 
became more football focused (as it were). The panel would discuss 
the previous week’s action then switch to some Rugby Union or 
horse racing before returning to the panel to discuss the day’s results.

In 1996 the decision was taken to make it a football-only programme 
and Soccer Saturday was born. But why is it such as success when it 
is essentially a group of blokes sitting round watching and talking 
about football the viewer can’t see? “Principally it’s because it filled 
a gap in the market,” said Stelling. “Five Live or Radio Two covered 
football but they had a live game so if you were the supporter of 
a small local team you had no idea what was going on with your 
team. Or you could listen to local radio but then you weren’t really 
getting a national picture. So the other alternative was to watch 
Ceefax as the pages turned round at an interminably slow rate. We 
filled a gap in that we provided a service from which you could find 
out what the Arsenals, the Manchester Uniteds and the Liverpools 
of this world were doing but at the same time you could find out 
what the Hartlepools, the Rochdales and the Accrington Stanleys 
were doing. That was the first and most important thing about it. It 
provided a scores and information service that gave more of a sense 
of involvement. I think the other thing, hopefully was that over the 
years the panel has become increasingly important in providing 
thought-provoking opinion, debate, humour, to put a bit of packaging 
around it. The irony is we’d wonder if we could fill the darn thing, 
now we haven’t got enough time to talk about the things we want 
to talk about.”

While the 1980s had been marked by the TV companies’ almost 
total disinterest in football, Soccer Saturday was symptomatic of the 
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proliferation of football-related content aimed at every possible section 
of the market that began to fill television schedules after the Premier 
League was born. Soccer AM started at 7am on a Saturday morning 
and targeted children while Fantasy Football League inhabited the 
post-pub slot on a Friday night and targeted grown-up kids who’d 
long since forgotten what 7am on a Saturday morning looked like. 
From 1992 onwards the TV companies were clambering over each 
other to get their hands on any football rights they could. Games from 
a variety of different leagues were scheduled in direct competition 
with each broadcaster declaring success, often using different and 
fairly dubious measuring tools. It was not a great time for ITV. The 
Premier League rights defeat meant that almost overnight they had 
gone from being the leading broadcaster of English football to being 
third in a three-horse race. Not only had Sky and the BBC tied up 
the rights to the Premier League but they’d also got the rights to the 
FA Cup and England home games through Sky’s merger with BSB. 
ITV still had the rights to the League Cup that could guarantee the 
odd big-name tie and they did a deal with the Football League. It 
was just like the early days of commercial television as there was no 
network-wide strategy and the ITV regions decided individually how 
to cover the sport. Some, like Central which had several of the new 
First Division’s top teams like Leicester City in their region, broadcast 
a match more-or-less every Sunday but not all followed suit. 

Even Channel 4 also got in on the action. Chrysalis, which 
had advised on the mooted Full Time Communications bid for 
the Premier League rights had been working on a documentary 
chronicling Paul Gascoigne’s rehabilitation from an injury that he 
received in the 1991 FA Cup Final. His comment to producer Neil 
Duncanson that it was a shame no one would be able to watch him 
after he moved to Lazio prompted an idea that the company should 
bid for the rights before selling them on, something they duly did 
to Channel 4 along with a Saturday magazine-style programme 
called Gazetta Football Italia for £1.6m. The initial idea was for 
Gascoigne to front the coverage but the job eventually fell to James 
Richardson who had been working behind the scenes. It was a huge 
success, sometimes topping 2 million viewers at a time while some 
Premier League matches on Sky were being watched by as few as 
400,000 people.

The next big scramble came in 1996 when the Premier League 
rights came up for renewal. It was imperative for Sky that they were 
successful again and while they had the right to match any rival bid 
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the prospect of a greatly increased outlay was not one they welcomed. 
There were some other big players in the market place, namely United 
News & Media owned by Lord Hollick and a consortium involving 
Carlton and the Mirror Group, now fronted by Murdoch’s erstwhile 
lieutenant Kelvin MacKenzie. The link between the Mirror and L!ve 
TV was crucial as the paper would be the propaganda tool for the 
football service, just as The Sun had been for Sky Sports. The three 
parties put their proposals to the Premier League chairman in June 
1996 at the Coombe Abbey Hotel near Coventry. The United News 
& Media deal was £1.5bn for ten years. However, despite the eye-
watering sum on offer the clubs were wary of committing to one 
relationship for such a long time. The Mirror-Carlton presentation 
was professional and offered £650m over five years. Alan Sugar’s role 
was again crucial as he slated the Mirror-Carlton bid for favouring 
the Eutelsat to broadcast which he said would provide an inferior 
quality picture to the Astra satellite used by Sky. His message was 
clear: Stick with who and what you know. 

Eventually and as always, it was money that did the talking. Sky 
offered £670m for four years – around £10m per club per season. 
It was £20m more than the Carlton-Mirror bid and double what 
the league had received in 1992. Only Arsenal’s David Dein voted 
against the deal. In the same year Sky scooped up rights for the 
League and the League Cup and did a joint deal with ITV for the FA 
Cup and England games, although Sky got first pick meaning that 
between 1997 and 2001 Murdoch’s company dominated the football 
TV market place. There were a few crumbs left and in May 1997 
Channel Five managed to pick up the rights for England’s World Cup 
qualifier in Poland. Once again the sport demonstrated its pulling 
power by delivering the infant channel’s biggest audience to date. 

Four years later the three main rights deals all came up for renewal 
at the same time and Sky again secured the Premier League rights, 
breaking the £1bn barrier for the first time. The BBC won the rights 
to show the FA Cup and England matches and in the biggest surprise 
ONDigital scooped up the Football League rights in a three-year 
deal worth £315m. Hosted by Gaby Logan, rebranded as ITV Digital 
and kicking off with Manchester City against Watford on August 
11th 2001, the service was doomed from the start. While people with 
cable could subscribe to Sky Sports, satellite customers could not 
subscribe to ITV Sport. As well as this inconvenience, ITV Sport 
were forced to fit around the more glamorous fare served up on Sky, 
often scheduling games at 6.15pm on a Sunday. 
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It was a nightmare for travelling fans and the matches had to 
compete with the dramas and soaps offered by the terrestrial channels. 
Furthermore, ITV Digital could not offer any matches between big-
name clubs – the national events that Fynn argued were fundamental 
to success. The season was not even two months old when Bradford’s 
1-0 defeat away at Nottingham Forest provided an ominous portent 
of what was to follow. Both clubs had graced the Premier League in 
the previous three seasons yet barely 1,000 viewers tuned into their 
Thursday-night clash. 

With less than a season gone and with £178m still to be paid, 
ITV Digital looked at the numbers and went into administration, 
asking the Football League to renegotiate the deal down to £50m. 
The League refused and also rebuffed a second offer of £74m, forcing 
the channel to cease broadcasting. Most clubs had factored the ITV 
Digital money into their budgets for forthcoming seasons and some 
had spent it already. While it would be wrong to suggest that the 
channel’s collapse was wholly responsible for the financial woes that 
beset many of them at the time, it certainly pushed some of them 
over the brink and into administration themselves. The League sued 
Carlton and Granada, the main ITV companies behind ITV Digital, 
but the High Court ruled they had no obligation to pay. A settlement 
of £6m was agreed and the League sold the rights to Sky for four 
years at a knockdown £95m. League chiefs David Burns and Keith 
Harris were forced to resign. 

The seeds for this financial disaster had been sown in 1996 when 
the Premier League offered the Football League a deal that would 
have given the 72 Football League clubs between 20% and 25% of 
any combined future TV deal. It was essentially bringing the Premier 
and Football Leagues back together or as David Sheepshanks, then 
chairman of Ipswich later described it, reconnecting the Football 
League “to the rocketship”. All but one chairman, Leyton Orient’s 
Barry Hearn, voted in favour of the deal. However just ten days later 
the Football League board did a deal with Sky for £25m, it was a 
huge increase from the £7m they had been getting from ITV until 
that point but it was also a huge mistake. Had they taken the Premier 
League offer, 20% of the next TV deal would have earned them 
£42m – almost double their money immediately. In 2011 the Football 
League signed a deal with Sky for £195m, had they thrown in their 
lot with the Premier League their share would have been closer to 
£600m. “They should have taken that deal,” Fynn said, “but it was 
really in a sense that ‘you can come on board with us but you’ll be 
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second class citizens, but at least you’ll be rich second class citizens’. 
They disapproved of the patronage that would be necessary but it 
was a bad commercial decision not to go ahead.”

By this time Murdoch had repeated the trick in America for his 
Fox Network by shelling out $1.58bn (about £1bn) for the rights to 
the NFL for the next four years. By gaining control of the Sunday 
games from CBS, Fox went from being a bit-part player in the US 
TV market to one of the four star names. Local stations switched 
affiliation boosting audience figures and advertisers followed suit 
boosting revenue. Fox was also able to advertise its other shows 
during match-day coverage creating a ripple effect across the schedule. 
Murdoch then shored up his position by signing a $575m deal with 
Major League Baseball and $155m for National League Hockey. He 
then switched tactics slightly, hoovering up the Los Angeles Dodgers 
baseball team for $350m6. In 1998 he attempted to do the same with 
Manchester United, offering in the region of £623m for the club. 

Greg Dyke, by now a board member at United, was against the 
deal and he wasn’t the only one with fans, other clubs, and even the 
Premier League’s chief executive speaking out against the proposal. 
The implications were clear throughout the media. Mirror editor 
Piers Morgan wrote in his diary: “The consequences are obvious 
and awful. The Sun would get all the access they need to Britain’s 
biggest club and we’d get squeezed out.” Furthermore, if Sky owned 
United they’d have the inside track on Premier League rights deals. 
For their part Sky argued that the United would still only have one 
vote in 20 and even offered to withdraw from any TV negotiations. 

Other clubs and media companies started courting each other. 
Arsenal spoke to Carlton, Liverpool spoke to Granada and Newcastle 
announced its intention to sell up to NTL should the Sky deal be 
given the green light by the Monopolies and Mergers Commission. To 
widespread surprise and jubilation it was comprehensively thrown out 
after hundreds of people and organisations submitted evidence against 
it. The Sun and The Times condemned the ruling. It was a short-lived 
victory. Following the collapse of ITV Digital, both Setanta and US 
sports giants ESPN have tried to take on Sky and failed. Now it’s 
the turn of BT who have spent £738m for the rights to broadcast 38 

6 Murdoch’s touch is not always golden. In 2004, he sold the Dodgers to Frank Mc-
Court for $430m but when McCourt offloaded the team in 2012 he cashed in to the tune 
of $2bn – a record price for a sports team. More to the point it’s expected that the LA 
Dodgers will be able to charge $3.5bn for the rights to televise its games over the next 20 
years. The likely buyer of those rights? Rupert Murdoch.
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games a season, 18 of which are first-pick games. In November 2013 
they bid £897m to secure an exclusive three-year deal to broadcast 
the Champions League and Europa League, arguably inflicting Sky’s 
biggest rights defeat since they first won the Premier League. While 
they lag behind Sky in terms of TV customers, for BT buying the 
football rights is about stopping broadband customers migrating to 
Sky and TalkTalk. Whether their strategy will be successful only 
time will tell but the value of their Champions League deal suggests 
they mean business.

There’s little doubt that after Murdoch bought the Premier League 
rights, football in England was transformed. But it shouldn’t be forgotten 
that it wasn’t Sky’s money which facilitated that transformation – it 
was Sky’s customers’ money. And who were Sky’s customers? They 
were the very people that Murdoch’s papers had taken such a dim 
view of just a few years earlier. They were the ‘slum’ people who, 
according to The Sunday Times watched a ‘slum’ sport. They were 
the people that The Sun wrongly – or is that maliciously? – accused 
of robbing the dead at Hillsborough.
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Football Writing 
Reaches Fever Pitch

The 19th century was a period of tumultuous 
change for England, nowhere more so than 
Nottingham. An important settlement since 
the Roman era, by the early-1800s the town 
was the centre of the lace industry for the 
whole British Empire. This brought huge 
wealth to the area but also an exponential 
and chaotic growth in population that meant 
the town had some of the worst slums in 
Europe. Residents of those slums torched 
Nottingham Castle in the 1831 Reform Act 
riots and the following year 330 people died 
during an outbreak of cholera in the town’s 
Narrow Marsh and Broad Marsh areas. Half 
a century later Nottingham had become a 
city and some of the most famous names in 
British industry had been established there. 
John Player had started selling tobacco ready-
weighed, packed and labelled; Zebedee Jessop 
was running his first department store; the 
Boot family had made their chemist shop a 
limited company and just off Raleigh Street 
Frank Bowden was building bicycles. It was 
to this more settled Nottingham that the 
diminutive young reporter James Catton 
we met in Chapter Two had moved from 
Preston with his wife Mary and their two 
children in 1883. As he toiled away in the 
Foreman Street offices of the Nottingham 
Daily Guardian, little more than 200 metres 
away on Pelham Street, J.M.Barrie was taking 

10
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the first tentative steps on his long literary career in the offices of 
the rival Nottingham Journal.

The man who would become most well known as the author of Peter 
Pan1 was employed for three guineas a week to write the Journal’s 
leaders and a column on Mondays under the byline Hippomenes, as 
well as essays every Thursday under the title A Modern Peripatetic. 
Although not a sports writer, several of Barrie’s articles focused on 
cricket. The first appeared in July 1883 and featured an account of 
a match between two fictitious village teams, Slowcum Podger and 
Mudcombe. It’s a whimsical tale punctuated by some delightful 
turns of phrase which hint at the quality of writing Barrie would 
later produce. 

Barrie’s stay in Nottingham was a brief one. By October 1884 the 
owners of the Journal were looking at ways to cut costs and after 
deciding that syndicated leader columns were a cheaper option, they 
let Barrie go2. The Scot was just a month younger than Catton and 
at 5ft 3inches was barely five inches taller. Did the pair ever meet 
during the latter’s brief stay in the East Midlands, perhaps drawn 
together by their close age and diminutive height? It’s not impossible. 
The town had a busy and vibrant newspaper industry that Barrie 
used as a backdrop for his 1888 novel When A Man’s Single: A Tale 
of Literary Life. There were three morning papers, an evening paper 
and two weekly papers and journalists from all the titles formed the 
hard-drinking Kettle Club that convened night and day in a local 
pub. Barrie was not enamoured by the club’s activities and we don’t 
know if Catton was a member, but there would likely have been 
ample other opportunities for the two young reporters to come into 
contact. And let’s not forget that Catton, like Barrie, had a deep love 
of cricket. Perhaps the pair wiled away a few summer afternoons in 
each others’ company watching cricket in a sleepy village, reminiscent 
of Slowcum Podger.

We’ll probably never know for sure, but what we can say is that 
Catton and Barrie represent early manifestations of the different 
strands that would come to characterise sports writing for the next 
100 or so years; the strands Brian Glanville identified in his 1965 

1 There is some speculation that Nottingham’s Arboretum Park was the inspiration for 
Barrie’s descriptions of Neverland. Barrie lived on Birkland Avenue near The Arboretum 
which would have provided a scenic walk to work.

2 Three years later the Journal was incorporated into the Nottingham Daily Express 
which would itself merge with the Nottingham Daily Guardian in 1953. By 1973 there 
was just one daily paper left in the city – the Nottingham Post.
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Encounter article Looking for the Idiom. Barrie’s fictional writing 
represented the sporting literature that would be dominated by the 
writing classes who played cricket. He was able to write as he pleased 
about the game he loved but reached only a small number of readers. 
By contrast Catton’s focus on factual match reports represented the 
newspaper reportage that would dominate football writing until the 
late 1980s; able to reach a mass audience but rigidly confined to the 
highly stylised language of ‘Sportuguese’. Yet it would be wrong to 
suggest that during that year in Nottingham, Barrie and Catton were 
consciously ideologically opposed, that they sowed the seeds of this 
schism in sports literature. Newspapers didn’t just cover football, 
they covered cricket too so why was football largely alien to the 
literary world for so long? Well, the answer can be summed up by 
that quintessential facet of English culture: class.

Football literature is almost as old as the game itself. The first book 
featuring the sport using rules we might recognize today came in 
1866 just three years after the formation of the FA. Beeton’s Book 
of Football was one in a series of self-help books published on the 
back of the success of Beeton’s Book of Household Management. 
While it’s the name of Mrs Beeton that lives on (well, her surname 
anyway, most would be hard pushed to come up with her first name: 
Isabella) it was actually her husband Samuel, a publisher, who was 
the driving force behind the book. When it was first printed there 
was little doubt who the Beeton in the title referred to and when 
Mrs Beeton passed away in 1865 at the tragically young age of 28, 
her husband carried on printing books. They included Beeton’s 
Book of Needlework, Beeton’s Book of Poultry and Beeton’s 
Book of Jokes and Jests. As you can see, the title on football fitted 
in perfectly, giving hints about diet, warning players to steer clear 
“of foods and habits which are injurious to the wind and general 
powers of endurance”. There was also tactical information with 
diagrams showing how to kick the ball and the book suggested 
that “a very serviceable dodge and one puzzling to the enemy, is 
to stop suddenly, and strike the ball backwards between the legs”. 
Perhaps this was from where Johan Cruyff got his turn. 

Despite the similarities, it still wasn’t quite the sport we know 
today. We got a step closer in another book, Football: Our Winter 
Game written by Charles Alcock and published in 1874. Alcock was 
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a leading early player and also became a leading early administrator 
and he argued passionately in favour of the “combination game” or 
what we now call “passing”. Alcock outlined a key principle of this 
new fangled tactic that was “following closely on a fellow player, 
to assist him if required, and to take the ball if he be attacked or 
prevented from continuing his onward course”.

Both these titles were relatively dry technical manuals; if you 
wanted sporting fiction you really had to look to the world of cricket 
and the likes of our friend Mr Barrie. After being released by the 
Nottingham Journal he headed south to London to begin life as a 
freelance writer and by 1887 he had formed his own cricket team 
the Allahakbarries. Kevin Telfer, who tells the story of the team in 
his excellent book Peter Pan’s First XI, writes that “if you were to 
draw a Venn diagram with each circle representing a well-known 
writer from the last years of the nineteenth century and the first 
years of the twentieth, the greatest area of convergence between 
them all would be the Allahakbarries Cricket Club”. 

The team’s scorecards read like a literary Who’s Who. Jerome 
K Jerome was an early member; Arthur Conan Doyle, who also 
played first class cricket for the MCC, became a mainstay and E. 
W. Hornung, who created Raffles the gentleman thief, and A.E.W. 
Mason, who wrote The Four Feathers also played for the team. 
In its later years younger members included P.G. Wodehouse and 
A. A. Milne. It’s telling that many of these cricketing aficionados 
are, like the upper-class amateur cricketers of the day, known by 
their initials. Most of them had been to public school and while 
some, like Conan Doyle3, also played football, it is little surprise 
that cricket should form the backdrop for so much of their writing. 
Barrie wrote extensively about the sport and his team’s escapades 
and cricket was a regular feature in the pieces that Milne wrote 
for Punch prior to the First World War and which were later 
brought together in an anthology called The Day’s Play. Likewise, 
Wodehose wrote enough about the sport to enable the publication 
of Wodehouse at the Wicket.

Often the literary depiction of cricket in this period (and that 
of football on the odd occasion it occurred) has something to tell 
us about class. Hornung’s creation A.J. Raffles, who first appeared 
in 1898, was a thief but also an excellent cricketer. A skilful spin 

3 It’s a misconception that Conan Doyle played in goal for Portsmouth. He actually 
played in goal for Portsmouth AFC an amateur team which had folded two years before 
the city’s professional club was formed.
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bowler, Raffles played for the I Zingari4 club and England but he 
was not a member of the aristocracy, he was from the upper-middle 
class and it was his skill at cricket that enabled him to gain access to 
the high society houses which he subsequently robbed. He considered 
himself an ‘amateur cracksman’ differentiating himself from the 
working-class career criminals he dismissively called ‘professors’, labels 
which mimic the differentiation between the amateur ‘gentlemen’ 
and professional ‘players’ of cricket. In a similar vain the Sherlock 
Holmes stories drew a clear distinction between the educated but 
amateur detective and the professional police force drawn from the 
lower classes and personified by the bungling Inspector Lestrade. 
Thus Hornung’s stories can be read as an allegory for England’s 
complex class structure, although Raffles was not a class warrior. 
While the character noted that “the distribution of wealth is very 
wrong to begin with” it was a justification not motivation for his 
actions. He stole from the rich to give to himself and would happily 
have settled into their social circle had he had the means. It was not 
to be and when his criminal exploits were finally exposed, his easy 
access to high society ended as, symbolically, did his cricket career. 

But these works were light fiction and there was still a schism 
between those who used sport in their fiction and those who reported 
on it. In the USA writers came at sport from a different angle. There 
Alfred Runyon and Ring Lardner were combining sports reporting 
with non-sporting literary careers. “In America they didn’t believe in 
a divide between pop culture and high culture,” says Simon Kuper, 
who with Stefan Szymanski, wrote about class and English football 
in Why England Lose. “It wasn’t seen that either you write sport or 
you write high literature but in Europe there was that divide while 
the Americans were never that fussed.” Runyon’s work is best known 
as the basis of the musical Guys and Dolls, but he was a baseball 
columnist for the Hearst Newspapers first and continued to write 
essays about both that sport and boxing. Similarly Lardner began 
his writing career as a baseball writer before becoming more widely 
known for his theatrical and satirical work. Lardner influenced a 
young Ernest Hemingway who took the pen name Ring Lardner Jr 
for his school magazine, He was another American literary figure 
who also wrote seriously about sport, most notably in Death in the 
Afternoon. Printed in 1932 the book charts the history of bullfighting 

4 The I Zinagari club is a real amateur club formed by Old Harovians in 1845 and still 
playing today. Members have included Alec Douglas-Home, the only British Prime Minis-
ter to play first-class cricket. 
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but also explores themes such as heroism, human nature and even 
the nature of life and death.

It was a far cry from the whimsical writing of the Allahakbarries. 
For Barrie, village cricket was the true form of the game, due to its 
countryside setting and, significantly for a man whose most famous 
creation was a boy with eternal youth, its apparent timelessness. In 
1912 he wrote: “A rural cricket match in buttercup time with boys 
at play, seen and heard through the trees; it is surely the loveliest 
scene in England and the most disarming sound.” In a couple of 
years this bucolic idyll was shattered by the industrialised slaughter 
of the ‘Great’ War after which the Allahakbarries never played again. 

In 1922 both James Joyce’s Ulysses and T.S.Eliot’s The Waste 
Land were published and their avant-garde modernist style swept 
away the work of the Edwardian writers such as Wodehouse and 
Milne, by then increasingly regarded as parochial and out-of-date. 
Among this new vanguard was Samuel Beckett, a keen cricketer 
and the only Nobel Prize winner to appear in Wisden. However, 
after he moved to Paris in 1937 he stopped playing and he and 
his contemporaries wrote little about sport. It’s the work of these 
modernists that tends to be regarded as serious literature, studied 
in English schools and universities. By contrast, the Allahakbarries 
live on in our literary consciousness thanks to a select few stories 
about boys who wouldn’t grow up, bears with very little brain and 
consulting detectives. Ironically, despite being widely read they are 
now, thanks to their screen adaptations, seen as pop culture. The 
bulk of the work of Barrie, Milne and their teammates – particularly 
their writing about cricket – tends to be overlooked, something that 
only served to reinforce the notion that England has no history of 
sports literature.

The void was filled by footballers themselves and the autobiographies 
they wrote, or at least pretended to. Eddie Hapgood’s Football 
Ambassador was the first football biography and it was written with 
the help of Roy Peskett of the Daily Mail. Hapgood was signed for the 
Gunners from Kettering Town by the legendary Herbert Chapman. 
The 19-year-old soon made the Arsenal left-back spot his own, 
forging a fullback partnership with George Male that rivalled the 
Lee Dixon-Nigel Winterburn axis of the late-1980s to mid-1990s. 
Hapgood would go on to play 440 times for Arsenal’s dominant 
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team of the 1930s, winning five League titles and two FA Cups in 
the process. He also played 43 times for England – then a record – 
captaining his country 34 times, also a record. Like so many of the 
top players of his generation, he would have achieved significantly 
more had the Second World War not come along while he was at his 
peak, but he still managed to play 102 wartime games for Arsenal 
and 13 for England. In short, he had a story worth telling and his 
book is insightful for both the similarities and differences it highlights 
between football now and football in the inter-War years. The fact 
that Hapgood signed for his first club Kettering because they offered 
him the best financial deal is a familiar story. That the deal amounted 
to £4 a week during the season and £3 a week in the close season is 
less so. The fact that the club also allowed him to continue to work 
as a milkman is totally alien.

But for the Second World War and the ensuing paper shortage, 
Football Ambassador, or a similar title, would probably have been 
published earlier. In 1936, the football players’ union foiled an attempt 
by the FA to ban footballers from writing articles for newspapers. 
The following year the American writer Gertrude Stein released her 
book Everybody’s Autobiography which opened with the line: “Alice 
B Toklas did hers now everyone will do theirs.” Stein was referring 
to The Autobiography of Alice B Toklas, which despite the title she 
had written herself in 1933 and detailed her life in Paris with Toklas 
who was her lover5. Autobiographies had long been the preserve of 
politicians and writers but what Stein was acknowledging with her 
unerringly accurate prediction was the beginnings of a trend for 
entertainers to also release their life stories in book form. That year 
both Errol Flynn (Beam Ends) and Noël Coward (Present Indicative) 
released autobiographies and it was only a matter of time before 
footballers would follow suit. 

Hapgood’s book didn’t immediately open the floodgates but over 
the following years the number of footballer biographies grew from 
a trickle to a steady stream and class was a central theme running 
through them, albeit one that changed with time. Initially players 
presented themselves as model professionals, taking on some of the 
characteristics of the gentlemen amateurs who had played the game 
before them while also maintaining close links with their working-class 

5 Stein and Toklas’ home at 27 rue des Fleurus became a regular haunt of, among oth-
ers, F Scott Fitzgerald, Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, and that 
famous sports journalist Ernest Hemingway. In Death in the Afternoon Hemmingway cites 
Stein’s influence as the reason he first watched a bull fight.
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roots. However, as more footballers accumulated wealth through 
their playing and business careers, particularly during the 1960s, so 
an ideological gap developed between the sentiments they expressed 
and the working-class backgrounds that the overwhelming majority 
of them had come from.

With the Second World War not yet over and the Cold War yet to 
begin, Hopgood the pathfinder nailed his political colours firmly to the 
mast. I say colours but in reality there was only one: red. The Khaki 
Election of 1945 saw the returning soldiers reject the paternalistic 
public school-educated ruling classes embodied by Winston Churchill 
and voted in Clement Atlee’s socialist Labour party. Atlee himself 
was a public-school educated Oxbridge graduate (Plus ça change, 
eh?) but this didn’t stop him taking his mandate and running with it, 
implementing an ambitious programme of social and welfare reform. 
Hapgood’s biography was more than in keeping with this spirit. He 
told the reader that he had received a letter from a Soviet war hero 
which he would “treasure to the end of my days”. The letter writer 
was Lieutenant Alexander Divochkin, who gained his heroic status 
by single-handedly keeping a Nazi unit at bay from his artillery 
position outside the city of Petrozavodsk in 1941. In the letter written 
two years after the incident, Divochkin expressed admiration for 
Hapgood both as a footballer and as a “fellow fighter of fascists” and 
Hapgood responded in kind saying in his book that “If, as I hope, my 
ambition to visit Moscow is realised after the war, I hope to shake 
your hand personally, Comrade Divochkin, and those of your gallant 
comrades.” The pair never did meet as Divochkin died suddenly in 
1946 aged just 32.

Stanley Matthews’ biography Feet First, published in 1948, was 
not so overtly political but it was also demonstrably rooted in his 
working-class upbringing detailing how his father kept him grounded 
with sage advice. On one occasion he warned Matthews not to write 
his biography too early in his career but “to wait until you have really 
lived, and have a story worth telling that may benefit the community. 
What folk will bother to sit down and read the comings and goings 
of a lad of twenty-three?” the elder Matthews asked. A lot as it turns 
out. Even by the late-1940s footballer biographies could shift as many 
as 30,000 copies and the number published grew progressively until 
the 1960s. 

Following the abolition of the maximum wage in 1961 footballers 
became increasingly affluent and this was reflected in their biographies 
which outlined their cultural and political assimilation into the middle 
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class, in turn reinforcing the fundamental capitalist notion that anyone 
can improve their social standing through hard work. This was 
accelerated in the 1970s when Bobby Moore’s second autobiography 
had a chapter entitled “Bobby Moore – the businessman”. One 
of his successors as England skipper, Kevin Keegan, wrote in his 
autobiography that he made twice as much from advertising as he did 
from football before also pointing out that as his earnings increased 
“it is noticeable how much the Government is taking”. The link 
between personal wealth and politics was made even more explicit 
by Alan Ball, another England star, who wrote in 1979: “I have 
always figured that once you enter a certain earning bracket you are 
mad to vote Socialist.”

A different manifestation of the change in players’ social standing 
was their changing attitude towards club directors. In 1955 Len 
Shackleton’s autobiography Clown Prince of Soccer contained a 
blank page with the heading “The Average Director’s Knowledge 
of Football”. Yet two decades later Mick Channon declared the 
idea that directors were “rich ignorant busybodies” to be “old 
fashioned”. The gap between “them” and “us” had closed or rather 
the people footballers classed as “them” and those they classed as 
“us” was changing; a process that Michael Parkinson identified in his 
book George Best: An Intimate Biography, published in 1975. The 
biography was written with considerable help from Best who is quoted 
at length, but that said it was very much Parkinson’s book and he 
used Best’s career to date as an analogy for what he saw as a decline 
of working-class culture and its replacement by celebrity culture. 
According to Parkinson: “Once upon a time a professional soccer 
player was indistinguishable from the fan behind the goal.” However 
he went on to argue that: “Social and economic embourgeoisification 
has created a rupture between fan and star.” 

Already football was well down the path that would ultimately lead 
to one of Hapgood’s successors as Arsenal left-back nearly crashing on 
the North Circular due to his disgust at the offer of a £30,000-a-week 
pay rise. “I was so incensed. I was trembling with anger,” said Ashley 
Cole in his book My Defence. He had just heard from his agent that 
Arsenal were only offering him £55,000 a week instead of the £60,000 
he had wanted. Here was the ‘rupture’ Parkinson had identified writ 
large. Cole’s book was one of several written by England players 
following the 2006 World Cup at which Joey Barton took a swipe, 
saying: “England did nothing in that World Cup, so why were they 
bringing books out? ‘We got beat in the quarter-finals. I played like 
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shit. Here’s my book’.” Barton’s critique might have been crude but 
it harked back to the advice Stanley Matthews had received from his 
father. Because Barton is a volatile and controversial character, many 
in the Press focused instead on the grovelling apologies he’d have to 
offer when he was chosen for England duty in 2007. Perhaps they 
should have been asking whether he had, for once, made a valid point.

Whatever their critics might say, there is no denying that the 
footballer biography is a hugely popular genre. “They take the reader, 
the fan closer to their heroes,” says David Luxton, a literary agent 
who focuses on sport. “Or if not their hero then someone they deeply 
respect and want to find out more about. Also, I think in the last 15 
or 20 years the quality of autobiography has shot up as there has 
been the recognition among publishers of the value of a top-quality 
ghost writer.” 

One of the most successful football books of all time is Sir Alex 
Ferguson’s Managing My Life, written with Hugh McIlvanney and 
published after the Manchester United’s treble-winning season in 
1999. The first edition sold more than 500,000 copies and the second 
edition printed the following year sold nearly 300,000. The book’s 
success was in no doubt partly due to McIlvanney’s input but also 
the fact that Sir Alex did have a story to tell; he did have success and 
wasn’t trying to cash in on failure. The book starts with a two-page 
dedication to Sir Alex’s family that finishes with him saying that even 
as he celebrated the treble it was hard not to think of his early life. 
Perhaps this also goes some way to explaining the book’s success; it 
is written by a man still grounded by his working-class upbringing.

Just as the aftermath of the First World War altered many people’s 
worldview and led to the rise in prominence of modernists like Joyce 
and Eliot, so the aftermath of the Second World War swept away 
old certainties. This immediate post-War period was notable for the 
writing of the new Socialists, particularly George Orwell. His post-
War books Animal Farm and 1984 were a damning indictment of 
capitalism and prior to them The Road to Wigan Pier gave a voice to 
the plight of the working class. But this Old Etonian did not speak 
with a working-class accent and nowhere was this more apparent 
than in his examination of sport. Orwell touched on football in 
detail just once, in his essay The Sporting Spirit written after a tour 
of Britain by a Moscow Dynamo XI ended in acrimony in 1945. 
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While he suggested that it is possible to play cricket on the village 
green for “fun”, by contrast Orwell argued that anyone who played 
even just school football – “a game in which everyone gets hurt” – 
knows it arouses the “most savage combative instincts”. Ultimately his 
thoughts on football can be reduced to one telling sentence: “There 
are quite enough real causes of trouble already, and we need not add 
to them by encouraging young men to kick each other on the shins 
amid the roars of infuriated spectators.” It was not the first time he 
had demonstrated a far greater appreciation of cricket. A year earlier 
in his essay Raffles and Miss Blandish, Orwell praised Hornung’s 
stories about the eponymous thief. While recognising that cricket was 
“predominantly upper-class” and not nearly as popular as football, 
Orwell saw it as an expression of the moral values he found within 
the English people as it was “bound up with such concepts as ‘good 
form’ [and] ‘playing the game’”. Furthermore, he argued that “its 
rules are so ill-defined that their interpretation is partly an ethical 
business”. The contrast between Orwell’s dismissive attitude towards 
the working-class sport of football and his use of the upper-class sport 
of cricket as an analogy for English moral virtue is telling.

English literature finally gained a genuinely working-class accent 
in the 1950s in the new genre of so-called ‘kitchen sink realism’. 
Issues such as inter-racial relationships, pregnancy outside marriage, 
drunkenness and adultery were tackled but class remained a key theme. 
However, now the perspective was of those at the lower end of the 
social scale who were disillusioned with their lack of opportunity. 
John Osborne led the way with his semi-autobiographical Look Back 
in Anger, rejected by several agents before eventually being produced 
by the English Stage Company. The theatre’s enterprising press officer 
came up with the phrase ‘Angry Young Man’ to describe Osborne 
and the term was picked up and used by the media to describe other 
similar writers emerging at the time like Alan Sillitoe, John Braine 
and Stan Barstow6. 

In 1958 they were linked literally and figuratively with their American 
counterparts, through the anthology Protest: The Beat Generation 
and the Angry Young Men. Here the names of Osborne, Braine 
and Colin Wilson sat alongside those of Norman Mailer and Jack 
Kerouac as “rebels without a cause […] defying society, conventions, 

6 There were female contemporaries to the Angry Young Men who gave another new 
view of post-War Britain. These included Shelagh Delaney, Lynne Reid Banks and Doris 
Lessing who has arguably had the most lasting impact of all the writers of that period and 
who was made a Nobel Laureate in 2007.



230 Chapter 10

the world”. Yet, unlike the Beat writers the Angry Young Men were 
not a movement as such. They had differing political opinions and no 
unifying ethos, often they criticized each other. Some of them weren’t 
even particularly angry. But they were the first group of working class 
writers that had ever existed in England. Also unlike the work of the 
Beat writers, sport did not form a significant part of their output. 

Here again the difference with America was clear. Mailer, for 
example, covered the world heavyweight title bout between Muhammad 
Ali and George Foreman in 1974 for Playboy and went on to author 
The Fight an iconic book on the subject7. Yet in The Angry Years, 
which tells the story of the rise and fall of the Angry Young Men from 
the point of view of one of them, Colin Wilson, sport is not mentioned 
once, but why? John King the author of The Football Factory who 
became a friend of Sillitoe’s believes there was a generational aspect. 
“Alan wasn’t really into football, I think he only went to one game,” 
King said. “My dad was the same. People who were a certain age in 
the war when there wasn’t a league weren’t really interested in football. 
It’s the only reason I can think of, maybe that hook wasn’t there.” 

The broadcaster and author Melvyn Bragg thinks this difference 
is because the Americans are more interested in finding heroes than 
the English are. “They find a lot of their heroes in sport, Ali was a 
hero in a way that none of our heavyweights were, mind you none 
of our heavyweights were as good as him.” Bragg played football in 
his youth (badly, he says), and dreamt of scoring the winning goal for 
Carlisle United at Wembley. In the late-1980s he was reintroduced 
to the sport as a fan, watching Arsenal at Highbury with his young 
son. He believes another reason that football has no literary tradition 
in England is because supporters prefer to talk about it. “I think it 
became much more the conversation of the country than the literature 
of the country. One of the strange things about football is that it’s 
a very simple game if you look at the rules, but the complications 
seem to be infinite. There’s no end to the problems and possibilities 
in this very, as it were, simple game. I think because football as a 
game is so universal and so vast, it’s so part of our lives that people 
just find it more rewarding to talk about it and discuss it – which 
they do endlessly – than to write it down. And it passes very quickly. 

7 Sports Illustrated sent George Plimpton, the founding editor of the literary magazine 
The Paris Review and along with Mailer he featured prominently in When We Were Kings, 
the Oscar-winning 1996 documentary about the fight. Hunter S. Thompson was also sent 
to Kinshasa, by Rolling Stone magazine, but hours before the fight he gave his tickets away 
and spent it lounging in a swimming pool.
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The game tends to be about individuals and they have short careers. 
In a few years they’ve established themselves and then by the ripe 
old age of 34 they’ve gone.” Bragg believes that it’s this fast pace at 
which the game is consumed that underpins its popularity on social 
media like Twitter. “Not everything has to turn into a book to be 
significant,” he said. 

All this isn’t to say that the New Wave writers didn’t use sport as 
a backdrop against which to explore what they saw as the relentless 
monotony of working-class life. This Sporting Life, published in 
1960, has as its protagonist a northern Rugby League player but 
its central themes are the death of community and social exclusion. 
It spoke volumes about the English class system and is as relevant 
now as it was then. Its realistic portrayal of its subject matter was 
in no small part due to the fact that it was written by David Storey, 
himself a working-class former Rugby League player. The Loneliness 
of Long Distance Runner, one of Alan Sillitoe’s best-known works 
is a short story about a Borstal inmate and cross-country runner 
called Smith. Again however the sport is the backdrop and the story 
is really about Smith’s bitter contempt for the establishment, which 
he shows by defiantly losing a race he could easily have won while 
running in the school’s team. 

The same anthology included another short story with a sporting 
theme called The Match. In this the protagonist is Lennox, a 40-year-
old mechanic whom the reader meets at a cold, fog-shrouded Meadow 
Lane as Notts County lose to Bristol City with his younger neighbour, 
Fred. Once again the sport is a backdrop for the wider story. Lennox 
and Fred disagree about the benefits of married life and while Fred 
happily returns home to his pregnant wife, Lennox returns home and 
beats his in front of their children. The assault prompts her to take the 
children and leave him “for the last time”. It’s a grim, all-too-realistic 
portrait of working-class life somewhat at odds with the aspirational 
picture being painted by footballer biographies that were being written 
at around the same time. Given that research conducted by Lancaster 
University in 2013 demonstrated that incidents of domestic abuse 
rise by as much as 38% when England play and lose a World Cup 
game and as much as 26% when they win or draw, Sillitoe’s portrait 
appears to be one that is still uncomfortably accurate.

The City Ground on the other side of the Trent provided the 
backdrop for a work with football at its heart, B.S. Johnson’s critically 
praised but commercially ignored The Unfortunates, published in 
1969. The public’s reluctance to get to grips with the book might 
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have had something to do with the fact there was no book to get to 
grips with. Instead the 27 chapters, which vary in length from one 
paragraph to 12 pages, come unbound and, but for the first and last, 
can be read in any order. Johnson saw The Unfortunates as “a physical, 
tangible metaphor for randomness” and it is in keeping with much 
of his other work. 

Take Albert Angelo for example. Here we have what seems like a 
fairly standard novel about a man working as a substitute teacher to 
make ends meet while he pursues his dream of being an architect. I say 
fairly standard because every so often there are holes cut in the pages 
allowing the reader to leap forward in the narrative. Then, after 163 
pages that narrative stops mid-sentence and Johnson abandons it 
exclaiming “OH, FUCK ALL THIS LYING!” before leading into a 
section called ‘Disintegration’ in which he outlines his literary credo 
(choice phrases: “telling stories is telling lies” and “I have to tell the 
truth, it’s compulsive, yet at the same time agonising”). It was avant-
garde stuff (and a nightmare for the typesetter) but because of that 
many critics and academics focus on the structural style of his work 
at the expense of its substance that was heavily autobiographical. 

In the case of The Unfortunates that substance has much to say 
about the nature of football writing and the work of football writers. 
When he wasn’t cutting holes in the pages of his books, Johnson 
was a football writer for The Observer and The Unfortunates is 
a novelistic memoir of the passing of his friend, Tony Tillinghast, 
prompted by an assignment to cover a match between Nottingham 
Forest and Tottenham. In turns Johnson laments Tillinghast’s 
death from cancer and peels back the thin veneer of glamour that 
coats football writing, replacing it with cynical disenchantment. In 
structural terms the ‘truth’ is demonstrated as Johnson writes and 
rewrites his copy during the match (the reader is eventually presented 
with the final report). But the ‘truth’ is also how the football writer’s 
mind wanders during a game because, as Johnson writes: “I have 
no interest in who wins, am here to do a job only, competently.” 
He pities the “poor sods” in the crowd who have to pay and shows 
the divide between writers for “so-called posh papers” like himself 
and the “heavy mob” and “bastards” who write for the red tops. 
Ultimately his disenchantment can be summed up in one phrase: 
“Bollocks to this stinking match”. It’s clear Johnson had repeatedly 
trodden the well-worn path of match reporting; he was someone 
who had wearily watched a dull 0-0 only too aware they have to sum 
it up in 650 words when 100 would suffice. Three years after The 
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Unfortunates was published Johnson told his publisher: “I shall be 
much more famous when I’m dead.” The following day, aged just 40, 
he took his own life by slashing his wrists in the bath while drunk. 
Sadly, I’m not sure his prophecy has yet come to pass.

The Unfortunates wasn’t the first proper novel about football. That 
accolade goes to another football journalist: Brian Glanville and his 
1963 book The Rise of Gerry Logan. Glanville is a prolific writer 
and The Rise of Gerry Logan was his seventh novel but despite the 
insight he’d gained as a journalist, Glanville, who was educated at 
Charterhouse, felt that due to his middle-class upbringing he could 
never do the working-class characters justice, telling Simon Kuper 
that: “essentially the football novel should have been a branch of the 
proletarian novel” and citing This Sporting Life as the one sporting 
novel that had come close to that. 

If there is a football equivalent to Storey’s novel it’s the little-
known From Scenes Like These written by Gordon Williams. While 
you might not recognise Williams’ name you will almost certainly 
recognise some of his work. Brought up on Ferguslie, one of the more 
deprived areas of Paisley, Williams ended up working as sports writer 
on the Daily Mail’s colour magazine. He started ghosting articles 
and books for footballers including Tommy Docherty, Bobby Moore 
and Terry Venables, with whom he also co-authored a football novel 
They Used to Play on Grass as well as the Hazel detective series. 
An apocryphal story about their writing partnership suggests that 
Venables’ contribution to one of the Hazel novels can be summed up 
as follows: “There’s a blonde on the bed. Dead. And underneath the 
bed is a suitcase stuffed with a million nicker. All yours, Gordon.” 

Either way, Williams also wrote novels on his own including The 
Siege of Trencher’s Farm, which became Sam Peckinpah’s Straw 
Dogs. The original novel did not include the highly controversial 
scene, part of which was banned by the BBFC for more than 30 years, 
in which the character portrayed by Susan George appears to enjoy 
being raped and Williams denounced the film as “neo-Nazi crap”. By 
then Williams had already written From Scenes Like These, which 
was shortlisted for the very first Booker Prize in 1968 alongside Iris 
Murdoch’s The Nice and the Good and Muriel Spark’s The Public 
Image. It tells the story of Duncan ‘Dunky’ Logan, a farm labourer 
in a Scottish town where the outlying farmland is being destroyed 
by increasing industrialisation. Dunky also plays for the second XI 
of the local West of Scotland League team and sees football as a 
potential escape route. Like Johnson, Williams toys with the structure, 
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presenting the football scenes in a dual stream-of-consciousness as 
if he is both playing and watching. He also uses Scottish dialect 
to enhance the realism and also ask questions about class and 
nationality, with Dunky musing as to why he was beaten at school 
for not speaking with a more English accent. Ultimately Dunky is 
never able to cut the ties that bind him to the community he was 
brought up in. Picked for a cup final he ends up with a broken arm 
and two teeth missing, an incident that precipitates his descent into 
the brutal type of masculinity he had sought to escape. 

Like rugby league in Storey’s novel, football is a backdrop, or 
at least only a character, in the fatalistic picture Williams paints 
of working-class life. How different would this chapter have been 
had From Scenes Like These, if not about football then still a book 
with football at its heart, won the first Booker Prize? Of course we’ll 
never know. But it is clear from the fiction of Johnson, Glanville and 
Williams that gradually the barriers between high and low culture 
were being broken down. A public school or university education 
was no longer prerequisite for a serious author. Football writers were 
writing books. Novelists were reporting on football. The sport was 
coming out of the literary shadows.

But only just. Johnson’s and Williams’ books have all but been forgotten 
and the same might well have happened to Glanville’s football novels 
– not huge sellers on release – if he weren’t still an active, high-profile 
football journalist well into his 80s. If we remember these writers at 
all it’s as one thing or another: Johnson and Williams as novelists, 
Glanville as a football journalist. It was still very different in America 
where Norman Mailer’s The Fight, his book-length account of the 
Ali-Foreman title fight in 1975, and the Pulitzer-prize winning novel 
The Executioner’s Song, which he wrote five years later, are equally 
well regarded. Yet there are some football books from that period 
that are deeply woven into the game’s cultural fabric.

One is Arthur Hopcraft’s The Football Man which took the 
format of a series of essays on a range of loosely connected subjects 
like ‘The Player’, ‘The Director’ and ‘The Fan’. Like the other writers 
we’ve just mentioned Hopcraft tends to get pigeon-holed, in his case 
as The Man Who Wrote The Football Man, which does him a great 
disservice and overlooks the variety of his output. This included Born 
to Hunger, a study of the problems of the world food supply, and the 
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scripts for the BBC’s 1979 adaptation of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 
starring Alec Guiness. In fact his TV work was considered to be of a 
similar quality to that of contemporaries such as Dennis Potter and 
Alan Bennett but, as I said, it’s as a plain old football writer that he’s 
remembered. The Football Man was aimed at “an intelligent, wider 
readership” but it was not a great seller on release. Only 4,000 of an 
initial print-run of 6,000 were sold, a paperback edition fared little 
better and within a decade the book was out of print. It’s only in 
later years that it came to be recognised for the detailed sociological 
history it provided. For Hopcraft football was deeply rooted into our 
culture and had “more significance in the national character than 
theatre”. So, The Football Man wasn’t just a book about the sport 
but also something that was a crucial aspect of working class life. 
Its insight came from its objective autobiography, Hopcraft drawing 
on his own experiences to try “to reach to the heart of what football 
is”. It’s perhaps this aspect, the fact that it was “a book by a football 
fan”, as Hopcraft labels it in the final few pages, which explains its 
enduring appeal. It prefigured by nearly a quarter of a century the 
style of writing that would supposedly entice the middle-classes to 
the game.

Hopcraft was not the only writer producing serious football writing 
during that period. In 1972, Hunter Davies managed to get season-
long access to the Tottenham dressing room and training sessions – a 
level of access that would be unheard of today – and the resulting 
fly-on-the-wall account was The Glory Game. However in a review 
in New Society Ian Taylor criticised Davies for concentrating on 
providing an “amusing or colourful brand of reportage” that “tells 
us little about the ‘obvious’ changes in the structures or culture of 
professional soccer”. The same could not be said of Only a Game?, 
Eamon Dunphy’s gritty autobiography of the 1973/74 season told from 
within the slightly less glamorous dressing room of Second Division 
Millwall. It shone a particularly harsh light on the internal workings 
of the football industry and particularly players’ relations with the 
media. It was also around this time that James Walvin produced his 
seminal history of football The People’s Game that would lead to a 
different strand of football writing in a variety of academic disciplines.

However, just as this genre of thoughtful, factual football writing 
started to develop it was all but stopped in its tracks. England failed 
to qualify for two consecutive World Cups, the game was marred by 
hooliganism and tragedy and people fell out of love with the game. As 
the sport sank to its late-1980s nadir the idea that it was a working-class 
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ghetto was reinforced. John Gaustad, a New Zealander who moved 
to England in the mid-1970s and set up the Sportspages bookshop 
in London about a decade later, remembers: “The perception then 
was that to follow football you had to be spoiling for a fight and a 
real thicko and just bad news altogether really. If you were passionate 
about football it was almost as if you had to hide it. You had to keep 
quiet about it when you met friends who weren’t football followers, 
or they’d look at you rather aghast.” 

Let’s not forget this was when The Times called football a “slum 
sport watched by slum people”. We knew what they meant, but 
they were wrong. “I was at Oxford from 1988 to 1992,” Simon 
Kuper told me, “and I have a strong memory from that game in 
1989 when Liverpool played Arsenal for the title and the common 
room at my college was packed, I mean no women but all the men 
in college, a couple of hundred were watching the Liverpool-Arsenal 
game and this was just after Hillsborough, when football was at a 
very low ebb. No one was saying football was gentrifying. Yet all 
these people were middle-class, they’d all grown up watching football 
and being football fans.”

It was from this time and the interest in football of these types 
of people that the fanzine culture developed and that, in turn, 
demonstrated once and for all that there was a sustainable market 
in football literature. “Fanzines were incredibly important,” says 
Luxton. “The rise of fanzines, or the rise of the fan’s voice showed 
publishers that there was an audience that they hadn’t really noticed 
in football terms. It showed them that there were fans out there who 
were deeply passionate about their clubs, deeply passionate about 
football and who were also in the market for well-written books 
about football.” Luxton witnessed the explosion in popularity of this 
market from Sportspages where he went to work for Gaustad after 
he finished university, eventually staying for 11 years. “Suddenly 
as those books took off, more and more publishers became aware 
that there were lots of people out there who wanted to read good 
books on football or with football as a theme.” 

One regular at Sportpages was Nick Hornby and flicking through 
the fanzines reassured him there was a market for the book he 
was writing. Fever Pitch was a genuine breakout title that sold 
in the region of 30,000 hardback copies and 246,000 paperback 
copies within the first three years of publication. Although it’s 
autobiographical (early editions were sub-titled A Fan’s Life) and 
has a linear narrative starting in 1968 and running through to 1991 
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(the year before its release) there is, in a sense, no real story. It is 
instead made up of a series of essays (if Hornby wrote it today, it 
would probably be a series of blog posts) each using a particular 
game, not all necessarily featuring his beloved Arsenal, as a 
starting point. Many focus on the nature of fandom and Hornby’s 
relationship with both the game and The Gunners, but many are 
just about the game itself. 

Gaustad remembers clearly the impact of Fever Pitch: “I was 
talking to my colleagues and somebody asked one of the guys who 
was a Chelsea fan ‘how do you feel about it because it’s about 
Arsenal?’ and he said ‘no it’s not, it’s about Chelsea; it’s about 
football’. I think that’s the response that it elicited. In its own crazy 
way it transformed the game and persuaded a whole lot of publishers, 
who previously hadn’t been convinced, that there was a market 
for an intelligently written book on football. In fact a publisher 
who I knew had sent me a proof and asked me what I thought of it 
and I said ‘don’t hesitate for a moment it’s brilliant, get the book 
out there’. And they did and it sold a lot of copies.”

Given that class was such a pervasive issue in football literature 
it’s little surprise that Hornby touched on the subject in Fever Pitch. 
He suggests that there was a temptation in a book about football 
to apologise for his Cambridge education before arguing that to 
do so would be wrong as “Arsenal came long before Cambridge, 
and has stayed with me long after”. Furthermore at university 
he wasn’t the only football fan, far from it and in that respect 
Hornby’s comments mirror those of Kuper, who was at university 
about a decade after him. Yet some people missed the point. The 
Observer claimed that Fever Pitch led to the “emergence of a new 
class of soccer fan – cultured and discerning” and it has long been 
held up as the book which kick-started football’s gentrification by 
bringing the middle classes flocking through the turnstiles. “I think 
that’s false,” says Kuper, “ Hornby didn’t get the middle classes 
involved in football, but he allowed them to talk about football 
in their publications, in their books and in their newspapers. You 
don’t get many people saying ‘People shouldn’t write literate stuff 
about football, football’s an honest working class game and all these 
Johnny come-lately middle-class poseurs should get out’, which is 
what Nick Hornby got a lot of in 1992. That’s gone away now.” 
But Hornby wasn’t the first writer in this field. “There is the book 
that everybody forgets; Pete Davies’ All Played Out,” said Gaustad. 

Davies got access to the England players during the 1990 World 
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Cup but also spent the tournament travelling around Italy talking to 
the fans. His book paints a portrait of a nation in decline; a nation 
whose fans and media were still obsessed with the Second World War. 
“It was the first time a publisher had produced a book by a fan,” said 
Gaustad. “Davies was like John the Baptist to Nick Hornby’s Jesus 
because then Fever Pitch came out a few years later and caught the 
zeitgeist perfectly and became the book everybody had to read. The 
reason Davies didn’t get much publicity, or as much as it should have 
done – I thought it got underplayed – was that he was so rude about 
journalists, that’s why none of them wanted to give him a helping 
hand. That was rather intriguing,” Gaustad added with a chuckle. 

Kuper’s book Football Against the Enemy which was published 
after Fever Pitch had actually been commissioned before Hornby’s 
title hit the shelves and he told me that it was Davies’ title that was 
held up by publishers as “the kind of book I should be writing”. He 
added: “When I was trying to sell Football Against The Enemy to 
publishers in 1991 they all said ‘we know books about football will 
sell, because Pete Davies’ book sold well’. Obviously it sold far fewer 
than Fever Pitch but it was a very influential book among people 
who wanted to write or publish books of that vain.”

Both titles followed in the wake of Simon Inglis’ The Football 
Grounds of England and Wales, printed in 1983, a book Luxton 
described as “a classic of sports literature”. Although it lacks a 
narrative structure, has no story and doesn’t really tell a biographical 
history of any individual (apart from perhaps very loosely Scottish 
stadium designer Archibald Leitch8) it’s one of the books which led 
me down the path to me typing this sentence. The book had brief 
but highly informative sections on: stadia history; the principles 
of stadia design (it was here I learnt what a ‘sightline’ was); safety; 
floodlights and pitches and posts. Then there was the main section 
on each League club detailing previous grounds and a history and 
description of the club’s current ground. It was thanks to Inglis that 
when I stood on the Spion Kop at Filbert Street I knew why it was 
called the Spion Kop9. Not only was it meticulously researched and 
intelligently written, but its publication was tragically fortuitous in 
its timing. The first edition was published two years before the fire at 

8 Inglis went onto produce a full-length biography of Leitch called Engineering Archie.

9 The Spion Kop was a hill in South Africa that the British Army tried and failed to 
capture in an horrifically bloody action during the Boer War in 1900. Afterwards in tribute 
many of the banks on which men stood at football grounds became known as the Spion 
Kop or just Kop for short. The most famous example is of course at Anfield.
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Valley Parade and the second edition (now including Scottish stadia 
and re-titled The Football Grounds of Great Britain) two years 
before the Hillsborough disaster. The third and final edition came in 
1997 in what Inglis described as “the most intense period of ground 
development since the 1890s” and as Inglis himself acknowledged 
the book was effectively out-of-date by the time it hit the shelves. 
Following an initial print run of 4,000 the first two editions went on 
to sell in excess of 120,000 copies, undeniably demonstrating that 
nearly a decade before Fever Pitch and more than five years before All 
Played Out there was a popular market for well-written, intelligent 
factual football writing.

Pete Davies wasn’t the only author chronicling the experience of 
England fans at Italia ‘90. American Bill Buford was also in Sardinia 
collecting material for his book Among The Thugs, and getting a 
kicking from the Carabinieri for his trouble. He also got a kicking 
from When Saturday Comes, by proxy any way. The book detailed 
the eight years Buford spent running with Manchester United’s 
hooligan crew the InterCity Jibbers and on its release in 1991 When 
Saturday Comes’ reviewer Ed Horton dismissed Buford’s “Slumming 
it” to instead take Martin Amis to task for the contents of his 
review of the book in The Independent on Sunday. Amis’ review 
used a very broad brush to paint anyone who attended football as a 
violent thug. It was, Horton said, “a poisonous display of ignorance 
and bigotry aimed at the scum of the earth – you or I, the football 
fan.” In Horton’s opinion this was “class snobbery”. He adds: “The 
point remains though that because of the intelligentsia’s distaste for 
ordinary people in numbers, it is possible to find the most offensive 
attitudes towards football supporters in the most surprising places.” 

Among the Thugs was one of the first of the sub-genre of football 
writing that has variously been labelled ‘hoolie-lit’, ‘hoolie-porn’, or 
‘hit-and-tell’ books (depending on your feelings towards them). But it 
wasn’t the first. Gaustad relays a story of how he came to publish one 
of the earliest titles through the Sportspages imprint. “I was sitting 
in the shop one day and this big guy came in and he put this sheath 
of papers down and said really aggressively: ‘I’ve wrote a book and 
they say you can get it published’ and I thought ‘Fuck me!’. So I told 
him to leave it with me and that I’d get back to him. I took it home 
that night because I thought I’d better read a bit of it before I said ‘no 
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way’ but I found it utterly gripping.” The big guy was Colin Ward 
and the sheath of papers became Steaming In. 

“He had a few O-Levels, he worked as a butcher and followed 
Chelsea and Leatherhead and he was a hooligan but he felt that 
hooligans were getting a bad Press and he wanted to set the record 
straight. It was like a burst of truth and honesty and reality, not just 
the Daily Mirror holding up its hands in horror, which struck me as a 
valuable service to publishing.” You can’t help but think that because 
Ward didn’t reference William Shakespeare or the likes of Plato and 
Gustav Le Bon and because he is, as Buford might have said, one of 
“them” his arguably more authentic take on football-related violence 
and the people who perpetrate it was ignored by the likes of Amis. 
“What that reflects is that the people who were reviewing it were 
unsophisticated, shall we say, so they were not well enough into the 
scene to picture what was going on,” said Gaustad.

Since Ward and Buford’s books, numerous football hooligan 
biographies and histories of hooligan firms of varying quality have 
been written and the sub-genre has been hugely successful. There 
have also been some notable works of fiction with hooliganism as 
a backdrop such as John King’s The Football Factory, an overtly 
political novel which again has class at its heart, something which King 
feels loosely links the genre to the New Wave writers of the 1950s. 
“Alan Sillitoe was someone I read and admired and I actually got to 
know him in 1999 and he became a friend. It was quite amazing to 
be sitting in a pub with Alan Sillitoe and thinking ‘blimey, he’s my 
mate’,” said King when we spoke. “The fact that I could pick up one 
of Alan’s books which he’d written in the late 1950s or early 1960s 
and even though he came from Nottingham I could kind of connect 
with that book in 1979 shows how good his books were. But also it 
shows how general these things are and also how little there was that 
connected with the mass population. It was one of the things I tried 
to say with The Football Factory – you have tribalism in football 
but really everyone’s the same.”

In that sense, King went on to explain, The Football Factory 
is not really about hooliganism. “It’s much broader than that. It’s 
largely influenced by George Orwell’s ideas of the proles fighting 
among themselves. There are two characters in the book: Tommy 
Johnson and Bill Farrell. Bill’s a war hero and he’s probably more 
important than Tommy in many ways. When I was a kid there 
was the World at War on TV just before The Big Match, so as a 
boy the Second World War was a big thing and the people who’d 
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fought in the war were our heroes really. In the late-Sixties up until 
the early-Eighties a lot of kids who went to football, were in a way 
re-enacting the conflicts of their heroes on a massively smaller scale. 
In The Football Factory it’s a disaffected young man who goes to 
football. He’s not particularly party political but he sees himself 
under attack from every political party. He doesn’t see himself as 
represented. He’s powerless basically and going to football makes 
him feel special, makes him feel strong. When I first went to Chelsea 
and I used to stand on The Shed I felt part of something and it was 
good. I just wanted to write something that was a bit more honest 
than the sensationalism that was in the media.” So was King trying 
to tell a truth through fiction? “They are general truths rather than 
specific truths,” he said. “If you write fiction it gives you a lot more 
freedom. You can write in different styles, you can try things but 
it’s something you can’t really fake, you’re writing from your own 
experience, your own life in some ways and it’s either right or it’s 
not right.”

The issue of authenticity is an important one in books like these. 
The most infamous passage in Among the Thugs, one that, I should 
stress, is totally unconnected to football, details how a hooligan called 
Harry knocks a policeman unconscious then sucks out his eyeball. 
Harry manages to do all of this despite being in a restaurant full of 
members of the local CID. Having completed the job by biting the 
eyeball free, Harry gets up and is apparently able to walk out of the 
restaurant and go home. Is this authentic? Did this really happen? 
I’m not for one moment suggesting that Buford made this incident 
up but it’s not something he witnessed, it’s not even something 
witnessed by the person who told him about it. Buford is reporting 
third-hand hearsay and what’s more he makes no attempt to verify 
it. Even when he later meets Harry, Buford doesn’t ask him about 
the incident because, he writes, he’s not interested. But if he’s not 
interested why include it in the book? And if he’s interested enough 
to include it in a book that purports to tell the truth, why not first 
find out if the incident actually happened? Is Buford’s book really 
more authentic than a work of fiction like The Football Factory?

Despite the unquestionable success of the genre of hooligan memoirs 
and related fiction, both King and Dougie Brimson, who has written 
both factual and fictional books on hooliganism, believes the genre is 
overlooked. “In literary terms what happened was a massive thing,” 
said Brimson. “Out of nowhere you had a load of people who weren’t 
necessarily even readers let alone writers suddenly going into print, 
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selling lots of books and dominating the sports charts. That brought 
a lot of people who just didn’t read books back into reading albeit 
within this genre, and that was down to people like Colin Ward, 
John King, Cass Pennant and me. But that was never acknowledged. 
It wasn’t even acknowledged as a genre in literary circles.” Brimson 
thinks there are several reasons: “It’s snobbery and they don’t like 
the perceived concept of people making money out of a violent past 
associated with football and they don’t want to acknowledge that, 
in essence, as a problem it still exists.” 

King thinks that the genre is more than just overlooked: “It’s 
ignored, it’s dismissed, it’s marginalised,” he said. They don’t want 
that, they want one of their people to do it. It’s like an old pub in an 
area that gets gentrified: they go in and gut it and turn it into a pizza 
parlour that’s not as good. The power is with those people, the reviews 
are with those people. It’s very hard. I’ve sold a lot of books, I’ve 
got a good publisher but I managed to do that against the odds.” It’s 
worth pointing out that Among The Thugs didn’t want for reviews. 
The Economist, the New Statesman and Time Out were just some 
of the many publications willing to devote space to that particular 
take on hooliganism. But then its Cambridge-educated author was 
editor of Granta at the time; he was one of the intelligentsia. It seems 
some hoolie-porn is more palatable than others.

Within a decade of Fever Pitch’s release the market for football books 
was well and truly established and among all the fan confessionals 
aping Hornby’s style a new type of book emerged. “I remember in 
about 2000 I was with some English friends in a bar in London 
and Deportivo La Coruna were on TV,” said Kuper. “My English 
friends knew the players and I thought: ‘Wow that’s really something 
new’. I think there was a move in British football writing from books 
about British football to books about international football around 
that time.” Luxton agrees: “At that point we entered a bit of a golden 
age in terms of publishing, these books about different parts of the 
game and different parts of the world were coming thick and fast 
and there was a hungry audience for them.” Titles in this sub genre 
cover all corners of the globe from Ulrich Hesse-Lichtenberger’s Tor! 
The Story of German Football to Simon Freeman’s Baghdad FC, 
the at times harrowing story of football in Iraq. But what stimulated 
this interest in football beyond our shores and what created this 
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increasingly knowledgeable market place? 
It was a process that began at around the same time as Italia ‘90 

when several England stars went to play in Italy and English clubs began 
signing increasing numbers of high-profile foreign players. The merger 
of Sky with BSB presented Channel 4 with the opportunity to pick 
up the rights to Italian football, which they then started broadcasting 
in 1992. They were fortuitous in their timing as the newly-formed 
Premier League had just moved to the satellite station. This meant 
for many who wanted to watch football in the now-familiar Sunday 
afternoon slot, Italian football was the only way forward. This was 
twinned with the Saturday-morning show Gazzetta Football Italia 
hosted by James Richardson whose witty, laid-back but intelligent 
demeanour was a revelation. 

Football’s increasing globalisation was mirrored by an increasing 
globalisation of youth culture that was in part linked to football. 
Italian House was all the rage and the summer after the tournament, 
blissed-out England fans beat a path back to Italy to take in the highs 
of Rimini’s club scene. DJ Terry Farley christened it “Italia ‘91” in 
The Face magazine. The same year 30,000 Manchester United fans 
turned up in Rotterdam to see their team beat Barcelona in the Cup 
Winners Cup final and instead of fighting they partied. All of a sudden 
English football didn’t seem quite so parochial. 

The first book to look beyond our shores to explore the cultural 
importance of football was Kuper’s Football Against the Enemy, 
published in 1994. Following his success (Kuper won the William 
Hill Sports Book of the Year), he launched Perfect Pitch a regularly 
published book-length publication labelled as “The best new football 
writing”. In the first issue Kuper lamented the lack of intelligent 
football writing over the years before suggesting he hoped to fill the 
gap with “writing by novelists, poets, journalists and sometimes even 
footballers”, but after four issues released between 1997 and 1999, 
publication ceased. It was a forerunner to The Blizzard, a book-length 
football quarterly magazine launched in 2011. As I type, the latter 
publication is still going strong with its 13th edition. Why the difference? 

Well, there are adult football fans walking around now who were 
yet to be conceived when Fever Pitch was published. They have 
grown up in an environment saturated by football media and one 
in which there is a huge amount of football literature available. It’s 
easy to forget that simply wasn’t the case for people in their twenties 
when Perfect Pitch was launched. As we’ve seen, the interest and 
the intelligence was already there but the more detailed knowledge 
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and broader horizons that the different forms of media subsequently 
brought stimulated people’s interest further. Channel Four’s Football 
Italia has subsequently been followed by the broadcast of football 
leagues from around the world. You can now watch football pretty 
much any time of the day, every day, whether that’s on TV or live-
streaming on betting websites. The latter have often been forced 
to hoover up cheaper, so-called ‘second-tier’ leagues, which have 
broadened people’s horizons further still. And for those of us who 
can’t speak a foreign language (which let’s face it is pretty much 
all English people) there’s Google Translate to help you read every 
European newspaper’s website. Plonk a slice of posh cake and an 
ostentatious hot chocolate on your desk and you can spend the 
morning pretending to host Football Italia.

Then there are computer games. The Blizzard’s editor Jonathan 
Wilson partly attributes the development of the more intelligent 
football fan, and the subsequent market for intelligent football 
literature that this has created, to the Football Manager computer 
game. First launched in 199210 the game has featured real players since 
its second edition and now has more than 1,000 researchers and 51 
head researchers across the world. The game’s player database is so 
detailed that in 2008 Everton signed a deal with the developers Sports 
Interactive to allow them to use it for scouting. Football Manager 
has become a form of reportage in itself. An unknown quantity like 
Ferenc Puskás and his Hungarian teammates couldn’t turn up at 
Wembley or Molineux like aliens from another planet now. 

“When Hatem Ben Arfa signed for Newcastle and Alan Shearer 
said on Match of the Day he’d never heard of him, loads of people 
went on Twitter to say ‘he obviously doesn’t play Football Manager’,” 
says Miles Jacobson, Sports Interactive’s studio director. “I think 
people who play Football Manager end up with a far better football 
knowledge than people who don’t because we cover global football 
leagues. They often hear about players from the game that they 
wouldn’t have heard about from real life. We’re very proud of the 
name checks that we get from a lot of journalists and the fact that 
they enjoy playing it. It’s bonkers how this little computer game has 
influenced so many people. We’re obviously very proud of that.”

While the increase in football media created a fertile market 
place, it was another new form of media that enabled the producers 

10 The game was originally called Championship Manager but following a split from 
publishers Eidos Interactive in 2004 it was rebranded as Football Manager.
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of The Blizzard to tap into that. “Blizzard is very good and I admire 
Jonathan Wilson for doing it,” says Kuper, “but I think what helped 
them in comparison to Perfect Pitch was the internet. It just makes 
it much easier to reach people around the world than when we did 
it.” Wilson agrees: “The huge advantage we have over Perfect Pitch 
is Twitter. We launched with no advertising whatsoever apart from 
that I’d been on Twitter saying: ‘this is what we’re doing’. We had 
3,000 orders on the first night which was way beyond what we’d ever 
dreamed possible. It was a bit like that scene in The Social Network 
where you see the members of Facebook ticking over and ticking 
over. That was purely through Twitter. People who follow me know 
what they’re getting so when I tweet that advert they know they’re 
going to be interested.” 

While the market for factual books about football is now a crowded 
one, novels remain few and far between. There is something about 
football and fiction that means that they are not passionate bedfellows. 
Kuper believes that class is still an issue. In Why England Lose 
he points out that although the middle class is growing, English 
football continues to recruit from the working class – a talent pool 
which is shrinking. At the same time the anti-intellectual nature of 
football means it is unwelcoming to middle-class teenagers who drift 
to rugby and cricket instead. Not only has this limited the pool of 
talent English football can choose from, it also limits the pool of 
talent that can write about football from the inside. “From Mike 
Brearley and Peter Roebuck to Ed Smith you’ve always had middle-
class people who played cricket and could write about it very well,” 
says Kuper. “In English football we’ve never had that. My favourite 
writers are the likes of Orwell and Waugh, and none of them wrote 
about football. Then more recently Julian Barnes, Martin Amis and 
Salman Rushdie have written a little bit about the sport but not very 
well. In football you just don’t have the middle-class present inside 
the game at all and so people like me and Nick Hornby are always 
on the outside looking in.”

One contemporary novelist who has used football as an integral 
part of his writing is David Peace. His most recent book Red or Dead, 
released in 2013, details Bill Shankly’s time at Liverpool while The 
Damned Utd, printed six years earlier, focuses on Brian Clough’s 
fateful 44-day reign at Leeds. Does the fact that both novels are 
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fictionalised accounts of real events hint at the reason for the lack of 
fictional football writing? Luxton thinks so: “The reality of football 
can be so fantastical. If you wrote some of the situations it throws up 
as fiction people would just look at it and say ‘well, that’s ridiculous. 
That would never happen.’ Take for example, Manchester City winning 
the League the way they did a couple of years ago – that was very 
Roy of the Rovers. So, I guess there’s a worry that even though we 
witness these things happening on the pitch it doesn’t ring true when 
someone’s making up a story.” Ultimately Kuper agrees: “Football has 
all the drama and conflict and personality and it’s real. So you want 
to read about Shankly and Clough. Making it up: who needs that?”
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MEANWHILE...



Holding Out  
for a Hero

It’s a long path from Beowulf to Roy of the 
Rovers but it’s one that’s been taken by the 
heroic figure in English popular culture. 
Written somewhere between the sixth and 
11th centuries, Beowulf tells the story of a 
warrior with the strength of 30 men in each 
arm who travels to Denmark to fight and kill 
a fearsome monster called Grendel which has 
been terrorising the kingdom of Hrothgar. 
Killing Grendel upsets the beast’s mother and 
after she goes on a bloody rampage, Beowulf 
has to fight and kill her too. After this he 
returns to Geatland, his home, and eventually 
becomes king. It’s clear that Beowulf, like 
Roy (and don’t worry, we’ll get back to him 
in a bit), never actually existed, although 
there was a lot of historically accurate detail 
in the story. The key was that Beowulf, like 
all heroes, was a role model embodying the 
values and ideals of his society at the time 
while also acting as a unifying force. He 
represented an archetype, in this case an 
idealised Anglo-Saxon hero. In an age when 
every man was known as his father’s son1, 
the idea of establishing a valiant reputation 

1 The use of patronyms as surnames (for example, the 
son or daughter of Olof taking the surname Olofsson or 
Olofsdotter respectively) was widespread in Scandinavia 
until the early part of the 20th century when rising popula-
tions led to legislation requiring the use of internationally 
standard family names. Conversely in Iceland the law 
enforces the use of patronymic surnames.

11
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to augment that of your ancestors while also creating your own 
identity was paramount. 

The story also highlighted the tensions between the close-knit 
warrior societies of the day and the threats to their borders. Very 
little Old English (or Anglo-Saxon) literature survives – around 
30,000 lines in four manuscripts – and at 3,182 lines Beowulf is 
the most complete epic poem, which goes some way to explaining 
its longevity. That so little of the rest is still around is due to the 
fact that there wasn’t much to start with; Anglo-Saxon culture was 
essentially oral and not scribal. Back then, when information couldn’t 
be easily reproduced and shared in a hard-copy format, people had to 
rely on the spoken word to relay stories of greatness. Consequently 
heroes were larger than life and the stories that surrounded them 
were exaggerated to make them easy to remember. Early minstrels, 
called scops, wandered from community to community (and in some 
cases gained royal patronage) reciting these stories but rarely, if ever, 
writing them down.

Fast-forward about 500 years and you get to the age of the first 
printing presses. Oral poetry was increasingly replaced by the written 
word, which changed what it meant to be a hero. The stories about 
them no longer had to be easily memorable so their deeds were less 
fantastic and there could be more of them. This was the age of Robin 
Hood and his Merry Men. Although the stories from Sherwood Forest 
are largely fiction, Robin himself was a real person. The stories about 
him represented something different to that of Beowulf, but something 
still relevant to the England of his day. Society was becoming more 
ordered, with the beginnings of a centralised form of governance 
and taxation. Robin, Little John, Friar Tuck and the rest didn’t fight 
monsters; instead they fought oppression, represented in human 
form by the Sheriff of Nottingham and King John. The Merry Men 
were outlaws but in a world ruled by bad people; they didn’t fight 
the establishment just the corruption of it and they were ultimately 
pardoned because of their loyalty to John’s brother King Richard I.

You’ll have noticed that I haven’t mentioned any women yet (apart 
from Grendel’s mother and I’m not sure she counts) and that’s because 
the heroic world is a largely masculine one. In this realm men are 
active while women tend to be passive and decorative, for example the 
beautiful princess tied up by a lake waiting to be eaten by a dragon 
or saved by a hero. If the princess is lucky enough to be rescued she’ll 
more than likely be given to the hero as a prize (no doubt in some 
cases wishing the dragon had won). If they are active in these stories 
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women are usually evil like King Arthur’s half-sister Morgana Le Fay, 
although that isn’t to say there aren’t female heroes. Boudica is one 
but while the broad brushstrokes of her story are well known (led an 
uprising against the Romans; lost; killed herself) the detail isn’t and 
so she has come to mean different things to different people. All but 
forgotten during the Middle Ages, the Victorians bestowed heroic 
status upon her, making her the representation of a strong female 
leader uniting and protecting her people – conveniently just like their 
own queen. Ironically Boudica, the great anti-imperialist freedom 
fighter, had become the embodiment of oppressive Imperialism. A few 
decades later she again came to represent the struggle for liberty as a 
suffragette icon. Maid Marian too has undergone a transformation. 
In early Robin Hood stories he had no female companion and 
Marian existed separately as a figure in May Day celebrations. She 
was co-opted into the Robin Hood canon in the 1700s when it was 
thought he needed a dainty, virginal love interest. Following the rise 
of feminism in the 20th century she increasingly became his equal.

This continued negotiation of what each hero, and other characters 
in their story, represents demonstrates the crucial role the media 
has always played in their creation and our understanding of them. 
‘Normal’ people tend to be separated from their heroes by time, space 
and perhaps class, so they only learn about them through the stories 
and images supplied by the media whether it is spoken, written or 
visual. During the Age of Empire explorers such as David Livingstone 
and Henry Morton Stanley, John Hanning Speke and Richard Burton 
became heroes through the media’s portrayal and reportage of their 
exploits. They were athletic, unpretentious, fair and honest men who 
embodied the English Corinthian characteristics and amateur values 
which were being spread across the Empire through the growth of 
codified sport. The link between sport and empire was made explicit 
in Sir Henry Newbolt’s 1897 poem Vitaï Lampada about a soldier 
who learned his commitment to duty playing cricket as a Clifton 
College pupil, and which gave us the phrase “Play up! Play up! And 
play the game!”.

Gradually during the 20th century, the rapid rise in the availability 
of technology and the increasingly secular and less deferential 
nature of society diminished the status of figures that had previously 
been considered heroic. Politicians lost their allure after the brutal 
dictatorships of the Second World War (even Winston was kicked out 
of office less than three months after VE Day). Wars have become, 
we are told, easily won due to our superior technology and we can 
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all act the hero from the comfort of our sofas thanks to Medal of 
Honour. Even travel and exploration is now within almost everyone’s 
grasp. As this happened so sporting achievements were increasingly 
considered to be key examples of heroism. Sport is an arena in which 
a person’s ability can be visibly tested, quantified and compared to 
the ability of others and such success has always been celebrated by 
Western culture. 

Ancient Greek athletes were considered semi-divine and became 
the subjects of fantastical stories. Take Milo of Croton for example. 
He won numerous wrestling titles at the Olympic Games, the Pythian 
Games, the Isthmian Games and the Nemean Games and was a 
five-time winner of the Periodonik (the grand slam of all four titles). 
This led to likes of Aristotle and Athenaeus telling exaggerated stories 
about his appetite and strength. It was reputed that he ate 20lbs of 
meat and drank 18 pints of wine a day and once carried an adult 
bull before killing it, roasting it and eating it in one day. Ultimately 
he got his hands stuck in a tree when he was trying to demonstrate 
his strength and was killed by a pack of wolves. Still, you can’t win 
them all. On top of all that, sport had the added bonus of conforming 
to the circular heroic narrative. The heroes (footballers) depart from 
society (go to a training camp and then on to a tournament) undertake 
a heroic challenge such as killing a dragon (lose on penalties in a 
quarter final) before returning triumphantly to a hero’s welcome 
(wear ‘comedy’ fake breasts on an open-topped bus parade).

In his 1963 book The Image, Daniel J Boorstin argued that before 
what he called the Graphic Revolution (mass-market print, radio, 
TV and although he didn’t know it, the internet) “greatness” and 
“fame” were not exactly the same thing, but pretty much bang on. 
The growing influence of television from the 1950s onwards meant 
that images could be shared more quickly and as post-War media 
was constructed around TV so the culture of entertainment became 
increasingly important. As it did the viewer or reader realised they 
could, along with the producer or writer, quickly and easily bestow 
“fame” and they went a bit crazy, doling out 15 minutes’ worth here, 
there and everywhere. Modern celebrity had been born.

While heroes were rare and their achievements spoke for them, 
resonating through the decades and beyond, celebrities are mass-
produced, highly commercialised and highly commodified. They’re 
cynically used to shift units (of what is immaterial) before being 
cast aside and, as Naomi Klein argues in No Logo, sports stars are 
ideally positioned to exploit (or to be exploited) in this environment 
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of cross-promotion. Singers can make films, actors can model clothes. 
Sports stars can do both. But how many singers and actors can play 
centre forward for England or win Olympic gold? Herein lies the 
marketing appeal of sport and since the advent of television, football 
more than any other sport has crossed that divide. Yet it turned off 
the road marked ‘hero’ and on to the one marked ‘celebrity’ long 
before the small screen entered our lives. 

The rise of the sporting hero was a process that began alongside the 
development of modern sport. The first great English sporting hero 
was cricketer Dr W. G. Grace who came to prominence in the 1860s. 
Before Test matches began Grace played for the (amateur) Gentlemen 
against the (professional) Players helping them overturn a 19-game 
losing streak and cementing his own place in the history of the sport. 
The good doctor has come to embody the ideals of the amateur ethos 
but he was well aware of his worth and ensured he made a significant 
amount of money from his playing career. Nor was he above the odd 
spot of gamesmanship. Reputedly on one occasion when given out lbw 
he declared: “Play on, they’ve come to see me bat, not you, umpire,” 
demonstrating that from the earliest days sports stars’ images were 
manufactured to appear more heroic than they actually were. K.S. 
Ranjitsinhji (Ranji for short) was another early sports star who played 
cricket. The Cambridge-educated Maharaja revolutionised batting 
while playing for Sussex and England in his trademark silk shirt. An 
indication of his celebrity came in 1901 when The Autocar magazine2 
published a photo-feature of him learning to drive.

Cricket might have produced the first modern English celebrities 
but it didn’t take long for them to be eclipsed by the stars of football. 
In October 1892 The Nineteenth Century journal published an article 
by Charles Edwardes called The New Football Mania. Edwardes 
wrote at length about many aspects of the growing phenomenon and 
noted that footballers in the North of England had become “objects 
of adoration” to their fans who would throng at railway stations to 
cheer the players off to their next fixture and welcome them in similar 
style on their return. “They are better known than the local members 
of Parliament,” Edwardes wrote. “Even in their workaday dress they 

2 Now known just as Autocar, the magazine was launched in 1895 “in the interests of 
the mechanically propelled road carriage”. Those interests were quite slim – there were 
just seven such vehicles in the whole of the UK.
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cannot move in their native streets without receiving ovations enough 
to turn the head of a Prime Minister.” It was just seven years after 
the vote to allow professionalism and five years after the creation of 
the league yet most insightfully of all Edwardes labelled the players 
“marketable goods” and who marketed these goods? Yup, you guessed 
it. “The football agent numbers his clients and advertises them,” noted 
Edwardes before suggesting there was “a lucrative opening for the 
smart mediator between players and committees”.

From the very earliest days of the sport, footballers were afforded 
celebrity status and in the growing consumer society entrepreneurs 
were quick to recognise the potential benefit of linking their brands 
or products to the stars of what was quickly becoming the nation’s 
favourite sport. American kids had been collecting and trading 
baseball cards since the 1860s and it was a chap called John Baines 
who brought the craze across the Pond. He claimed to be the “sole 
inventor and originator of the famous packet of football cards” and 
gained a Royal patent. Soon he was printing millions of cards from 
his Bradford toyshop and distributing them in his distinctive wagon 
adorned by the words “Baines the Football Card King” and drawn 
by a horse with a monkey on its back. The cards were shield-shaped 
and had colourful representations of players and their teams some of 
which, such as Imperial Rovers and Manchester Rangers, have all but 
vanished from the history books. Very few of Baines’ cards still exist 
as many were damaged in a game called ‘skaging’. Players would place 
piles of cards below a wall while another player would flick his card 
at the wall winning the pile on to which the card fell. Furthermore 
the ultimate aim was not to keep the cards but to exchange them for 
prizes such as footballs or music boxes.

Baines warned his customers not to be “gulled by feeble imitations” 
but cigarette companies quickly recognised that they could use 
football cards’ growing popularity to build brand loyalty and the 
market became swamped. The first known cigarette card to show a 
footballer was produced in 1892 in a series by Fields Favorites [sic] 
Cigarettes. A year later John Player & Sons produced the first set of 
cards, which featured Castles and Abbeys. Such sets, which would 
have between 25 to 50 (and sometimes up to 100) cards on related 
subjects, quickly became commonplace as they encouraged smokers 
to stick with the same brand in an attempt to complete them. In 1896 
W. D. & H. O. Wills produced the first set with a sporting theme 
featuring 50 cricketers, however football wasn’t far behind and later 
the same year Marcus & Company, a small Manchester firm, printed 
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the first set of footballers called “Footballers and Club Colours”. 
The impact of cigarette cards shouldn’t be underestimated. By the 

late-1880s cigarette smoking had become big business, growing by 
five per cent a year3 and with moving film in its infancy and photo-
journalism all but non-existent cigarette cards provided the most 
prominent visual representation of the players of the day. Victorian 
writer Clifford Hough labelled the cards as the “working man’s 
encyclopaedia” because “they brought pictures of famous faces and 
fascinating places to the attention” coupling them with facts about 
their subject matter. Where footballers were concerned these often 
went beyond vital statistics and included Top Trumps-style information 
on the skills of the player featured.

Between 1892 and 1905, 14 known sets totalling 558 cards featuring 
recognisable footballers were produced by a range of companies. 
There may well have been more cards, but where the sets were not 
numbered there is no way of telling how many haven’t survived. Some 
of these were portraits, others photographs in which the players were 
occasionally shown in suits rather than their kits. Footballers were 
also featured in a further 11 general sets such as ‘Heroes of Sport’. 
However not all footballers were featured. In his book Half Time: 
Football and the Cigarette Card 1890-1940, David Thompson 
identified which footballers appeared on most cards between 1892 
and 1905. Top of the list was Aston Villa’s England centre forward 
William (Charlie) Athersmith with 12 appearances. He helped Villa 
win the League title five times in seven seasons including The Double 
in 1897. While Athersmith was a professional the next on the list with 
11 cards was the amateur Corinthians player G.O. Smith4. Thanks 
to 132 goals in just 137 games many considered him to be the “first 
great centre forward” and he also captained England between 1896 
and 1901. Two goalkeepers appeared on Thompson’s list both of 
whom featured on cards six times. One was Ned Doig, who was an 
ever-present for 14 seasons in Sunderland’s Team of All Talents and 

3 It’s a common misconception that life expectancy was low in Victorian England. While 
infant mortality rates were high, if you made it to the age of five you were likely to live 
as long as, if not longer than, a modern-day contemporary. It was only after the growth 
in availability of cheap tobacco and alcohol and the introduction into the national diet of 
processed foodstuffs in the last decade of the 19th century that life expectancies began to 
fall, something which has since been offset by modern medicine.

4 At the time amateurs were denoted by placing their initials before their surname, 
professionals by having their initials after their surname. Thus Gilbert Oswald Smith 
was known as G. O. Smith. Incidentally the practice continued until 1962 on cricket 
scorecards.
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won four titles between 1892 and 19025. The other was William 
‘Fatty’ Foulke the 24-stone keeper who won the title and FA Cup 
with Sheffield United. All 12 of the players Thompson listed were 
capped by their countries with eight representing England and four 
playing for Scotland. Only three of the players didn’t win the title in 
the 13-year period Thompson studied. Smith never had the chance 
as he was an amateur and another, Everton’s Jack Sharp, won the 
title in 1906. Eight of the players listed were either centre forwards 
or wingers and at least six were captains of their clubs or countries. 
So, while you didn’t have to be a prolific English centre forward and 
title winner to feature on a cigarette card it certainly enhanced your 
chances, and if you’d captained your club and country all the better. 
Failing that, a penchant for eccentric behaviour between the sticks 
would do. Already in those early years of football’s development the 
media was defining the hierarchy of stardom within the sport. Roy 
of the Rovers was never going to be a left back.

The creation in 1901 of the Imperial Tobacco Company through 
the merger of thirteen British cigarette firms meant that football 
cards were not merely restricted to local markets, thus ensuring 
footballers’ star status increased dramatically from that point on. 
The first full colour set was produced by Ogdens in 1906 although 
due to the lack of photographic technology they were paintings and 
again the focus was on the star players of the big clubs namely, Aston 
Villa, Blackburn Rovers, Everton, Middlesbrough, Newcastle United, 
Sheffield United, Tottenham Hotspur, Wolverhampton Wanderers 
and Woolwich Arsenal. A year later Taddy & Co produced a set of 
595 Prominent Footballers which featured oval black and white head 
and shoulder shots. And a lot of impressive handlebar moustaches.

The 1920s and 1930s were the heyday of cigarette card collection. 
In 1922 Pinnace produced a set of 2,462 cards for Godfrey Phillips. In 
the year before World War Two cards began to use photos regularly 
and Churchman produced two black and white sets of full-length 
staged action shots in which players replicated action from a game, 
whether it be dribbling or shooting. Wills and John Player began 
issuing adhesive-backed cards and albums to stick them into making 
collection easier although this meant biographical details would 
be discarded, showing already how little value was placed on the 
individual behind the face. 

5 When Sunderland fanzine A Love Supreme listed the club’s top 10 players based on a 
statistical analysis of their achievements for the club, Doig came out on top.
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Second World War paper rationing brought an abrupt halt to the 
cigarette card phenomenon yet looking at the cards now it’s striking 
how similar the poses were to those of the players who stare out of 
Panini stickers, Topps Match Attax cards (of which they were the 
predecessors) or even the head-and-shoulders shots used in TV team 
line-ups. In 1934 Wills even produced a Radio Celebrities set that 
featured our old friends George Allison, Teddy Wakeham and Derek 
McCulloch among names such as Paul Robeson and Gracie Fields. 
With their identification of so-called stars and their focus on individual 
players over teams, the cigarette cards fed into and reinforced the 
growing celebrity culture within football. Players were often also 
featured in generic sets alongside military figures and explorers 
firmly cementing them in the pantheon of English heroes (even the 
biographical details on Wakeham and McCulloch’s cards cited their 
military records at length). The cards also reinforced patriarchal gender 
divisions. As internet ‘entrepreneurs’ the world over will tell you if 
there’s one thing that sells better than sport it’s sex and the cigarette 
firms were wise to the fact. When women featured it was, as with 
the heroic stories of old, almost always in passive roles and because 
of the way they looked. Imaginatively titles series like Beauties of 
Today, Beauties of the World, or Stage and Cinema Beauties focused 
on leading actresses and provocative pictures of pin-up girls.

The focus on ‘star’ players in the cigarette cards began to be 
mimicked in newspapers too. By the early 20th century journalists 
started to focus on individual players in match coverage, often in 
special columns distinct from general match reports. The first feature 
profiles of star players began to emerge and players’ names were 
even used to break up copy in articles. In 1905 the Daily Mirror 
confidently declared that football had replaced cricket as England’s 
national sport and footballers were beginning to be featured not 
just as players. 

The year of the Daily Mirror’s declaration saw Athletic News 
publish the first Hello-style feature showing a player relaxing off 
the pitch. Headlined “A Day in the Life of a Footballer”, it centred 
on Sandy Tait, who captained Spurs and won the FA Cup with them 
in 1901, and showed him playing golf and billiards as well as doing 
a bit of training. Similar features followed on other players some 
showing wives and children. Footballers became columnists too and 
the fact was used by papers in their advertising. From this point on 
players were central to coverage of the game not just because of what 
they did but because of who they were. 
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As early as 1883 the production of a play called Football, Or Life 
As it Is, which featured a famous player whose name has been lost to 
time, demonstrated that music hall and theatre recognised the benefits 
of aligning itself with the fast growing sport. From 1890 on, The 
Era printed a seasonal Theatrical Football column detailing which 
pantomimes’ casts were engaged in charity games and by 1911 most 
touring theatre companies would arrive in a town and play the local 
football team before their first performance, thus announcing their 
arrival to the area. Football-theatre hit the big time in 1906 when 
musical hall impresario Fred Karno’s The Football Match, which 
featured several ex-players and told the story of attempts to bribe 
Stiffy the Goalkeeper, originally played by entertainer Harry Weldon. 
Stiffy, of course, rebuffed such overtures and the popular play ran 
for several years with Weldon being replaced in the role by a young 
Charlie Chaplin6. The play’s backdrop was a painted crowd scene with 
holes through which several star players such as Billy Meredith, who 
played for both Manchester clubs, would stick their heads to make 
brief cameos. 

Music hall producers like Karno realised that you didn’t even need 
to have the footballers appearing on stage to exploit their celebrity, 
just their attendance could boost ticket sales and teams were regularly 
invited to watch comics with their presence and recent successes, or 
failures, referenced by the acts. Many charity matches were played 
in the inter-war years with players and ex-players facing actors and 
entertainers “who could foot the leather”. Female entertainers reprised 
their traditional passive roles, kicking off the games but not taking part, 
selling programmes, rewarding goal-scorers with kisses and occasionally 
appearing in revealing football ‘kits’. The matches themselves took a 
variety of formats, sometimes goalkeepers were swapped; sometimes 
the first half was ‘serious’, while the second half was ‘comic’.

As with the whole sports-star phenomenon cricket led the way by 
being the first sport to hold celebrity charity games. Dan Leno, the 
most popular comedian of the day, created a team called the Dainties 
that included many of his contemporaries. The games against amateur 
sides took place in a carnival atmosphere with the entertainers dressed 
in a variety of costumes – Leno once took to the field dressed as a 
schoolgirl riding a camel. The fattest player at the game, an entertainer 
called Buster Mott, was used to roll the pitch. The sporting Press was 

6 Stan Laurel was another protégé of Karno’s and the pair never forgot the debt they 
owed him, helping him to get a job in Hollywood after he went bankrupt in 1926.
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less than impressed but tens of thousands of spectators enjoyed the 
frolics and carnival atmosphere. Three cricket days were held at the 
Kennington Oval between 1901 and 1903 and films of the events, 
now sadly lost, were shown around the country. Leno succumbed 
to alcoholism and died in 1904 aged just 43 and his fellow artistes 
soon abandoned cricket for football; a sport which would give them 
greater exposure. 

The FA tolerated footballers’ involvement with entertainment. It 
didn’t rival the sport but sat neatly alongside it acting as an advert 
enhancing the sport’s growing brand. However, they took a different 
view to direct competition. When in 1905 a syndicate proposed an 
indoor league at London’s Olympia to be played on a specially woven 
£5,000 green carpet the governing body moved to ban teams and their 
players taking part. A few did anyway but public disinterest saw the 
tournament fizzle out. While Soccer Aid had been born, Soccer Sixes 
would have to wait. Crucially what so-called music hall football did 
was cement the growing link between the sport and entertainment 
and footballers’ place in the realms of modern celebrity.

As players realised that they weren’t just sportsmen but entertainers 
their perception of themselves changed. Steve Bloomer, the Derby 
County legend who scored 317 top-flight goals, as well as 28 for 
England in just 23 appearances, was known for his celebrations, 
famously turning a cartwheel when he scored a goal. This was no 
reflexive, spur-of-the-moment gesture. Bloomer commented on the 
style and deliberate nature of his celebrations in his biography. The 
cartwheel was borrowed from music hall where it had been introduced 
by Fannie Leslie in 18937. The trend Bloomer introduced to the pitch 
took off and by 1896 match reports in the Athletic News were littered 
with comments about players turning cartwheels after they scored. 
Following his return to the Baseball Ground in 1910, after five seasons 
at Middlesbrough, Bloomer took to kicking the ball high into the air 
as he entered the field of play. Clearly this entertainer had decided he 
needed a new trademark.

Despite the growing celebrity status of players among fans there 
was still a less-than-sympathetic attitude towards professionalism 

7 Bizarre as it may seem now, the cartwheel was a phenomenon and street urchins could 
earn a penny for turning them in the street and Leslie was greatly angered by other people 
stealing her idea. 
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among the game’s hierarchy. Members of this upper middle-class 
group clung to the idea that professionalism was morally wrong. As 
they had the greatest access to the media, they used this to control 
the image of the football professional by discussing them in negative 
terms. As late as 1936 the FA tried to stop players writing articles 
for papers although the ruling was successfully challenged by the 
Professional Footballers’ Association. However, British society 
changed fundamentally during the Second World War. It was a 
so-called People’s War that saw the total mobilisation of the home 
front softening class divisions and increasing democratic aspirations 
in the process. 

This change was reflected at the cinema. The upper – and upper 
middle-class – gentleman hero of the inter-war years, portrayed by 
the likes of David Niven and Michael Redgrave, was increasingly 
replaced by the ‘common man’, embodied by actors like John Mills 
and Kenneth More, although this new hero maintained many of the 
virtues of his predecessor. A similar transition took place in football 
coverage where the heroic “gentleman amateur” gave way to a new 
breed of “model professional”. Before the War the embodiment of 
the gentleman amateur footballer was G. O. Smith the amateur, 
who featured on a significant number of cigarette cards. Educated at 
Charterhouse and Keble College, Oxford he walked on to the pitch 
with his hands in his pockets – a sign of gentlemanly nonchalance – and 
he refused to shoulder charge his opponents (at the time still legal) or 
head the ball, believing both to be unsporting. The post-War “model 
professional” maintained many of these characteristics, such as a 
sense of fair play, however they were overwhelmingly working-class.

The paper rations that had killed off cigarette cards during the 
Second World War were lifted in 1953 allowing for a huge increase 
in both magazine and book production, two media in which the 
characteristics of the new breed of model professional could be 
created and celebrated. These media gave post-War footballers the 
confidence to control and present the versions of their lives the public 
saw allowing them to accelerate the active cultivation of their image 
that their predecessors had begun. This was the era of players like 
Stanley Matthews, Tom Finney and Billy Wright. All three wrote 
biographies (in Wright’s case four were published, the first when he 
was just 23) that focused on their simple lifestyles and humble origins. 

Matthews in particular also used his biography to deal with 
criticism that might undermine the perception of him as meeting 
the virtues of a model professional. He defended himself against 
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accusations of greed and arrogance when he “declined” to play for 
Stoke’s reserves before his move to Blackpool and also accusations 
he was not a team player because he dribbled too much and did not 
pass the ball often enough. The positive narratives developed around 
the players were continued in magazine articles. Picture Post ran 
a feature on Finney with a series of photos showing him with his 
wife and working as a plumber in a boiler suit up a ladder. He was 
a local player born “almost on Preston’s doorstep” who married a 
local girl, was not “aggressively” ambitious and was instead worried 
about providing for his family. In short, this model professional was 
a common man.

He was also a one-club man just like Wright, who only played 
for Wolves, while Matthews played for just two – Stoke (twice) and 
Blackpool. As these men came to define the model professional so 
developed the idea that modern players moving from club to club 
in pursuit of a higher salary was part of a corrupted modern game. 
However, research conducted by academic and journalist Dr Joyce 
Woolridge in her unpublished PhD thesis shows that before 1946 
the highest percentage of a club squad players which were local was 
50%, and the figure was often much lower than that. In contrast 
to popular opinion the number of local squad players rose after the 
war, particularly in the 1980s although these players were often 
peripheral.

It wasn’t just the images that normalised players by showing them in 
domestic or professional circumstances which were important. From 
the start magazines like Football Monthly used staged photos on their 
front covers which, like those that first appeared on cigarette cards 
in the run up to the War, focused almost exclusively on individuals. 
These images always showed the player perfectly groomed and in 
pristine kit and were often shot from below to make the player seem 
bigger, heightening the image of them as graceful and athletic and 
reflecting the representations of Greek athlete heroes of centuries 
before. 

Perhaps the most striking example adorns the cover of Billy 
Wright’s 1956 biography The World’s My Football Pitch. The title 
itself is suggestive for a book about a man captaining a country that 
had just won a war but was fast losing an empire. The illustration 
on the front cover mimics a familiar shot of Wright leading the 
England team onto the Wembley turf. He is in pristine kit, clutching 
the ball in one hand with a look of steely determination on his face, 
which has been drawn in a way to make him more classically good 
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looking than he actually was. Because of the perspective he obscures 
one of the stadium’s famous towers and dominates the other thus 
reinforcing the iconic nature of the England captain and the national 
stadium; England’s ‘twin towers’ as Woolridge labels them. Other 
titles in the same series featured Imperial adventurers and soldiers 
thereby rooting Wright’s place, and by association the place of the 
England football captain, in the nation’s familiar heroic narrative. 
The model professional might have been an ordinary man but he 
was one who could grow (literally in the case of the illustration) to 
take on the role of leader of the country from the politicians and 
soldiers of World War Two.

Wright wasn’t the first player to captain England (that was Cuthbert 
Ottaway), he wasn’t even the first player to captain England in the 
post-War era (that was George Hardwick) but he was the first player 
to become completely synonymous with the role. He went on to 
captain England 90 times between 1948 and 1959 and four years after 
his retirement the armband had found its way to that other iconic 
England captain: Bobby Moore. The West Ham player’s captaincy 
reinforced the primacy of the role in English culture thanks to two 
key factors. Firstly his captaincy of the 1966 World Cup winning 
team (a success which would also cement Wembley’s iconic status) 
and secondly the fact that he equalled Wright’s 90 games as captain 
– a record they continue to share and looks likely to stand for some 
considerable time. 

Once again the media’s use of imagery, and two photos in 
particular, ensured the characteristics of the model professional 
became synonymous with Moore. Firstly there is the famous shot of 
him holding the Jules Rimet trophy aloft while being hoisted on the 
shoulders of the other England players. They were a team but one 
of them was deemed most important and significantly he was the 
captain not, for example, Sir Geoff Hurst the player who had scored 
a hat-trick. The second photo is from the World Cup of 1970 and 
shows Moore embracing Pelé after England’s group match against 
Brazil. It is arguably one of the most iconic football photos of all 
time and it is impossible to tell from the photo that Moore had been 
on the losing side. Instead it brought to the fore several key qualities 
of the idealised model professional – gallantry in defeat, a sense of 
fair play and respect for opponents8. Through the media’s coverage 

8 The photo is often wrongly shown with Moore on the left and Pelé on the right, 
however this is a reverse image which has been, for whatever reason, ‘flipped’. In the back-
ground between their heads a stadium sign which says ‘Mexico’ can been seen in reverse.
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of Wright and then Moore the position of England captain was 
bestowed huge national symbolism, more so than the same role 
in other sports such as cricket or rugby union. Fans, players and 
journalists cling to this almost mythical status today, much to the 
bemusement of foreigners.

One man stands astride the post-War history of English football like 
a colossus. He has played for England, managed England and more 
than anyone else defines the nation’s football characteristics. That 
man is Roy Race. Just like Beowulf centuries before, Race came to 
embodying the values and ideals deemed important to his society 
while marginalising women and framing what were considered to 
be threats to that society from outside its borders. He typified the 
characteristics associated with the archetypal ‘model professional’ 
which was being created in the post-war years just as he was pulling 
on his boots for the first time. Race was a gentleman blessed with 
talent who always put the team first. He displayed humility and 
dignity, had an exceptional disciplinary record and he never cheated 
on his wife. As the player began to dominate the landscape of football 
literature, so “Roy of the Rovers stuff” became the default phrase 
for heroic on-field performances and when a player was labelled the 
new “Roy of the Rovers”, we all knew what that meant. 

It’s not just in England that cartoon characters are used to reinforce 
heroic images of nationalism. The French media was packed full of such 
references during the World Cup the country hosted in the summer of 
1998. Ten days after Les Bleus’ victory over Brazil in final the weekly 
magazine Télérama, which at the time had a circulation of 750,000 
and a readership of more than a million, ended an editorial about 
the team’s manager with the words: “Aimé Jacque est notre nouvel 
Astérix”. So well known is the magic potion-guzzling, Roman-bashing 
Frenchman in his home country and so clear are the characteristics 
that he represents the statement needed no explanation9. Significantly 
the comparison was not only invoked because Jacquet’s indomitable 
Gauls had managed to repel the invading hordes but also because 
the coach himself represented an idealised bygone era which stood 
in contrast to Americanised, consumer-focused, modern France.

9 To be fair this isn’t much of a surprise; the French Army named their first satellite, 
launched in November 1965, Astérix.
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In England comics can trace their roots back to 1832 when  
The Boys’ and Girls’ Penny Magazine was first published. The 
eight-page magazine ran for just 23 issues but confidently claimed to 
have had a sale of 835,000 at its peak. The revolution in publishing 
that occurred in the latter half of the 19th century coincided with an 
improvement in education opportunities. The Elementary Education 
Act was introduced in 1870 and a decade later school was made 
compulsory until the age of ten, although many youngsters still 
attended only irregularly or managed to avoid it completely. While 
literacy grew among the working classes most were still barely 
able to read. Furthermore the cost of books made them doubly 
prohibitive. However there was still a market for cheap, simple, 
thrilling stories and so the weekly Penny Dreadfuls were born. These 
new publications focused on violent crime stories and were sprinkled 
with lurid illustrations but had few strips as we would recognise them 
today. Sweeney Todd is the most enduring character to come from 
the genre, having appeared in The String of Pearls: A Romance an 
18-part serialisation in The People’s Periodical and Family Library. 

The Boy’s Own Paper was launched in 1879 by the Religious Tract 
Society to provide “first-class stories for boys of all backgrounds” 
and counter what was considered the corrupting influence of the 
Penny Dreadfuls. The title ran until 1967 and while the first edition 
included articles about science and natural history it also presciently 
included an article entitled My First Football Match, although this 
actually turned out to be a game of rugby. It spawned a new wave of 
publications that presented an idealised image of masculinity. The 
main characters were fair-minded, plucky, athletic and had upper 
lips of the stiff variety. 

As literacy increased the Penny Dreadfuls eventually gave way 
to titles targeted at a younger audience, which focused on action, 
adventure and sport. There were superhuman heroes like the Amazing 
Wilson who featured in The Wizard. Wilson, who was born in 
1795, played a key role in the Battle of Waterloo, came second in 
the 1896 Olympic Marathon and won the 1952 Olympic pentathlon 
before taking 20 wickets as England beat Australia in the Ashes the 
following year. There were also many football stories but these were 
either set in schools or were crime stories which featured footballers 
but used the sport itself as merely a back drop. However, it wasn’t 
until after the Second World War that publications we might call 
comics – that is with the stories told through a series of drawings 
with minimal text – developed. Yet no comic told the story of a 
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modern-day professional footballer, or any sports star for that 
matter, in a relatively believable way. That all changed in the 1950s 
when the editor of Tiger asked writer Frank S. Pepper to create a 
realistic football story.

I use the word ‘realistic’ loosely. Roy Race enjoyed an astonishingly 
long 44-year playing career during which he won three European 
Cups, ten League titles, nine FA Cups and eight Cup Winners Cups. 
He graced the pages of Tiger from 1954 to 1976 when he broke out 
into his own eponymous comic that closed in March 1993. The 
closure prompted a groundswell of calls for Roy of the Rovers’ return. 
In September 1993 the title returned, but as a monthly focused on 
Roy’s son Rocky and it lasted just over 18 months. Four years later 
Race found a home as a strip in Match of the Day magazine but he 
has not been seen since that title closed in 2001. 

Alan Tomlinson and Christopher Young in their essay on Race 
argue that the comic’s success was built on the excitement generated 
by what they call “the immortality of the overdog” which mimics 
the romance of the triumph of the underdog by seeing Roy’s team 
the Melchester Rovers consistently grab victory from the jaws of 
defeat. In this way the comic replicates the circular heroic narrative 
of struggle or threat being faced then overcome. In games Rovers 
almost always fall behind only for Roy to save the day with a 
trademark last-minute, left-foot ‘Rocket’. The League title is almost 
always won on the last-day of the season and on the rare occasions 
the Rovers face relegation this too is avoided at the last gasp, while 
being almost inevitably accompanied by cup success sustaining the 
dramatic ebb and flow.

There was something of Billy Wright about the early depictions 
of Race with his long shorts, rolled-up sleeves and shock of blonde 
hair. While his appearance altered over the years as the fashions of 
the day changed and Roy grew older, he retained his virtuous love of 
the game. During the 1973-74 season while chasing a unique FA and 
League Cup double the Melchester chairman offered each player a 
£7,000-per-goal bonus and the team began to talk of little else. Race 
was outraged as in his mind the prospect of winning should have 
been more than enough incentive for the players. His anger led to him 
making a series of poor tackles and almost getting booked. Only his 
previously exemplary disciplinary record spared him, meaning that 
he would retire without a stain on his disciplinary record. Football 
was moving on however. The 1970s saw the emergence of a very 
different type of football comic character – Jon Stark “Match Winner 



266 Chapter 11

for Hire” who graced the pages of Scoop. Stark would roam from 
club to club charging “£1,000 per match plus £250 per goal – no 
payment for lost game”.

We were told Stark was the “footballer of the future”, a nightmare 
prediction of where football was headed but already he was more 
realistic than Race. Bobby Moore’s 1970 autobiography contained 
a whole chapter on his business activities in which he defended 
himself against critics who claimed he was “turning his back on 
football”. Could it be that England’s World Cup-winning captain, the 
archetypal player was more Jon Stark than Roy Race? The echo of the 
“gentleman amateur”; the idea that the game should be ‘played’ for 
love still resonates through the English game today. In their book The 
Italian Job Gianluca Vialli and Gabrielle Marcotti argue that one of 
the key differences between Italian and English football is that: “To 
the Italian footballer, football is a job: to the English footballer it’s a 
game.” Expanding the point they explain: “If it’s a job, the objective 
is simply to get the result, which is winning. It doesn’t matter how 
it’s achieved. If it’s a game, the objective is to compete, to strive, to 
give 100 per cent effort.” Roy Race gave 100% and for him winning 
was a happy accident.

There was a place for women in his world but it was mainly on 
the periphery. When fans were occasionally shown watching Rovers 
on TV they were male with women (sisters or mothers) only in the 
background either disinterested or providing tea for their menfolk. 
Similarly players’ wives and mothers were mainly on hand simply 
to fulfil the domestic chores. While sex was never on the agenda of 
a comic aimed at boys there was still room for the odd relationship. 
Roy’s best friend Blackie Gray fell for French film star Suzanne Cerise 
but her involvement with another man disrupted Rovers’ preparations 
for the 1963 European Cup final against Nettruno as Blackie turned 
up late for the Paris final. A goal down at half time, Roy decided his 
team needed a morale boost and brought Suzanne into the dressing 
room where she pouted: “Mes heros! You win for me, yes? I have a 
surprise for you eef you do.” The team played like men possessed 
and Blackie scored the winner (predictably) in the last minute. What 
was Suzanne’s surprise? That she was getting married and wanted 
Blackie to be best man. Race’s opinion was clear: “Phew, now Blackie 
won’t have Suzanne on his mind he can concentrate on football,” and 
back to the edge of his world went the ladies. For a few years at least.

Sir Alex Ferguson once said of David Beckham: “His life changed 
when he met his wife… I saw his transition to a different person.” 
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He would probably have said the same of Roy when he found love. 
Race met his future wife – Penny Laine – through her job as secretary 
to Melchester’s chairman. They married at the end of the 1975-76 
season; significantly the first in which the Rovers failed to pick up 
an honour since Roy signed for them. Five years later with Race and 
Penny’s marriage going through a tough patch, Rovers were relegated 
for the only time in Race’s career and he took up the offer to manage 
Walford. While there, he was photographed by paparazzi with his 
secretary at a supporters’ club dinner. Race’s intentions were both 
innocent and made explicit to the reader, but once again a woman’s 
influence was causing him trouble. The comic’s message was subtle 
but clear and no doubt one Sir Alex would agree with: women have 
no place in the world of football and when they do enter it, they are 
a disruptive influence.

English football has always been distrustful of outsiders and Roy 
of the Rovers also tapped into and reinforced a range of xenophobic 
perceptions. Again the comic’s implicit message was clear: Abroad 
is a dangerous place and foreigners, just like women, are not to be 
trusted. Rovers’ success at home led them into Europe on a regular 
basis and the teams they faced displayed a variety of unflattering 
characteristics. They were either unfit, tactically naïve, lacking in 
bottle or sneaky. If they went ahead they didn’t try to score more 
goals, they protected their lead (Kevin Keegan would be disgusted). 
In short they were everything fine upstanding English Roy was not. 

If the Europeans were devious, the South Americans were down-
right dangerous. Twice in the 1960s alone the entire Rovers team 
were kidnapped on the continent with their plane having been shot 
down the first time. On the second a couple of ‘friendly’ rebels gave 
them some mysterious carioca juice to help them overcome their 
ordeal and win their game which they did thanks to Roy (predictably) 
scoring an overhead kick in the last minute. Were the rebels witch 
doctors or drug pushers? Either way it was not a flattering portrayal. 
Rovers continued to face danger on their travels into the 1980s when 
it reached its devastating peak. In 1986 the team bus was accidentally 
hit by a car bomber during a tour of Basran and eight of the team 
were killed. In the real world the story-line earned the comic a rebuke 
from the Commission for Racial Equality for its anti-Arab attitude; 
a line had been crossed.

Race’s playing career ended in 1993 when he lost control of his 
helicopter while on a scouting mission. He survived although his left 
foot – the one which had launched so many Rockets – was amputated. 
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That the working-class-lad-made-good had his playing career destroyed 
by the trappings of wealth that very career had brought him seemed 
a fitting metaphor for English football in the first year of the Premier 
League. That Race’s accident came just a few weeks after the tragic 
death of another English legend Bobby Moore himself, made it even 
more poignant. As Boorstin might have argued, the media and its 
audience have colluded in creating footballer-celebrities. While it 
happens at greater speed and to more players now it’s a process which 
began in the earliest days of the sport. Race still frames the narrative 
of English football and there is much lamenting the fact that today’s 
celebrity footballers are at odds with the ideal “model professional” 
he represented. However the model professional is itself a media 
construct. The biggest irony of all of this is that the most heroic of 
all English footballers – Roy Race – is also the most synthetic; he 
was the one who never existed at all. 
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Roy Race 
Grows Up and 
Gets Loaded

Eventually we all grow up (or pretend to at 
least) and while Roy Race was coming to terms 
with the loss of his left leg, a whole host of 
people who had been kids in his heyday were 
coming to terms with the loss of their youth. 
As they did it dawned on them that there was 
no publication that dealt with football in a 
way that now appealed to them. “I realised 
there wasn’t really a magazine out there 
that I wanted to buy that was having the 
sort of conversations I was having with my 
mates down the pub and at games,” said 
Karen Buchanan who was launch editor of 
FourFourTwo. “There was only really Shoot! 
and Match! and I was getting a bit old to have 
posters of Ryan Giggs on my wall. I loved 
When Saturday Comes but it didn’t really have 
interviews with players and it was brilliant 
but quite political back then. I thought there 
was room for something that could be a bit 
more fun in some ways.” 

In the offices of magazine publishers IPC, 
James Brown, who launched loaded, was 
having similar thoughts: “In the late-80s 
and early-90s the music industry was full of 
guys who bonded by talking about football. 
It had become a big thing but I was just aware 
that there wasn’t a magazine about how our 
lives really were. The passion people have for 

12
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football wasn’t reflected in the English media that I was subject to. 
It was dull and I thought football was exciting. If you read GQ, if 
you read Esquire, if you read Arena they didn’t have any football in 
and I couldn’t understand that.” It was 1994 and all this was about 
to change. 

To chart the history of magazines you have to first define what a 
magazine is, which is much easier to say than to do. The gravure 
printing technique that enabled the production of the glossy, full-colour, 
photo and design-led products we know today wasn’t widely available 
until the late-1930s. Before that there was considerable crossover in 
terms of design, content and the type of paper stock used by a variety 
of publications. We can trace the genesis of magazines, in name if 
nothing else, to the 18th century when Edward Cave, under the pen 
name Sylvanus Urban, launched Gentlemen’s Magazine in 1731. 
There had been periodicals before but these tended to be scientific 
journals or they were written entirely by one person like the German 
publication Erbauliche Monaths-Unterredungen (the catchy English 
translation is Edifying Monthly Discussions), penned by Johann Rist. 
There were also the numerous pamphlets we discussed way back in 
Chapter One. They tended to be one sheet of paper, sometimes printed 
on both sides, on very rare occasions folded, and they were extremely 
disposable. What Cave did differently was that he started collecting 
these pamphlets, grouping together the best ones and printing them 
on a monthly basis. 

Furthermore it was this publication that first used and then 
popularised ‘magazine’ to refer to a literary product. At that point a 
magazine was somewhere to store goods (not necessarily armaments) 
and Cave decided his publication was also a “storehouse, into which 
were to be garnered all treasures of Wit, Humor, or Intelligence that 
could be gleaned from the whole ephemeral press”. The term caught 
on and in 1755 Samuel Johnson included the new meaning in his 
dictionary, crediting Cave in the process. Gentlemen’s Magazine 
was hamstrung by all the problems that beset early newspapers, 
namely a variety of taxes, print technology that was inefficient and 
produced a poor quality product, and a distribution network that 
wasn’t really a network and didn’t distribute much. Still, Cave’s 
Gentlemen’s Magazine was a success and was published more-or-less 
uninterrupted until 1922.
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As taxes on newsprint were repealed, printing technology improved 
and the railway system developed so the cost of magazines fell, opening 
them up to the middle classes and children. In 1909, 30 years after 
the Religious Tract Society launched The Boy’s Own Paper and with 
football by then coming to dominate the sports market, Amalgamated 
Press launched The Boys’ Realm Football Library. Was it a magazine? 
It had many of the characteristics and although it was aimed at boys, 
it wasn’t a comic because in those early years the stories it contained 
were written not drawn. The title became so popular it spawned 
The Boys’ Realm Sports Library and the Sports Library. The stories 
were in keeping with many from that era, mixing derring-do and 
adventure more often than not with some plucky schoolboys at the 
centre of it all. The Boys’ Realm usually contained two stories. One 
featuring a lad called Jack Noble (the clue to the type of upstanding 
young chap he was is in his name) and the other featured the Blue 
Crusaders, a fictional amateur factory team that over the course of 
time made it all the way to the first division. 

This inclusion of the Football League in a story was a significant 
acknowledgement of the professionalism of football at a time when it 
was still frowned upon in some quarters. The sport also increasingly 
found its way into other non-football titles such as The Magnet 
Library in whose pages Billy Bunter resided. Such was the ubiquity 
of the sport Bunter even appeared on the front of one edition of The 
Magnet playing (or at least trying to play) football. Until the First 
World War these titles co-existed with the early sports newspapers 
that were also increasingly dominated by football. In 1900 Edward 
Hulton’s weekly Athletic News was renamed Football Chat. With 
printing and photographic technology being considerably different to 
what it is today, the publication can’t really be classed as a magazine in 
the modern sense. It was black and white and printed on paper stock, 
however in design terms there were similarities with its modern-day 
successors. Football Chat had minimal writing on its front page, 
instead dominated by a large masthead and a large picture usually 
drawn by Dudley Ward, one of the leading cartoonists of the day.

The First World War created a hiatus in publication. Once peace 
returned so did the football-related titles but the demarcation 
between the football newspapers and boys magazines was less clear 
in the inter-War years. “In the beginning, in the old days, there 
were newspapers and there was the Boy’s Own, Ripping Yarn-type 
stories,” said Martin Westby who runs the Soccerbilia website which 
is dedicated to chronicling the history of British football magazines. 
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“Then somebody very quickly worked out that a few snippets of 
football news really helped the sales.” This merging of sports-news 
with fictional content brought inter-War publications closer in style 
to modern-day magazines. 

Another modern feature was a good old circulation fight. If you’ve 
got kids you’ll probably know that any trip to the newsagents is 
almost guaranteed to lead to plaintive appeals for you to buy them 
the latest magazine because it has got this or that piece of tat attached 
to it. This is not a modern phenomenon. Back in the 1920s the big 
companies DC Thompson and Amalgamated Press slugged it out 
toe to toe in the football magazine market by offering all manner of 
prizes and giveaways with their titles. DC’s Topical Times offered 
a range of books including Britain’s Best Footballers and the four-
part Star Team Football Album. When they launched Adventure in 
September 1921 they hoped to tempt readers with the promise of a 
free card featuring a footballer each week for the first eight weeks, 
despite the fact it wasn’t an exclusively football title. The first was 
of “Dimmock the Dazzler” and the others included Charlie Buchan 
who would come to have a much greater impact on the football 
magazine market after the Second World War. 

This paled next to Amalgamated’s Football Favourite that was 
tempting readers with a “£300 must-be-won contest within” as well 
as things like a three-part Football Handbook. People who bought 
Sports Budget could collect a three-edition Who’s Who of Famous 
Footballers. It was during this period that the publishers also started 
looking towards the men’s lifestyle market with serious intent. Pearson 
launched Men Only in 1935 and if you weren’t clear from the title 
who it was aimed at the editorial hammered home the message: “We 
don’t want women readers, we won’t have women readers”. Despite 
this, it wasn’t until the 1970s when the title fell into the hands of 
Paul Raymond that it would become the pornographic title that it 
is today. Initially it had articles on a variety of topics although in a 
foretaste of what was to come it was the first UK title to print the 
pin-up pictures drawn by Peruvian artist Alberto Vargas1.

In 1939 a real war put paid to DC and Amalgamated’s circulation 
battle. While the First World War had drawn the adult and children’s 
sections of the football magazine market together, the Second World 

1 Vargas’ work is now highly regarded with one piece selling for $71,600 in 2003. In 
comparison to the current content of Men Only it is incredibly tame however in the 1940s 
the US Postal service tried to revoke Esquire magazine’s postal permit for printing Vargas’ 
pictures.
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War separated them again. The immediate post-War years also gave 
birth to the first publication that can really be considered a football 
magazine as we would know it today: Charles Buchan’s Football 
Monthly. Buchan had played for Sunderland in his heyday, scoring 
a club-record 224 goals in 413 games before seeing out his career 
with Herbert Chapman’s Arsenal. Some saw Buchan as an awkward 
character. He had quit Arsenal as an 18-year-old over a row about 
travelling expenses and he walked out on the first day of his second 
stint citing a sub-standard kit. But Chapman valued Buchan’s 
independence and intelligence and his faith paid off. During Buchan’s 
time at Highbury the offside law was changed requiring only two, 
not three, defenders to be goal-side of a forward player. Many teams 
struggled to deal with the extra space the rule change created for 
the attacking side, and Buchan argued that the centre half should 
play a deeper-lying, more defensive role as a consequence. Chapman 
listened and the much-copied WM formation was born. Buchan 
grabbed 49 goals in 102 games for the Gunners before hanging up 
his boots in 1928 and becoming a journalist working for the News 
Chronicle and the BBC. In 1947 he co-founded the Football Writers 
Association and by the time he launched Football Monthly he was 
a widely respected pundit and commentator.

“Football Monthly was important because it was the first to have 
the whole front in colour,” said Westby. “The women’s magazines 
had mastered that technique of full-colour but it still wasn’t really 
happening in sport. The early Football Monthly’s featured a black 
and white photo which someone hand tinted, that’s where you 
get very evocative 1950s images from. Also, prior to Football 
Monthly, other titles had got stuck on what to do in the summer 
so they all did boxing or horse racing or cricket. Football Monthly 
was the first one which really took a gamble and tried to fill the 
summer with football content.” As far as Buchan was concerned 
there was a lack of good football content all year round. Writing 
in his autobiography A Lifetime in Football, Buchan explained his 
motivation for launching the magazine: “For many years, after the 
old Athletic News closed down, there was no paper or magazine 
devoted exclusively to the game. It was in a bid to fill this gap that in 
1951 I started the Charles Buchan’s Football Monthly. It has caught 
on so well that it was obvious something of the kind was desperately 
needed.” Buchan wasn’t wrong and the magazine’s circulation 
continued to rise until it hit a peak of 254,000 in the heady days 
following England’s 1966 World Cup triumph. 
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Buchan himself was not alive to see either, having passed away 
while on holiday in France in June 1960. He had been contributing 
to the magazine until the issue before his death and the following 
edition featured two pages of tributes to the man whose vision had 
created such a hugely influential title. Although aimed at adults – the 
cover price of 1s 6d made that clear – it was read by many young boys 
including a host of future football presenters and commentators such 
as John Motson, Garry Newbon, Jim Rosenthal and Nick Owen. 
Of course the magazine is dated in many respects but it is insightful 
how several of the issues covered are ones that English football is still 
wrestling with today. Here’s Len Shackleton writing in September 
1954 after England’s defeats to Hungary the previous year: “Now, 
to be quite fair, it must be remembered that most of our lads had 
just completed a season, most of them having figured in 40 or 50 
League and Cup games. And, from experience I can tell you that by 
the time a player has operated throughout such a full programme 
he has had sufficient football for a month or so and is ready for a 
rest.” Shackleton went on to add: “Look at the Hungarians. Their 
players have the ability to control a ball perfectly. They can ‘kill’ it 
stone-dead in an instant or, if the needs be, pass it very accurately 
first time to a team-mate. Every man throughout the team is a master 
of the ball. Which is more than can be said of any current England 
team.” So, England were trounced by Hungary because they were 
tired after a long, rigorous season and lacked the skill on the ball 
their opponents demonstrated? It’s good to see those two problems 
have been put to bed during the six decades since Shackleton pointed 
them out… 

In 1952 another former Sunderland hero put his name to a 
weekly publication when Raich Carter’s Soccer Star was published. 
Carter had captained Sunderland to the League title in 1937 and 
the FA Cup the following year, but his link to the Soccer Star was 
relatively short-lived and his name was gone from the title within 
three years. Unlike Football Monthly, Soccer Star was printed on 
news stock and never had colour photos on the inside but it is an 
important title for two reasons. Firstly, from the 1958/59 season 
it started printing the attendances, team sheets and half-time and 
full-time scores for all League matches in England and the Scottish 
first division. It was the first time this had been done consistently, 
making it a goldmine for stats fans then and now. Secondly, its 
success enabled its owners Echo Publications to launch a sister title 
in 1960 – World Soccer. Eventually Soccer Star, under attack from 
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new weekly titles like Jimmy Hill’s Football Weekly, a proper glossy 
magazine, was incorporated into World Soccer although its other 
sister title, Speedway Star is still going strong. Weekly titles were 
where the party was at for publishers who had now worked out there 
was a market among teenagers and young boys. 

In 1968 Football Monthly’s owners Longacre Press decided to 
join the fun and launched Goal!. It was nothing more than a weekly 
version of Football Monthly, which dropped Buchan’s name from 
the title in 1971. In 1969 IPC launched Shoot! and by 1971 the two 
new titles were each selling 220,000 copies weekly. Scorcher was also 
launched in this period, expanding the Roy of the Rovers idea into 
a full comic focused only on football. However, the bubble quickly 
burst and Goal! was incorporated by Shoot! in 1974 (before making 
a brief reappearance 21 years later) and Scorcher also folded. In the 
process Football Monthly’s market was obliterated and it closed in 
1974 leaving World Soccer as the only football magazine available 
for adults. “A lot of football titles went under in the 1970s with 
the three-day week, the power cuts and the strikes in the Winter of 
Discontent,” said Westby. “They could all see that something might 
work, but the price of paper went crazy and the cost of production 
and the cost of staff was high as the printers were highly unionised. 
The margins were so tight that quite a lot of people, like Jimmy Hill, 
got their fingers burnt.” 

Gavin Hamilton, who has edited World Soccer since 1997, attributes 
the title’s longevity to the fact that it provides a global view of the 
game and one that can be taken seriously. “The magazine started 
in 1960 really on the back of what happened with Real Madrid in 
the European Cup. That opened people’s eyes to the wider world 
of football. In England we’re still inward looking. We’re an island 
nation and we don’t tend to look abroad for inspiration but with 
the magazine we’ve always tried to provide a different perspective 
and show there is a life outside England and we’ve always tried to 
be serious. I wouldn’t say we’re a trade magazine but we’re always 
trying to produce content that will be useful for people who work 
in football and who take the game seriously.” More recently, the 
development of a worldwide interest in European football has 
enabled World Soccer to build a global audience that Hamilton 
suggests is also to the magazine’s advantage. “We’ve grown our 
readership as English speaking countries like America, Canada and 
Australia have become interested in what’s going on in Europe and 
the rest of the world over the last 20 years. That global readership 
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is what’s kept us going while other magazines have declined.  
We’re not bracketed by a recession in one country.”

These various amalgamations and the fact that Football Monthly 
could go from a peak circulation of 250,000 to closure in just six 
years demonstrated the highly volatile nature of the magazine market. 
In 1962 a Royal Commission said that magazine titles “come and go 
with a frequency which if it were found in the newspaper press, would 
indicate alarming instability”. By this time the men’s sector of the 
magazine market had all but disappeared. The Writers’ and Artists’ 
Yearbook of 1963 listed more than 50 titles aimed at women but just 
seven for men. Of those, four were menswear trade publications and 
one, Esquire, was an American magazine. So, if you were a bloke 
and you wanted something British to read your choice was limited to 
Man About Town and Men Only. Within a decade the former had 
shut and the latter had been rebranded by Paul Raymond. 

The men’s lifestyle magazine market was proving a hard nut to 
crack. IPC had a go, launching Club in June 1970. Pictures of famous 
women, such as Raquel Welch and Bridget Bardot, displaying maximum 
amounts of cleavage in minimal amounts of clothing adorned the 
front (there was even one topless cover shot) while inside pictures 
of semi-naked women were interspersed with feature articles on a 
variety of topics. It wouldn’t look out of place tucked between the 
likes of FHM, loaded and Zoo on the shelves of your newsagent today 
but it lasted just 21 issues. In a farewell article editor Terry Hornet 
claimed that while 500,000 men read Club just 80,000 bought a copy, 
something which made the title financially unsustainable. “The shame 
is that Club’s closing will probably make any other publisher wary 
of putting out a similar product for young men.” How right he was. 

During the 1970s the term ‘men’s magazine’ became synonymous 
with top-shelf titles, the only ones that were prospering as they did 
not rely on the advertising their mainstream counterparts were losing 
to TV and the new newspaper supplements. Paul Raymond swept up 
a series of failed titles such as Club and Razzle to add to Men Only 
in his growing porn empire. It was perhaps inevitable that someone 
would try and produce a football magazine that tapped into that market 
and in April 1982 Football Kick! was launched. It labelled itself “The 
NEW football magazine for adults” and claimed to be “For thinking 
adults whose minds range further than the Roy of the Rovers coverage 



279From the Back Page to the Front Room

currently supplied by the existing publications on the market”. An 
action shot of Kevin Keegan graced the cover along with a picture 
of a model sporting a strategically placed scarf hinting at what the 
centre-spread had to offer inside. Content included Malcolm Allison 
telling readers that “English football is run by fools and television”. 
Football Kick! lasted just 11 issues, the final one featuring Sammy 
Lee as its cover star. Thankfully he was fully clothed.

The women’s sector of the magazine market has always been stronger 
than the men’s. While Men Only died off in all but name, Woman and 
Women’s Own2, also launched in the 1930s, are still going strong. 
The year Club went under, Cosmopolitan was first published in the 
UK. These titles didn’t just cater for women, as much as 25% of their 
readership was men starved of their own general interest titles. Titles 
like Company, Elle and Harpers & Queen all responded by having 
sections or supplements dedicated to men. Cosmopolitan went one 
further in April 1978 and produced Cosmopolitan Man, its front 
cover featuring Jack Nicholson peering rather ominously over the 
shoulder of French actress Aurore Clément. It was a one-off. As Dylan 
Jones, who went on to edit GQ, later wrote in The Independent it 
was “a time when any men’s magazine that didn’t rely on pornography 
was considered commercial suicide”. 

Within a decade that theory had been emphatically disproved and 
the men’s lifestyle magazine was here to stay thanks to the launch 
of Arena. It was dreamt up by Nick Logan who had previously 
launched The Face ‘a visual-orientated youth culture magazine’ in 
1980. Logan had edited NME and Smash Hits but The Face was 
the type of magazine he wanted to read. As no one would back him 
he put up £3,500 of his own money to produce the first issue and 
sold 56,000 copies (ironically he was helped by a strike that kept 
NME off the news stands when he launched). The Face became an 
iconic title, but as he got older Logan wanted to read a different 
type of magazine and so the idea for Arena, a quarterly, up-market 
publication, was born in 1986. 

Another new magazine hit the shelves in the same year – Robert 
Maxwell’s SportWeek. It’s easy to forget that at the time the late 
Cap’n Bob was battling it out with Rupert Murdoch to become the 

2 It was in an article in Woman’s Own that Margaret Thatcher made her (infamous) 
“there’s no such thing as society” comment. The article “Aids, education and the year 
2000!” was written by Douglas Keay and Thatcher actually said: “Who is society? There 
is no such thing!” The furore caused by the comment prompted an extremely rare clarifica-
tion from Downing Street (but we all knew what she meant).
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country’s least-loved media mogul. SportsWeek, a glossy, full-colour 
weekly, was part of Maxwell’s master-plan to win that heavyweight 
bout. One measure of his intent was the fact that he attended the 
magazine’s unveiling to advertisers. Another was the fact that he 
ploughed £1m into promoting the launch on TV, billboards and the 
shirts of Derby Country, one of the two football teams he owned. 
“Get inside sport, look inside Sportsweek” urged the campaign which 
targeted intelligent sports fans. Roger Kelly, the deputy sports editor 
of The Mail on Sunday, was poached to become editor and in what 
was arguably an even bigger coup Eamonn McCabe, a four-time 
sports photographer of the year, was lured away from The Observer 
to become picture editor. 

The magazine had a cover price of 80p and was aimed at affluent 
young men (a SportsWeek Filofax was one gift designed to tempt 
them to part with £55 for annual subscription). Early editions sold 
between 80,000 and 110,000 suggesting that in the long-term 
SportsWeek would meet its 75,000 target. It wasn’t to be. Despite 
initial plaudits the magazine offered little different, either in the 
breadth or style of content, than what was already on offer in the 
newspapers. Football and cricket were the most covered sports; 
women were all but ignored. Kelly soon left to join The Times as 
sports editor and Maxwell struggled to find a replacement before 
losing interest and focusing on the launch of a new newspaper, the 
London Daily News. SportsWeek’s sales slumped to 40,000 and in 
February 1987, less than six months after the first issue, Maxwell 
announced its closure.

The revenue generated by the cover price is less important for a 
magazine than the revenue generated by advertising and SportsWeek’s 
failure was in part due to Arena’s success. Logan’s new title reached 
sales of 65,000 in its first year and this precipitated the launches of 
GQ, Esquire and For Him (which quickly became FHM). Suddenly 
the market place for magazines aimed at affluent young men, a market 
that had only recently been considered non-existent became very 
crowded. But as James Brown recalled, football, something that was 
such a key factor in so many men’s lives, was anathema to these new 
titles. “I sold a piece to Arena about a new type of football boot 
called Blades,” he said. “While I was writing about that I found 
out about another boot called Predator which was developed by 
Craig Johnston the ex-Liverpool player. That was the first Press 
ever on that boot and it appeared at the back of the magazine as a 
single column. The people who were working in the lifestyle media 
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didn’t seem to have the lifestyle me and my mates had which was: 
Get drunk; go to football matches; go to night clubs, go on tours, 
follow bands around.”

This was the cigarette-and-alcohol infused heyday of Britpop and in 
the wake of the Taylor Report, Nessun Dorma, Fever Pitch and Sky 
TV, fans had stopped fighting and started hugging each other in The 
Haçienda. They were, we were told, no longer a problem that needed 
to be contained. Yet the magazine market had yet to acknowledge this. 
“We just happened to launch FourFourTwo at the right time I guess,” 
Karen Buchanan, the magazine’s launch editor, told me. “Football 
was becoming cool and people were realising they could come out 
of the closet and say ‘I’m a football fan’. Maybe there was a bit of a 
backlash after all the shit football had been through in the 1980s. 
There were intelligent, fun people wanting to have intelligent, fun 
conversations about football but that had always been there.” For 
Buchanan, the importance of fanzines can’t be overstated: “They were 
absolutely at the crux of FourFourTwo,” she said. Like Nick Hornby, 
the author of Fever Pitch, Buchanan was a regular at John Gaustad’s 
bookshop Sportspages. “It was just this really gorgeous Mecca for 
going along and finding really bizarre fanzines from all sorts of 
different clubs. They’d take people to task and they’d get to the nuts 
and bolts of their club and they had humour and vibrancy. But the 
best ones were the ones that could be read by any football fan, and 
that’s what I always wanted FourFourTwo to be. What I think unites 
all football fans is that mostly our teams are all shit. Occasionally 
something quite good happens and you revel in it. You spend most of 
your time hoping for that day and there’s something quite bonding 
about that. That was reflected in the best of the fanzines.”

At the time Buchanan was working for Haymarket Publishing 
editing the business magazine Wine and Spirit International. When 
her boss, Simon Canter, took her to lunch and asked her if she had 
any ideas for a new publication her answer was simple: a football 
magazine for grown ups. “We spent a year working on it at evenings 
and weekends in secret,” Buchanan said. “We put together a dummy 
edition and had some qualitative and quantitative feedback on that 
which suggested we should go for it and so we launched in August 
1994. Newspapers were very narrow in their coverage at the time 
and I found that very frustrating as a fan and as an avid consumer 



282 Chapter 12

of magazines. I just felt at the time there weren’t really any long 
interviews with players, or managers, or people involved with the 
game. I wanted to find out what made people tick, which is the 
essential thing that all journalists want to find out. We used to create 
a lot of bizarre random lists. All the fun things you talk about with 
your mates. The whole of idea of FourFourTwo was that it would 
give you the information to either back up your argument in the 
pub or start another one.”

While Buchanan was working on the launch of FourFourTwo 
for Haymarket, over at their rivals IPC James Brown was working 
on loaded which launched four months earlier. “There’s certain 
mythology around the idea of loaded that I created to help promote 
it,” Brown told me when we met in his London office. “That was 
that me and my mate were on a trip to see Leeds play Stuttgart in 
Barcelona and I said: ‘We should have a magazine like that’. That’s 
not actually true, I’d been working on it for quite some time in 
the development rooms of a huge, boring publishing company.” 
That football was at the heart of that mythology demonstrates its 
importance both to Brown and the magazine. “Football was really 
important to me because I grew up in an era when Leeds were a 
genuinely huge club. Between me being six and nine we were in three 
FA Cup Finals. When I was nine or 10 we were in the European 
Cup final. I can remember Alan Clarke coming back from the World 
Cup in 1970 and being stood in his kitchen and him unpacking his 
bag, because he was my neighbour. So football was ingrained in 
my life and I just wanted to have a magazine that had football and 
music in it. I’d worked at the NME for four or five years. I’d done 
music so I wanted to have something that had football.”

Fanzines had little impact on Brown at that time he was working 
on loaded and while he is a fan of The End it was, he said, “just 
one of a hundred influences”. However, he expressed virtually 
identical sentiments to Buchanan about the newspaper coverage 
of the time not reflecting the passion he and other football fans 
had for the sport. “There was nowhere at all that seemed to write 
about football properly. The newspapers would very rarely have 
a footballer in the colour supplements. They’d very rarely have an 
interesting football story. The sports pages were invariably the same 
boring questions. A lot of the great writers that I liked were the 
American new journalists like Tom Wolfe, George Plimpton and 
Hunter Thompson. A lot of their great pieces were actually sports 
pieces and I wanted to read stories like that. We wanted sportsmen 
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who were characters. A lot of the sportsmen we interviewed have 
gone on to be TV presenters: Paul Merson, Steve Claridge, Peter 
Beagrie. Peter Beagrie rode a motor bike into a hotel on an Isle 
of Wight pre-season tour. That makes a really great story, a lot 
more interesting than just ‘here’s a really boring interview with 
Gary Lineker.’ 

“I was just aware as an editor and as a journalist that you’d go 
and find a good story wherever it was,” Brown continued. We would 
always try and have a big football story in loaded or a big sports 
story, but also at the back end we had the Hedonist’s Handbook 
where we would have single pages on different subjects and we’d 
have football in there too. So Mike Sheron scores 50 goals for Stoke 
in the third division; I knew that was important. If you were a fan 
of Wolves, Steve Bull and Andy Mutch were important. Not only 
were the magazines and the newspapers that came before loaded 
not really doing very interesting big stories, they would never have 
featured stories from lower League clubs.”

Talking to Buchanan and Brown it strikes me that, like Nick Logan 
with The Face and Arena, they effectively both created a magazine 
they wanted to read themselves and that strong sense of identity 
was the foundation for their success. Buchanan agrees: “I wanted 
to know lots and lots of things about footballers: their lives, the way 
they played. I kind of did it for me but I think there were so many 
people who were un-catered for at the time. I was also a massive 
fan of loaded. I loved their irreverence and humour. It was brilliant. 
It was just cheeky, funny and it created its own world and its own 
language and it had that sense of James’ humour coming through. 
You could only do that if you created a magazine for yourself. They 
say you have to have an ideal reader, well that has to be you. It was 
definitely apparent in the authenticity of James’ magazine and I think 
with the authenticity of FourFourTwo as well.”

For Buchanan it was also important for her magazine not just to 
offer different content but to stand apart visually and stylistically. 
“We offered a whole new viewpoint and we wanted to show that 
quite literally,” she said. “We wanted to use photography to its 
maximum and so we had a lot of photo essays, which newspapers 
weren’t really doing. They were just showing the moment a goal was 
scored or the moment of celebration. We wanted to show a lot of 
minutiae and a lot of perspectives of games. We had a classic design, 
we didn’t want loads of gimmicks, the content and pictures spoke 
for themselves. Our first cover was a really grainy four-colour black 
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and white of Terry Venables staring down the camera. It’s really 
close, uncomfortably close and it’s really engaging and hopefully 
it said: ‘I’ve really got something to say and I’m challenging you 
to pick up this magazine’.” Buchanan thinks this new approach to 
football had some impact on the mainstream Press. “Up until that 
point a lot of the papers hadn’t really done many football features,” 
she said. “At the time pretty much all you got were match reports, 
stories about people moving on and stories about people shagging. 
There were some investigations but I like to think we opened the 
door for newspapers to realise their readers might want a bit more 
in terms of features.” 

But how did those inside the game react to this new perspective? 
“Generally the response was really, really positive,” said Buchanan. 
“We had a few people who said ‘oh you don’t want to read 2,000 
words about me’ not quite understanding there was that readership 
and we did have to explain to several managers that 4-4-2 was a 
football formation which was quite bizarre. It gave players and 
managers and officials and all the backroom stories – the kit man 
and the tea ladies – a voice. It gave a bigger voice to the whole 
match-day experience. Initially people didn’t quite know what to 
make of it but within an issue or two they were like ‘oh, this is 
great’ because we could have a proper chat about things.” 

Again, Brown expressed similar sentiments: “When we were doing 
loaded, footballers realised we weren’t like other sports writers. 
Suddenly they were being interviewed in-depth by fans about the 
games. We weren’t putting them on a pedestal but we weren’t just 
after that quote for the latest bit of news and they hadn’t been 
interviewed like that before. I think the best thing that summed 
it up was when I interviewed Gary Kelly, Jason McAteer and Phil 
Babb and asked them if they weren’t footballers what jobs would 
they like and Jason just blurted out: ‘Yours of course!’. loaded was a 
footballer’s magazine. I was at Scribes West in 1996 for some book 
launch and I got introduced to Terry Venables and I asked him if 
he knew loaded and he said: ‘Of course I know loaded, I can’t get 
it off the players when I’m trying to do the team talk!’. Footballers 
were the same as any other young lads.” 

Despite serving different sections of the magazine market the 
success of FourFourTwo and loaded is in part due to a similar 
ethos. “They were a lifestyle magazine and we were a football 
magazine,” said Buchanan, “and we weren’t as cool as loaded, 
but I think there were elements we shared in terms of our personas. 



285From the Back Page to the Front Room

We had a shared vision and similar ideas. It was fun and it was an 
expression of ourselves. There were similar attitudes in the way we 
wore football. I think we both wore our shirts with the collars up.”

In loaded’s case, critics suggest that attitude was sexist, an accusation 
Brown denies. “You’d be shocked by how tame it was,” he said. 
“Gary Oldman, Lesley Nielsen and Elle MacPherson were our first 
three covers. Four was Barry Grant from Brookside, five was Prince 
Naseem Hammed, six was two fashion model girls – not Page 3 
girls – wearing football shirts, seven was Frank Skinner winking. 
In the 36 issues I edited I think we probably had about nine women 
on the front. That’s nearly 30 blokes. We did 50 Women In the 
Media We Love; the only flesh in it is a bit of Dani Behr’s leg in an 
evening gown. We didn’t use women to sell loaded. In my era we just 
thought women were great and that was it. They were just part of 
the mix; they weren’t the driving sales force by any means. It was an 
appreciation of women rather than an exploitation of them.” When 
the magazine first launched between 30,000 and 40,000 women 
were buying loaded each month, accounting for about 10% of the 
readership and one of those was Buchanan: “I never thought loaded 
was sexist at all,” she told me. “It was by far my favourite magazine 
of any magazine that’s ever existed. The writing was superb, the page 
furniture was unique. It was inventive and crazy. I think now it has 
become a pastiche of its former self. I think all the subsequent men’s 
magazines have spectacularly failed to realise how clever loaded was.” 

To compare loaded in the years immediately after its launch to what 
is served up by lads’ mags now is both wrong and just plain lazy. The 
market was expanded with the launch of the weekly titles Nuts and 
Zoo in 2004 and the content has also changed significantly. After 
FHM took the market leadership away from loaded by regularly using 
models on the front all the other titles followed suit. This has led to 
campaigns for covers of the magazines to be hidden and some shops 
have stopped stocking them altogether. Yet it’s not just the amount and 
type of images of women that has changed, it’s also the narratives that 
surround them. In 2011 the British Journal of Psychology published a 
study detailing the reaction of readers to a series of statements about 
women’s sexuality made by lads’ mags and a series of statements 
made by rapists. Noting that producers of lads’ mags often claim 
their content is ironic, the researchers wanted to see if the readers 
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interpreted it in the same way. It’s dangerous to distil the results of 
a detailed research paper into a few sentences but the bottom line is 
unequivocal: the statements were so similar that the subjects of the 
study couldn’t distinguish between them. Perhaps more significantly, 
the study suggested that if the participants thought a statement was 
from a lads’ mag then they considered it to be acceptable (and vice 
versa if they thought it from a rapist). In other words, lads’ mags 
have the power to normalise and legitimise very aggressive attitudes 
towards women. Arguably the most infamous example of this came 
in 2010 when Zoo columnist Danny Dyer responded to a letter from 
a reader seeking advice after being dumped by his girlfriend. Dyer’s 
answer was emphatic: “You’ve got nothing to worry about, son. I’d 
suggest going on a rampage with the boys, getting on the booze and 
smashing anything that moves. Then, when some bird falls for you, 
you can turn the tables and break her heart. Of course, the other 
option is to cut your ex’s face, then no one will want her…”

It’s hard to know quite what to say to that. To be fair, I should 
point out that Dyer claimed he didn’t write it. Like all the worst 
columnists he let someone else do the work and then took the credit 
or said he had been misquoted as appropriate. Either way, the column 
was dropped with Zoo putting it down to a ‘production error’ (and if 
by ‘production error’ they meant that someone produced those words 
by actually typing them and it was a error to do so then, yes, I guess 
it was). But here’s the thing, Zoo clearly thought their readers viewed 
Dyer, or more to the point the type of man he represents, as someone 
whose advice was worth heeding. So, what type of man does Dyer 
represent? Well, before he took up residence in the Queen Vic, he 
played the part of Tommy Johnson in the film adaptation of The 
Football Factory and following that he fronted two documentary 
series on hooligans: The Real Football Factories and The Real Football 
Factories International. So, Dyer is a euphemistic ‘hard’ lad and by 
using him as a columnist Zoo was able to have a regular, tacit link 
to the increased interest in football hooliganism.

This was sparked by the growth in popularity of hoolie-lit books 
we’ve already discussed. For this section of the market 1998 proved 
to be a pivotal year as it saw two linked events happen in quick 
succession. Firstly Lenny McClean released his autobiography 
The Guv’nor, which went straight to No. 1 in the book charts and 
eventually sold more than a million copies worldwide. It was the 
trailblazer for and remains the premier example of the hard-man 
non-fiction genre. McClean, dubbed “the hardest man in Britain”, 
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was a bare-knuckle fighter3, bouncer and East End enforcer who went 
on to become an actor. Later the same year the film Lock, Stock and 
Two Smoking Barrels in which McLean had a small but significant 
role as Barry “The Baptist” was released. Directed by Guy Ritchie, the 
film launched the acting careers of ex-sportsmen Jason Statham4 and 
Vinnie Jones. The part of Big Chris, a debt collector, allowed Jones 
to reinforce the hard man credentials he’s established on numerous 
occasions during and after his football career. That career saw him 
accumulate 12 red cards and famously be photographed getting to 
grips with Gazza’s testicles during a game between Wimbledon and 
Newcastle. In 1995 Jones bit the nose of Mirror journalist Ted Oliver5 
and he has subsequently been convicted of two separate assaults. 
Jones has clearly lived by the credo he espoused in his infamous 
1992 video Soccer’s Hard Men in which he said that hard men are 
“not just aggressive on the field, they’re aggressive in all walks of 
life, whether it is an argument with the baker or an argument with 
the manager”. The FA fined him £20,000 for his trouble.

There had been earlier titles in both genres but it was the success of 
McLean’s book and Ritchie’s film that really kick-started the loosely 
linked genres of ‘hard-man’ non-fiction books and ‘gangster-light’ 
films. As both genres expanded football hooligans were quickly 
drawn into their orbit. Researchers at the Manchester Metropolitan 
University’s Institute of Popular Culture have catalogued all the 
factual football hooligan-related books published between 1989 
and 2007. Just six were released before 1998 and five were published 
in that year. Significantly the overwhelming majority – 72 – were 
published from 1999 onwards, after the release of McLean’s book. 
The same is the case with hooligan-related films such as The Football 
Factory and Green Street, the majority hitting the screen after Lock, 
Stock. The lads’ mags reviews formed a key part of the marketing 
for those films. The Football Factory got five stars from Zoo while 
Nuts claimed that Green Street “makes the FOOTBALL FACTORY 
look like a girly PLAYGROUND SCRAP”. Not to be outdone, while 
Gary Oldman was winning plaudits and an Oscar nomination for 
his measured portrayal of George Smiley in Tinker, Tailor Soldier, 

3 ‘Th Guv’nor’ is the title given to the leading unlicensed heavyweight boxer, a title 
McLean won when he beat Roy ‘Pretty Boy’ Shaw in 1978.

4 Statham was a member of the British men’s diving squad for 12 years and finished 12th 
in the 1992 World Championships.

5 You have to admire Oliver’s professionalism. When a shocked bystander shouted “Get 
him a doctor,” Oliver replied, “No, get me a photographer”.
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Spy, FHM named The Firm, Alan Clarke’s 1989 film about football 
hooligans, as Oldman’s best role, also claiming a ‘killer’ head-butt 
his character delivered was the iconic moment.

Just as the weekly lads’ mags were hitting the shelves for the first 
time and letting us ogle at women in new ways, so a new type of 
woman was emerging to be ogled at: the WAG. I’m sure I don’t 
need to tell you that a WAG is the name given to a footballer’s wife 
or girlfriend but they are a entirely modern phenomenon and one 
Kelly Davitt, who chronicled their exploits as editor of Kickette.
com, thinks are a media creation. “Footballers – all athletes for 
that matter – have always had significant others. But in terms of 
formally introducing them to the general public, “educating” readers 
on their lifestyle and culture through various glossy spreads and 
scandalous articles, it was the media who devised and branded these 
ladies with the WAG tag.” 

Those glossy spreads arrived in earnest in England in 1988 when 
Spaniard Eduardo Sánchez Junco created a sister title to ¡Hola! 
magazine, which his parents had launched 44 years earlier. Antonio 
Sánchez Gomez and his wife Mercedes Junco Calderón wanted a 
weekly illustrated journal that would give Spaniards some light relief 
in the aftermath of the country’s civil war by providing a taste of “la 
spuma de la vida” – the froth of life. The first issue had an illustration 
on the front and sold 4,000 of the 14,000 copies printed. The second 
had a photo of Clark Gable on the front and sold out. The celebrity 
magazine was here to stay. ¡Hola! wasn’t a success simply because 
it covered celebrities, it was a success because of the way it covered 
celebrities. Gomez and Calderón believed their magazine should 
consistently show the rich and famous in a positive light; in effect it 
was a scandal sheet without the scandal and the same editorial policy 
was subsequently employed in Hello!. The magazine’s launch was 
greeted with scepticism in media circles. The key selling points of the 
first edition were an interview with Princess Anne at Buckingham 
Palace and photos from Burt Reynolds’ wedding to Loni Anderson. 
Anne might have been Princess Royal but Princess Di and Fergie 
were all the rage at the time and Reynolds’ Smokey and the Bandit 
heyday was well and truly behind him. Hello! looked, as Princess 
Anne might have said herself, a bit naff. However it was a sensation.

The magazine subsequently introduced England to the idea of the 
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celebrity wedding feature, devoting 14 “spectacular” pages to the 
1989 marriage of ex-Rolling Stone Bill Wyman to his teenage bride 
Mandy Smith. With Sky’s coverage of the Premier League turning 
footballers into celebrities it was only a matter of time before the 
wedding of one of them would also fill the pages of Hello!. When it 
did it was perhaps inevitable it would be the wedding of the biggest 
star of the lot: Paul Gascoigne. In July 1996, less than a week after 
they’d been beaten by Germany in the semi-finals of the European 
Championships at Wembley, the England squad met up again for 
their teammate’s nuptials to his long-time fiancée Sheryl Failes. It 
was a significant moment as previously women’s magazines had 
suggested sport was not for women. In June 1994 Women’s Own 
lamented “Bad news if you hate football. The World Cup starts this 
week – for a whole month” yet, two years later here was a footballer 
gracing the cover of what was a magazine essentially aimed at 
women. The couple had booked all 95 rooms at Hertfordshire’s 
posh Harbury Manor Hotel as part of a huge security operation to 
keep out the Press and preserve Hello!’s exclusive access for which 
the magazine had paid £150,000. It was money well spent. The 
photos of a grinning Gazza, hair cropped and bleached, in his gold 
knee-length frock coat and Sheryl in her pink, hand-beaded Isabell 
Kristensen dress helped the magazine to a then-record sale of more 
than 645,000. More than 17 years later, it remains Hello!’s sixth 
best selling issue6. Brian Reade wrote in the Daily Mirror that it was 
“the nearest the People’s Game will ever get to a royal wedding”.  
It would take just three years to prove him wrong.

By then Hello! had a rival. Daily Express chief Richard Desmond 
is now unique as the only UK newspaper proprietor to also own 
a terrestrial TV channel but in 1993 he was best known for being 
the publisher of slightly less salubrious titles like Asian Babes 
and Readers’ Wives. He wanted to go mainstream and launching 
OK! as competition to Hello! was the first step down the path of 
respectability. The young pretender was so similar to its older rival 
in terms of design and content it could most charitably be described 
as homage but there was no love lost between the pair. Desmond’s 
chief weapon was his cheque book and he scored a stunning coup 
in 1999 by scooping the rights to the marriage of young Manchester 
United star David Beckham to Victoria Adams, one of the Spice Girls. 

6 As of September 2013 the top five were: Princess Diana’s funeral, the wedding of the 
Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, Princess Diana’s death, the Christmas 2000 edition and 
the wedding of Duke and Duchess of Cornwall.
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Hello! had been offered the exclusive first but couldn’t tie up a deal 
and when rumours, which subsequently turned out to be untrue, swept 
the OK! office that The Sun had bid £1m, Desmond sanctioned his 
editor Martin Townsend to match the offer and the deal was struck. 
The Sun wasn’t to be outdone and scooped OK! with a “World 
Exclusive” picture of the couple sat on their golden thrones. Inside 
‘MORE AMAZING WEDDING PHOTOS’ were spread across 
‘Pages 2, 3, 4 & 5’. The Mirror also had a snatched photo, but it was 
a blurred, black-and-white of Sporty Spice. They offered some hints 
as to how they got the pictures suggesting that their camera might 
have been hidden in David Seaman’s moustache (which would explain 
the poor quality). Neither paper managed to dent OK’s momentum. 
The magazine led with the wedding over three consecutive editions 
which sold about 3.7 million copies between them. The first issue 
sold out, shifting about 1.5 million, quadruple the average weekly 
sale as the public lapped up page after page of the do from fairy-tale 
Luttrellstown Castle just outside Dublin. Victoria wore Vera Wang. 
There were thrones for the happy couple, a fanfare, a flag bearing 
their own crest; the Royal jeweller Slim Barret even lent the bride a 
diamond and gold coronet for the happy occasion. This was football’s 
royal wedding and like all good royal weddings it signified the union 
of two powerful houses: football and pop.

It wasn’t just a wedding though; it was also a coronation. Since 
Gascoigne had married, Glenn Hoddle had dumped him from the 
England squad. This opened up the need for a new superstar footballer 
and Becks, by then a regular for England and a treble winner with 
Manchester United, was on hand to take his place. Tragically, the 
intervening period had also been marked by the death of Princess 
Diana. This in-turn opened up the need for a new superstar celebrity. 
In his 2000 book Posh & Becks, Andrew Morton claimed the couple 
moved into “the sentimental terrain once occupied by Diana, Princess 
of Wales” and that “they are the new Royalty for the common man”. 
Whether the couple formed a similarly strong emotional bond with 
the British public as the late Princess is debatable but there is no doubt 
that they occupied the celebrity space her early death created. That 
summer their wedding was mentioned by TV presenters, politicians, 
comedians and was the subject of numerous radio phone-ins. Apart 
from OK! it featured on a host of other magazines including Vanity 
Fair, Marie-Claire, GQ, Time Out, Now, Midweek, Radio Times 
and TV Times. It totally dwarfed the actual Royal wedding of that 
year between Prince Edward and Sophie Rhys-Jones. Indeed, the 
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Royals had nothing to match Posh and Becks until 2011 when Diana’s 
eldest son William got hitched to Kate Middleton, the woman he had 
bumped into during Fresher’s Week at St Andrew’s University ten years 
earlier. It goes without saying the Beckhams were on the guest list.

In the first edition of his book Beckham which focuses on the 
player’s celebrity, Ellis Cashmore suggests Victoria was an ‘inspiration’ 
for Beckham. In the second edition he acknowledges this was a 
significant understatement of her role and devotes a whole chapter to 
her importance in building the Beckham brand, suggesting: “she may 
have designed a project that, when completed, must have surprised even 
her”. One of the key factors in that project was media management, 
something at which Victoria had become adept during the Spice Girls’ 
rapid rise to fame (in which time they dumped two managers and 
started to run their own affairs with considerable success). 

Since the launch of Hello! the nature of celebrity had changed 
significantly. Stars were becoming brands that depended on positive 
coverage. The success of celebrity magazines like Hello!, OK!, and 
the rest that followed in their wake depended on access to celebrities. 
It was a simple quid pro quo. “They were the first couple to do things 
like staging paparazzi shots,” says Davitt. “So when they were on 
vacation, they would call the paps ahead of time, tell them their 
exact location and time of arrival. There was the sham marriage 
libel case; there was talk of affairs but no matter what, Victoria’s 
appearance was very calculated because the long-run was the brand 
that is Beckham.”

The nature of celebrity changed again when a little over a year after 
the Beckhams got married, the Big Brother bandwagon crashed into 
our living rooms. No one quite knew what to expect of this show where 
10 contestants were locked in a house and their every move filmed to 
help us decide which ones to boot out until only the ‘winner’ was left. 
Then ‘Nasty’ Nick Bateman was discovered to have smuggled a pencil 
and some paper into the house and, as ludicrous as it may seem, the 
nation was gripped by this unscripted soap opera. The contestants 
sang “It’s only a game show” and maybe in that first series it was, but 
not for long. Two years later we got Jade Goody and we laughed at her 
because she didn’t know where ‘East Angular’ was and because she 
thought Rio de Janeiro was a person. Perhaps instead we should have 
been asking how someone could slip through the education system 
of one of the world’s richest countries with such limited knowledge. 
Still, house prices were on the up, beer was cheap, the World Cup 
was on. Jade even had a lesbian, disabled mum – the tabloids couldn’t 
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have made her up. Then she was evicted and we lionised her. Then a 
few years later she was racist and we demonised her. Then she died 
and we canonised her the only way we know how – by buying OK!’s 
memorial edition (issue 666) which helpfully went on sale the week 
before she passed away, complete with her ‘final’ words. In the process 
Jade became a millionaire by virtue of nothing more the celebrity we 
bestowed on her, so I guess in the end the joke was on us. 

A whole host of ‘reality’ TV shows followed in Big Brother’s wake. 
These ran from Popstars, Pop Idol and The X Factor, which took the 
process used to create the Spice Girls and made it public, to The Only 
Way Is Essex and Geordie Shore. The celebrity magazines lapped it 
all up and the message was clear: You could become famous simply 
for being famous. This was Daniel Boorstin’s concept of synthetic, 
manufactured celebrity writ large. Then in 2002 ITV broadcast the 
first series of the soap opera Footballers’ Wive$. The exploits of Tanya 
Turner and Chardonnay Lane-Pascoe suggested there was an even 
easier way of becoming famous: by marrying someone who already 
was, like a footballer. The WAG had been born.

Of course, that’s not what we called them back then. The term 
that would become ubiquitous thanks to the media whirlwind which 
swept through the unsuspecting German spa town of Baden-Baden 
in 2006 first saw the light of day four years earlier in, of all places, 
the Sunday Telegraph. The article detailed how in the run up to the 
2002 World Cup the England squad spent five days in Dubai with 
their “wives and girlfriends (or ‘the WAGs’, as staff at the Jumeirah 
Beach Club call them for short)”. While there were small hints of what 
would come in Germany it was, by comparison, all rather benign. 
The potentially disruptive presence of the women was questioned 
by Topaz Amoore, the paper’s correspondent on the ground, who 
suggested that the “extended bonding session by the turquoise waters 
of the Arabian Gulf was a gamble”. However, the squad and their 
partners kept themselves to themselves and their “privacy was barely 
breached”. Amoore concluded: “The lads and the WAGs, you might 
think, could have made more of an effort.”

Four years later there was no lack of effort as the England squad’s 
partners arrived in Baden-Baden for the World Cup and their every 
move was helpfully recorded by the English Press. The attention was 
reciprocal and in one instance some of the WAGs, as they were by 
then emphatically known, asked for a screen erected by their hotel 
pool to shield them from the paparazzi to be taken down. Davitt 
thinks this was a pivotal moment: “Up until then it was bubbling 
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under but the WAGs from 2006 were just so blatant about their extra-
curricular activities that they are the ones that people still readily 
know and recognise today even if they are now totally distant from 
that WAG tag. It was a time when the global economy was good 
and people didn’t have a problem with seeing other people spend a 
lot of money. Now credit is a little more crunchy people aren’t so 
amused with WAGs who drop $200,000 on a new Bentley. But in 
2006, people ate it up and the media ate it up especially as it related 
to the performance on the pitch.” 

So great was the impact of the WAGs in Baden-Baden that the 
media persistently blamed their presence for England’s departure 
from the tournament. The possibility that Sven-Göran Eriksson’s 
striker-lite squad selection, or that it was the players themselves 
who were at fault, or even that English football culture had never 
got to grips with the deficiencies highlighted by Len Shackleton way 
back in 1954 were rarely considered. Nor did the media consider 
the possibility that it was the attention they lavished on the women 
rather than the WAGs’ behaviour that was actually the distraction. 
No, it was all the WAGs’ fault and since then the attitude of every 
subsequent England manager towards their players’ partners has 
been analysed and debated. The WAGs didn’t seem to care and nor 
did countless young women aspiring to be one.  

The following year Victoria Beckham lookalike Chanelle Hayes 
announced to her Big Brother housemates that she wanted to be a 
WAG7. While young boys dreamt of being a footballer, young girls 
dreamt of marrying one. Being a WAG was now a career. “Think 
about it,” says Davitt, “if you can get £10,000 a week for putting 
your name on a column that you don’t actually write what’s the harm 
in that? In 2006 the WAGs were kind of regular people. Colleen 
Rooney was just 18, she didn’t know any better, then she got a book 
deal, she got several fragrances. She and Alex Gerrard were the two 
who said ‘to hell with what you think, we’re going to be who we are 
and we’re going to make money from that’.” 

Since then a whole host of WAGs have walked down the aisle to 
the tune of the celebrity magazine photographers’ cameras clicking 
away. In 2007 four got married in one heady weekend with Toni 
Poole kicking off what the Daily Mail christened a ‘WAGathon’ by 
marrying her childhood sweetheart – some bloke called John Terry. 

7 She eventually got her wish, dating then-Middlesbrough player Matthew Bates in 
2009. The pair have a child together.
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Such is the pull of the football-celebrity aura that in 2010 Posh 
and Becks were on hand in Hello! to invite us to her sister Louise’s 
wedding. We were back where it all started.

“If people are asked to name the wife of a famous athlete, they 
will still name Victoria,” says Davitt. “She was the one who brought 
the WAG culture that was once behind the scenes to the forefront. 
People still look to her as the first one and as much as she tried to play 
that down, she was the first example of what a WAG is, or should 
be. It was the over-the-top boobs, it was the sky-high stilettos, it 
was dress to the nines at all times.” While it’s understandable that 
people label Victoria Beckham the über-WAG it’s also a little unfair. 
Like or loath the Spice Girls, there’s no denying they attained global 
celebrity before Posh met Becks. Conversely, when the pair became 
an item he was merely a promising young footballer who had just 
broken into the England senior team. At the time there was little to 
differentiate Beckham from his Spice Boy contemporaries down the 
M62 at Anfield. Yes he probably would have continued to play for 
England. Yes, he probably would have captained his country, but if 
he hadn’t married Posh would he have become the global megastar he 
now is? It’s hard to conjure up a scenario in which he would. No, Posh 
is more than just a footballer’s WAG, if anything in those early years 
Becks was a pop star’s HAB. That isn’t to say that she didn’t benefit 
as well, something not lost on Victoria herself. “I think I wouldn’t 
be as famous if I wasn’t with David. And I don’t think David would 
be as famous if he wasn’t with me,” she said when he picked up his 
OBE in 2003. Together they achieved celebrity greater than the sum 
of their parts, in the process helping the media to create a whole new 
type of celebrity it could feast on. At the same time they provided the 
template for the way footballers and their partners would be viewed 
by the modern media, reinforcing the idea that everyone can grab 
their brief moment of fame.
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The Media 
Gives Women  
a Red Card

In 1978 Derek Jameson, the editor of the 
Daily Express, returned to Manchester to 
launch the Daily Star.1 Before moving to Fleet 
Street, Jameson, who passed away in 2012, 
had made a name for himself in the North 
West as a consistent circulation builder while 
northern editor for first the Sunday then the 
Daily Mirror. Now he had just 12 weeks to put 
together the Daily Star from scratch. The paper 
was aiming for a piece of the tabloid market 
and when Jameson was asked what type of 
content it would contain, he supposedly replied: 
“Tits, bums, QPR and roll your own fags.” 
Jameson strenuously argued that he’d been 
misquoted and sought to clarify his position 
in a memo to the Daily Star’s new staff. “No 
newspaper in history lost sales by projecting 
beautiful birds,” he wrote and I suppose he 
was proved right. The Star was the first paper 
to print colour topless shots (the “Starbirds”) 
and within a year it had reached sales of more 
than a million. Given the content of the memo 
and the paper, whether or not Jameson had 
been misquoted is a rather moot point. 

1 The paper faced an injunction from the Morning 
Star that claimed the new paper had nicked their title. In 
dismissing the claim the Judge Mr Justice Foster suggested 
that only “a moron in a hurry” would confuse the two pa-
pers and having worked for both, I can confirm that’s true.

13



298 Chapter 13

What is clear, however, is that as far as the tabloids were concerned 
women’s involvement in football extended only as far as getting their kit 
off. For much of the latter part of the 20th century they were a passive 
adjunct: the WAG; the ‘totty’ in the latest footballer-cheats-on-WAG 
scandal; the Page 3 ‘stunner’ sporting St George’s flag knickers and not 
much else during a major tournament or the loyal but long-suffering 
partner of the obsessed fan. Let’s not kid ourselves though, the rest of 
the media could hardly be mistaken for an edition of Spare Rib. In The 
Sunday Times in 1973 Brian Glanville wrote that women’s football 
was “like a dog walking on its hind legs. It’s not well done, but it’s 
surprising to see it done at all.” That was about as enlightened as it got.

While Glanville might have been surprised to see women playing 
football in 1973 the truth is they’d been footing the leather for the 
best part of 100 years. It seems the first appearance by a women’s 
team purporting to represent England took place on Saturday 7th 
May 1881, at Edinburgh’s Easter Road in a match, rather predictably, 
against Scotland who ran out 3-0 winners. Despite the seeming lack 
of affiliation to any official football body the match was labelled as 
an ‘international’ in the Glasgow Herald who set a depressing trend 
by devoting most of its report to a description of the players’ kit. Just 
over a week later the teams took to the field in Glasgow in front of 
5,000 spectators although it’s worth noting that some of the players 
had swapped sides suggesting these weren’t true internationals and 
reports on later matches between the teams claimed all the women 
were from Scotland. 

The Glasgow match was abandoned after a violent pitch invasion in the 
55th minute and according to the Nottinghamshire Guardian, the women 
were “roughly jostled” and chased by a mob as they left the ground in 
their omnibus. It’s impossible to tell whether the violence was a protest 
against women playing football or simply symptomatic of the rowdiness 
prevalent in society generally. Either way the players were undeterred 
and four days later they played another match in front of a crowd of 
4,000 at the Hole-i’th’-wall, home to Blackburn Olympic. A month 
later the teams played on consecutive days in Cheetham in Manchester 
with the second match also being abandoned due to a pitch invasion, 
this time after an hour. The Manchester Guardian was scathing in its 
report of what it labelled a “so-called match” played by teams “attired 
in a costume which is neither graceful nor very becoming” and which: 
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“do not hesitate to gratify vulgar curiosity”. The reporter appeared to 
have little sympathy for the women as they ran for safety although, 
again, it’s not clear if the riot was a protest against women’s football. 

Two more games in Liverpool followed before the series ended 
and that was that. Other than their names, we know nothing of the 
women that played or what became of any of them nor do we know 
who organised the matches. However the tone which would come to 
dominate coverage of women’s football over the following century and 
more had been established: barely disguised contempt built on twin 
narratives, one focused on players’ appearance, the other criticising 
their standard of play. But where did these narratives come from? Well, 
the short answer is Charles Darwin.

In 1859 Darwin published On the Origin of Species which outlined 
his ground-breaking theory of natural selection as the basis of evolution. 
Central to this concept is the idea of survival of the fittest – strong 
species survive, weak species die out. So far, so GCSE biology. What 
they tend to gloss over at school is the fact that Darwin and many of his 
contemporaries believed that women were intellectually and biologically 
inferior to men. According to Darwin, who was amazed “such different 
beings belong to the same species”, men were constantly undergoing a 
violent process of natural selection – namely war – which strengthened 
the sex’s gene pool by ‘pruning’ its weaker members. On the other 
hand, women didn’t have to face such a violent selection process and 
so had no need to develop similar mental and physical capabilities. On 
this basis some biologists went as far as to classify men and women as 
different species, Homo frontalis and Homo parietalis respectively. 

As Darwin’s theories on gender gained popularity outside the 
scientific community others used them as the medical evidence to 
underpin the Victorian concept of the family that became an intrinsic 
part of patriarchal, industrialised society. This was the time when 
phrases such as ‘ladylike’ and ‘the weaker sex’ entered our vocabulary. 
The man was deemed to be at the ‘head of the household’. He would 
go out into the world of work to provide for his wife who ‘made the 
home’; her job being to give birth and raise their children. It was all 
‘natural’ and so supposedly free of subjectivity2. Sport, considered 
a quintessentially masculine pursuit, further legitimised that point 

2 The Nazis made similar claims about their ideas of ‘racial purity’, which were also 
based on Darwin’s theories. Incidentally, in the 20th century compulsory sterilisation pro-
grammes were widespread in the west with Sweden only bringing theirs to an end in 1976. 
In America the last forced sterilisation occurred in Oregon as recently as 1981. What ever 
we might like to pretend, eugenics wasn’t just for the Nazis.
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of view by restricting women to the role of passive spectator. For 
public school-educated middle and upper-class boys sport linked 
to muscular Christianity and Britain’s Imperialism (and the handy 
selection process of war). For the working classes it became part 
of the transition to adulthood. For example football grounds were, 
along with pubs, male bastions where boys learnt not only how to 
play sports but also how to talk about them. By contrast strenuous 
activity for women was considered dangerous especially during puberty 
and menstrual periods. It could, it was claimed, flatten their breasts, 
drain energy from their vital organs, diminish their reproductive 
capabilities and so threaten the very survival of the human race. If 
you think that’s weird – and you should – an article printed in the 
British Medical Journal in 1878 argued that “it is an indisputable 
fact that meat goes bad when touched by menstruating women”. 
Eventually as women began to exert their rights their involvement 
in sport grew, however it tended to happen in a way that reinforced 
the view of them as the weaker sex. The sports deemed acceptable 
for women tended to be non-contact games like croquet, badminton 
and tennis, which for many women would essentially keep them in 
the domestic environment of their own garden.

Women first played at Wimbledon in 1884 and six years later 
the Original English Lady Cricketers’ team went on a brief tour of 
England. In 1894 possibly inspired by such activities, or perhaps by 
the emancipation of women in New Zealand a year earlier, a young 
woman called Nettie Honeyball placed some newspaper ads looking 
for women to join her football team. There had been sporadic games 
during the 14 years since the series of ‘internationals’ in 1881, but 
no regular organised women’s football. So it’s easy to understand 
why most histories of the women’s game in England kick off with 
Honeyball’s British Ladies Football Team (BLFT). In reality it’s 
merely the starting point for national Press attention in the game. 
Such is the limited information available to us we can only guess as 
to why the BLFT received such attention while the 1881 matches 
did not, but in all likelihood it was a combination of reasons. The 
fact the team was based in London probably did it no harm and 
the fact that it gained the patronage of Lady Florence Dixie3 almost 
certainly didn’t. 

3 Lady Dixie is a fascinating character worthy of a book herself. She was a war corre-
spondent during the First Boer War and argued in favour of full emancipation for women 
and Home Rule for both Ireland and Scotland. Her brother was the Marquis of Queens-
bury, responsible for both the rules of boxing and the downfall of Oscar Wilde.
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Football itself had become significantly more established and 
popular. Professionalism was ratified in 1885 and the men’s game 
gained structure through the formation of the League in 1888. The 
first Saturday football special was printed in 1882 and the amount of 
coverage of the game had risen dramatically by the time Honeyball 
was putting her team together. I’m speculating, but I suspect the 
1881 women’s team was mainly working-class, whereas the BLFT 
was made up mainly of middle-class ladies and in Honeyball had an 
articulate spokesperson. Lastly, the Suffragette movement had begun 
(although it had yet to acquire that label4). Women were becoming 
increasingly vocal and more and more questions were being asked 
about their ‘rightful’ place in society.

As far as the Press was concerned, that place was emphatically 
not on a football pitch and from the start coverage picked up where 
it had left off 14 years earlier. A cartoon in The Sketch in October 
1894 gently ridiculed the BLFT players by purporting to show how 
they would behave during a match. Supposedly they would nag “the 
poor referee” to distraction and the male spectators would only have 
eyes for the “attractive goalkeeper”. During half time, the flustered 
and swooning women would have to fan themselves to recover 
from their exertions before redoing their hair and makeup. A few 
months later the same paper printed an interview with Honeyball 
in which she explained that she founded the team with “the fixed 
resolve of proving to the world that women are not the ‘ornamental 
and useless’ creatures men have pictured”. In March 1895 after 
several months of twice-weekly practice under the watchful eye of 
Tottenham Hotspur centre-half John William Julian, the women 
took to the field in front of 10,000 spectators at the Nightingdale 
Lane Ground in Crouch End. The match is now frequently referred 
to as being between the North and South of England but Honeyball 
stated in the Daily Graphic that it would be between players from 
the North and South of London. This is supported by the fact that 
Honeyball herself, who lived in Crouch End a northern suburb of 
London, was listed in the ‘North’ team as printed in the Lloyds 
Weekly Newspaper.

Despite the large attendance and the fact the players were cheered 
off at the final whistle, the Press took a dim view. The Manchester 

4 The term ‘suffragette’ was first used by Daily Mail writer Charles E Hinds to describe 
the Women’s Social and Political Union led by Emmeline Pankhurst after they broke away 
from the more moderate National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies led by Millicent 
Fawcett. But I digress.
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Guardian correspondent was adamant that: “when the novelty has 
worn off I do not think that ladies’ football matches will attract 
crowds” while also reinforcing gender divisions by focusing on 
the players’ appearances and suggesting that their “’Rational’ 
costume – that is, tunic and knickerbockers – is the only dress in 
which women will take active exercise in the future.” The Sketch 
claimed that: “The first few minutes were sufficient to show that 
football by women, if the British Ladies be taken as a criterion, 
is totally out of the question.” Not for the last time the quality of 
women’s football would be criticised without any context. While 
the men’s game was professional and had structured league and cup 
competitions, the British Ladies Football Team were amateurs who 
struggled to find facilities and the time to practise and had no access 
to regular competition. This fact was not lost on a reporter from 
the Newcastle-based The Sporting Man who wrote: “I really think 
the public have taken the wrong view of the lady footballers. […] 
If we were to take a similar number of young men at random, who 
knew nothing about the game, and give them a few days’ practice 
before asking them to perform in public, could we expect any more 
science than we saw in the North v. South match?” 

It was a lone voice and as the team played more than 50 games 
around the country the Press criticism continued, eventually even The 
Sporting Man limited itself to a short report for a match in Jesmond 
on the outskirts on Newcastle in 1896 which ended: “However, we 
do not suppose anyone would be any the wiser or the happier if we 
were to attempt to deal with the proceedings in details.” Interest in 
the team fizzled out and they appear to have stopped playing after 
a couple of years. It would be another two decades before the next 
wave of popularity for women’s football.

As England’s men were undergoing another round of natural 
selection in the First World War, the geniuses left at home in the 
corridors of power suddenly realised they needed someone to fill 
traditionally masculine roles. Who was left to work the land and 
toil in the factories making the weapons to arm the soldiers? You’ve 
guessed it. All of a sudden the ‘weak’ women were sweating away 
making armaments and loading them on to ships destined for 
the front. This began to demonstrably undermine the notion that 
women were inferior to men, something which extended to the 
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football pitch as factory teams such as the Dick, Kerr’s Ladies5 
were formed. The team famously played St Helen’s Ladies in front 
of a crowd of about 58,000 at Goodison Park on Christmas Day 
19206 and also travelled to France and America to play teams of 
both men and women. 

You could be forgiven for thinking they were the best of a very 
small number of women’s teams playing at the time, however, there 
were similar teams all over the country all of them able to fill League 
grounds on a regular basis and the Dick, Kerr’s Ladies weren’t the 
first or necessarily even the best. By the time the Preston outfit took 
to the pitch for the first time, the Blyth Spartan Ladies had already 
played 12 matches. By the time Dick, Kerr’s Ladies played a French 
XI in 1920, a team consisting of players from the North East had 
already represented England three times with the first match in 
Belfast on Christmas Day 1917 attracting 38,0007. So why are the 
Dick, Kerr’s Ladies and Nettie Honeyball’s BLFT the go-to teams in 
the history of the women’s game? Why is it that as I type, the “Brief 
History” of women’s football (and it is brief) provided on the FA’s 
website states that the first women’s football match was the North 
v South game in 1895 and that the first women’s international was 
the Dick, Kerr’s Ladies’ game with France in 1920?

The answer begins with the decision by the FA to effectively ban 
women’s football in 1921. The FA and the Football League had 
initially tolerated the women’s game as the huge amounts of money it 
helped raise for servicemen’s charities (equivalent to millions today) 
had enabled them to deflect some of the criticism they received 
for allowing men’s League fixtures to continue earlier in the war. 
However three years after Armistice Day the FA prohibited affiliate 
clubs from staging matches with women players stating that “the 
game of football is quite unsuitable for females and should not be 
encouraged”. The move was designed to reassert the masculine image 
of the sport and also ensure the huge popularity of the women’s 
game did not undermine the men’s game as it restarted after the war.  

5 Their history is traced in a couple of recent books: The Dick, Kerr’s Ladies by Barbara 
Jacobs and In A League Of Their Own – the Dick, Kerr Ladies’ Football Team by Gail 
Newsham.

6 As with most aspects of the history of women’s football the facts are not totally clear 
and quoted attendance figures vary, however more than 55,000 watched with several 
thousand more locked outside.

7 The history of the women’s football in the North East during World War One is told 
by Patrick Brenan in his book The Munitionettes and his website www.donmouth.co.uk/
womens_football is an excellent resource. 
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While it couldn’t – and didn’t – stop women playing, the FA’s 
ruling stopped them playing in grounds where large numbers of 
people could come and watch and significantly where gate money 
could be taken. By removing the possibility of women’s football 
becoming financially independent, the FA at a stroke undermined 
the possibility of regular league and cup competitions for women.

One of the key consequences of the resulting inchoate competitive 
structure was that there was effectively nothing for the Press to 
report on. Ad hoc friendlies here and there did not have the appeal 
of the regular competitive matches around which the men’s game 
was built. Consequently there were no local or national teams upon 
which to build a history of the women’s game. The men’s game in 
England has key moments. These moments may be misstated or 
overstated (and we’ve seen examples of this with the White Horse 
and Matthews Cup Finals) but they provide a structure around 
which a supposedly definitive history of the men’s game is built. 
There are many ways in which the men’s game is memorialised 
from club museums to player autobiographies, cigarette cards to 
newsreels and newspaper match reports. All of them tap into and 
build upon the supposedly definitive history of the men’s game, 
replaying it, recycling it, becoming part of it and reinforcing its 
importance. Even the Pools brought a significant number of the 
adult population into contact with the League and Cup fixtures of 
men’s football on a weekly basis. The nation would stop at 4.45pm 
every Saturday to listen to the results of those games. Even if they 
were only trying to find out if their numbers had come up, people 
would still absorb the names of teams and goal-scorers. 

By contrast even now you will struggle to find the fixtures and 
results of the FA Women’s Super League printed in any national 
newspaper on a regular basis. The Dick, Kerr’s Ladies eventually 
disbanded in 1965 and the Doncaster Belles, perhaps the most famous 
modern team, were only formed as recently as 1969. So, there are 
few modern women’s clubs with long histories and anyway there 
would be nowhere to display those histories: no women’s team has its 
own stadium, let alone a museum memorialising its past triumphs. 
The Dick, Kerr’s Ladies and the BLFT gained significantly more 
contemporaneous media exposure than their counterparts so there 
is a temptation, as with the history of the men’s game, to overstate 
their importance and build the limited history of the women’s game 
around them because their achievements are easy to see. However, 
the real history of women’s football is still to be told, it’s just hidden 
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in the odd story in local newspaper archives, family photo albums 
and forgotten boxes in dusty attics.

The FA’s ban was not a knee-jerk decision but one that had been 
foreshadowed for the best part of a year. During this time, women’s 
football’s huge popularity was reflected in a series of comic book 
stories based around female players, one of which, believe it or 
not, was called Ray of the Rovers. Ray Lester appeared in a short 
story in The Football and Sports Library, a regular publication by 
Amalgamated Press. She moved to Liverpool, readers were told, to 
work for Rinsford’s Drapers with the specific intention of playing 
for the company’s women’s football team. However, while working 
there she immediately came into confrontation with Mark Rinsford, 
the nephew of the owner, who was trying to gain control of the 
company from his dying uncle. Ultimately Ray took control of the 
firm after winning a football match and thus defeated Rinsford. 
Ray might have beaten the evil Mark Rinsford, but she lost out in 
the race to be the first female comic book footballer. That honour 
goes to Nell Harmer who appeared a few months before Ray in 
the eponymous story Nell O‘ Newcastle, also in The Football 
and Sports Library. “Don’t Miss a Line of This Topping Story” 
the comic implored about the tale in which Nell played for the 
women’s football team at the mill of her uncle, John Hood, where 
she worked. As it transpired the mill actually belonged to Nell, but 
Hood cheated her out of her inheritance. In the end, thanks in no 
small part to the team spirit engendered on the football field, Nell 
and the other women went to work at rival Grey’s Mill leading to 
the financial downfall of Hood and enabling Nell to reclaim what 
was rightfully hers. 

There were others apart from Ray and Nell. Bess O‘ Blacktown 
had a plot remarkably similar to Nell’s in which Bessie Booth plays 
football for the mill team where she worked and defeated the corrupt 
owner by leading her teammates to another mill, where they then 
formed a workers’ co-operative and put him out of business. The 
most prolific was Meg Foster, who appeared in three separate stories. 
Meg set up a team independently of the mill where she worked 
and even got to travel to Australia for a tournament although 
unfortunately Meg herself, her teammates and a men’s team – the 
Scardale Corinthians – all got stranded on an island where the 
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natives were cannibals. Other than Topsy Johnson, the goalkeeper 
in Nell Harmer’s team, the islanders were the only black people to 
appear in any of these stories. It’s a damning indictment of western 
attitudes at the time, which sadly wasn’t unique to these stories. 
You’ll now struggle to find a copy of Tintin in the Congo in the 
children’s section of most British bookshops. First serialised in the 
Belgian newspaper Le XXe Siècle over 13 months from May 1930, 
Hergé’s story portrayed the Congolese as infantile and stupid, which 
led to the Commission for Racial Equality attempting to have the 
book banned in 2011. They were unsuccessful but their action was 
enough for bookshops to think about how they sold the title8. 

Just like contemporary stories about male footballers, the stories 
about Ray, Nell, Bess and Meg used football as a plot device (remember 
it wouldn’t be until Roy of the Rovers that we’d see a comic that 
could really be said to be about football) but the sport was still an 
important enough component for the stories to be considered to be 
about women footballers. On the surface they appear to fit neatly 
into the patriarchal narratives of the day that placed women in 
unchallenging, romantic stories. Unlike some of their teammates, 
the protagonists were all attractive with hourglass figures, soft skin, 
lovely hair and dainty hands. Furthermore they were all eventually 
whisked off their feet by a man of a higher social standing. Or were 
they? Another reading is that these are strong-willed, independent 
women who chose the men lucky enough to be with them. 

Academic Alethea Melling, who has studied the comics, suggests 
that if you scratch below the surface what you find – abhorrent 
casual racism aside – is a series of stories that challenge the dominant 
narrative of the day, the veneer is merely light camouflage helping 
them to be published. Here we see working-class – not middle-class 
– women take centre stage, a rarity at a time, in stories that strongly 
promote both feminist and socialist ideals. In the aftermath of the 
First World War as working-class militancy swept across Europe 
threatening to undermine or even destroy the old ruling classes, 
the stories were quite radical. Union membership had more than 
tripled in Britain between 1910 and 1919 and the number of days 
lost to industrial action rose from six million in 1918 to 36 million 
the following year. Moderate union leaders were ignored as shop 
stewards took action and everyone from bakers and cotton spinners 

8 It also doesn’t help that the story is full of numerous incidents of animal cruelty, the 
most gratuitous seeing Tintin drill a hole in the head of a live rhinoceros, fill it with dyna-
mite and blow the animal to smithereens.
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to miners and transport workers went on strike. Even 12,000 police 
marched on Whitehall with their union leader promising: “the day 
when the Government can use the police forces as a tool against any 
other section of the nation is past”. Ah well, it was a nice thought.

It was against this political backdrop that the issue of improved 
workers’ rights, co-operatives and the need for unified action to 
achieve these aims were worked into stories purporting to be about 
dainty women footballers. Ray organised a mass faint by the shop 
floor women at Rinsford’s in protest at the poor quality food they are 
given; Bessie’s success at running the mill is based on profit sharing 
and women who betrayed their teammates were ostracised just as 
non-unionists were at the time. Could it be that the storylines were 
similar for a reason? Could it be that they were hammering home 
the same metaphor of the poorly-run factory (corrupt capitalist 
society) brought to its knees by the direct action of its employees 
(the working-class) united in their common goal through the football 
team (union)? I’d like to think so, but we’ll probably never know for 
sure because the authors used pseudonyms and their true identities 
have been lost to time. 

The fact that the main characters were women takes that radicalism 
and doubles it. While Bessie asks: “Why shouldn’t a girl run a factory 
as well as a man?”, Meg asks an almost identical question: “And why 
shouldn’t girls play football, anyway? Coom to that, why shouldn’t 
they play it as well as t’ men?” By 1934 the status quo had been 
restored and the film Sing as We Go starring Gracie Fields had the 
factory in which her character worked saved by the intervention of a 
middle-class man. It was a far cry from the radical football stories a 
decade earlier in which the resolution was achieved directly because 
of the actions of the working-class female protagonists. The issue of 
sexual harassment in the workplace, at the time all-but-ubiquitous, 
was also dealt with as Nell, Ray and Bess all successfully fought off 
assaults. It’s seems that beyond the socialism the stories held deeper 
messages specifically aimed at young women. Not only could they 
redefine the economic and social roles allocated to them in pre-War 
society, but they could also ignore the social mores of the time and 
take control of their bodies, whether to rebuff the unwanted sexual 
advances of the factory foreman or to play football in spite of the 
FA ban and those telling them it was unhealthy.
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A portent of the future for the women’s game came in the story 
Captain Meg that saw Meg Foster’s team beat a rival factory team, 
the Canaries, thus winning ownership of the local football ground. 
After the game the Canaries boss Dawson shouted: “There’ll be 
no more girls’ football at my mill, and before long there’ll be no 
girls’ teams in this district!” The implications were clear: “There 
was sudden silence in the stand.” The story continued: “Practically 
everyone present was a keen supporter of football for girls, and with 
old Dawson, who had great wealth and influence, and up to now 
had been a great supporter of the movement, suddenly abandoning 
them, the outlook was bleak.” Another metaphor? Either way, from 
the point the FA – the real-world Dawson – withdrew its support 
until the 1970s the women’s game in England existed in more-or-
less underground fashion. 

With the FA’s ban in place (and reinforced in 1946), the Second 
World War did not act as a catalyst in the way the previous conflict 
had. Teams played on an ad-hoc basis, or in ephemeral local 
tournaments on a variety of grounds from municipal parks to school 
and company sports grounds. However the limited media attention 
means the inter-War and immediate post-War years are relatively 
unchartered in terms of the history of the women’s game. What little 
coverage there was (or we know about) tended to focus on the fact 
that the players were doing something considered to be masculine 
and therefore ‘unladylike’. When 16-year-old Jean Seymour made her 
debut for the Dick, Kerr’s Ladies in June 1946, The Daily Dispatch 
said she scorned “dolls and girlish toys” and had “always been a 
tomboy whose idea of a good time has been to play football with 
boys”. The report made no mention of her football ability. 

This continuing gender differentiation around football also 
manifested itself in the television coverage of the sport (and sport in 
general) that began in earnest during this period. Ideas about how 
best to structure commentary for the benefit of viewers were being 
taken from radio and developed for the new medium and it was 
recognised that the audience was not homogenous. Those watching 
at home would incorporate both people with expert knowledge of 
the relevant sport and those with very limited, or no knowledge 
of the sport and both groups needed to be accommodated. One 
feature of the resulting guidelines was the assumption, derived 
from those Darwinian notions of female inferiority and the idea 
that sport was a uniquely masculine environment, that the experts 
in the audience would be men. By contrast it was assumed women 
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would be observing the sporting culture from the outside and so, 
as cricket commentator Brian Johnston wrote in 1952, liked “to 
be told little tit-bits about the players. They like to be told how old 
so-and-so is […]”.

Despite this attitude, many women and young girls were avid 
viewers of sport on TV; one of them was Julie Welch. Her love of 
football began while she watched Grandstand with her father and 
in 1973 she became the first woman to write a football report for a 
national newspaper. Named the Daily Telegraph Magazine Young 
Writer of the Year in her final year at university, Welch joined The 
Observer sports department as a secretary. “Back then it was a 
way in for women,” she recalls. “It was such fun on the sports desk 
and I liked sport so much I decided I wanted to try writing about 
sport.” Welch found herself in the company of some of the greats 
like Hugh McIlvanney, whom she described as “quite possibly the 
greatest sports writer who’s ever lived” and Arthur Hopcroft: “an 
extremely gifted writer”. “As it happened in 1973 Arthur decided 
he didn’t want to write football anymore, he wanted to go away 
and write plays, so I said casually to the sports editor: ‘why don’t 
you send me to write a football match?’. And he did9.” 

On the opening day of the 1973/74 season Welch was in the 
Press box of Highfield Road to report on Coventry’s 1-0 win over 
Tottenham (which came courtesy of a rare Mick Coop goal). The 
following Monday the paper was inundated with calls asking if 
Julie was a man’s name. “I knew people would take a bit of notice 
that there was a female byline but rather naïvely I had no idea that 
it would be such a big deal.” There was also a negative reaction 
from some within the Press box. “The attention I got caused some 
of the hostility. There was one reporter who was so unfriendly 
and so hostile he was very, very anti women in the Press box yet 
when I talked to him away from football he was perfectly nice and 
pleasant. I think there is a problem that sport and football is the 
place that men used to go to get away from women, so the idea of 
a woman being there was quite difficult for some of them. It was 
something I put up with really because it was such a fantastic world 
to be in and such a fantastic job to be paid to watch football. It 
became easier for them when they realised I wasn’t some sort of 
airhead or a snob who wouldn’t like to hear swearing. I think I was 
kind of an honorary bloke and that got me by.” 

9 The editor was Ronald Atkin whom Welch later married.
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Welch moved on from match reporting to focus on writing books 
in the 1990s when football began to change and access to players 
became more restricted. “Mind you, I used to think I could get these 
interviews because I was so talented and brilliant at interpreting 
football. It never, ever occurred to me that they just thought they 
could shag me. I think there was a great fear of female reporters; 
that they were a bit like groupies and I really had to steer clear of 
anything like that. I was terribly straight-laced all the time because 
this was my job and I wanted to be taken seriously. But I did get sent 
on certain stories and interviews because I was female.”

Many of the sentiments that Welch expressed about her early 
experiences as a football writer were echoed by Jacqui Oatley, who 
34 years later became the first woman to commentate on Match of 
the Day. Like Welsh, Oatley was drawn to football by television, but 
in her case it was coverage of the women’s game on Channel 4. She 
went on to play at university and then for Chiswick Ladies FC while 
she worked in intellectual property. However, after she dislocated her 
kneecap and ruptured some ligaments during a match in 2000 and 
was told she would not be able to play again she decided to retrain 
as a journalist. Stints on local radio led to commentary on Five Live 
where she became the first woman to commentate on British network 
radio in 2005. But none of this prepared her for the reaction when 
she was chosen to do the television commentary on Fulham’s match 
with Blackburn at Craven Cottage in 200710. 

“It was extraordinary. It was just eight and a half minutes of 
highlights at ten to midnight on a Saturday night in April but the 
reaction was incredible,” Oatley said. “I wasn’t naïve; I realised 
there could have been a bit of a fuss about it but I didn’t realise there 
would be so much in advance of the day. The problem was it was a 
Saturday and it was in the Daily Mail on the Tuesday morning and 
that gave it a lot of time to grow legs. So by Wednesday there was a 
full-page spread in the Mail of the pros and cons, with some people 
saying: ‘it’s not a problem’ and others like Dave Basset saying: ‘it’s a 
disgrace! Football’s against it’. He asked how someone who’d never 
kicked a ball in their life could commentate on football, which made 
me laugh because he didn’t know anything about me. He didn’t 
know I’d played football for years. He didn’t know I was a qualified 
coach. He just made assumptions purely based on my gender and 

10 The game ended in a 1-1 draw with Vincenzo Montella opening the scoring for the 
home side in the ninth minute and Benny McCarthy equalising with half an hour to play.
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that’s what really caused the storm, not that I was doing it but that 
someone said I shouldn’t do it. That made it a ‘sexism storm’ so 
it became a much bigger story. I had so much support from other 
commentators. I had a phone call from John Motson, Jonathan 
Pearce – all the regulars. When I did my second Match of the Day 
commentary at Anfield my FiveLive colleague came up to me and 
said: ‘I can’t believe all the stick you got: I’ve never kicked a ball in my 
life and people assume I have and you’ve played and people assume 
you haven’t’. If you’re female you have to prove yourself but if you’re 
male it’s assumed you know what you’re talking about – that sums 
it up, you’re fighting against prejudice.”

Despite the support, Oatley told me that initially she found it hard. 
“It was difficult because every time you opened your mouth you were 
under scrutiny which was really quite unpleasant. It’s not a nice way 
to go about your job and I didn’t really enjoy that. I was used to 
being the only female in the Press box and I was used to being the 
only female with a microphone in the Press box, but to have people 
looking at you and knowing people are judging you every time you 
say anything became really hard and not very enjoyable at all even 
though I’m quite a strong character. I’ve had to be strong throughout 
this otherwise I would have gone and done something else altogether 
by now. Knowing people are talking about you and knowing people 
are being unpleasant about you is not very nice. So I’ve had to grow 
layers of skin, I had to make the best of it and just get on with it. But 
now I really enjoy it, I really enjoy my life.”

There’s a clear line from the early thoughts on TV football 
commentary expressed by the likes of Brian Johnston and negative 
reactions to Welsh and Oatley to the infamous off-air conversation 
between the ultimate Press-box ‘lads’; then-Sky presenters Andy Gray 
and Richard Keys in January 2011. The pair expressed disbelief that 
Sian Massey was to run the line in a Premier League match between 
Wolves and Liverpool at Molineux because in Gray’s words “women 
don’t know the offside rule”. “The game’s gone mad,” Keys agreed, 
his Darwinian worldview crumbling in front of his eyes11. Whatever 
Gray and Keys might have thought, women clearly did know the 
offside rule. Massey made a crucial, but correct call in the build-up 
to Fernando Torres’ goal during the game and has gone on to receive 
widespread praise for her performances since.  

11 Gray and Keys were sacked by Sky for a series of sexist comments before quickly 
resurfacing at TalkSport.
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What’s more women had been officiating in men’s games since 
1981 when Elizabeth Forsdick ran the line in an FA Cup tie. Eight 
years later Kim George refereed an FA Cup preliminary round 
match and when interviewed by The Times she felt compelled to 
reassure the readers she was “not a strident feminist carrying the 
banner for women in sport”. The idea that women didn’t watch 
football (or didn’t watch it ‘properly’) can also be found in subtle 
ways elsewhere. Of the 1,000 fans interviewed for the Popplewell 
Inquiry following the fire at Bradford’s Valley Parade in 1985, not 
one was female. This was despite the fact that 11 of the 56 victims 
were female and that women made up about 15% of football 
crowds at the time. 

The television coverage of the men’s game in the 1960s which 
inspired Welch also kick-started the slow journey towards genuine 
recognition for women’s football in England as women like Sue 
Lopez were also captivated. “The World Cup was the catalyst for 
a renaissance,” she told me. “Women’s football had been booming 
in England in the Twenties and it was the FA’s ban that crushed it. 
Even though some teams like Manchester Corinthians and Fodens 
had continued playing charity matches it never captured the enormity 
of how successful the game was in terms of participation in the 
Twenties. So there was a big gap until the World Cup when lots of 
women said: ‘hang on, this looks good’.” 

Lopez, who was on the verge of representing Hampshire at hockey 
before England’s World Cup win made her a football convert, helped 
launch the Women’s Football Association in 1969 and became a 
driving force in ensuring that the upsurge of interest in the women’s 
game would be sustained. A few months after Bobby Moore lifted 
the Jules Rimet trophy, Lopez joined the Royal Assurance Exchange 
works team in Southampton (despite not working for the firm) and a 
couple of seasons later she began to play for the city’s newly formed 
representative team. In November 1969 she was part of an England 
XI (made up of players from the Chiltern Valley and Southampton 
clubs) that played in a four-nation tournament in Italy. Her goal-
scoring exploits would lead, two years later, to her becoming the first 
female English player to play abroad spending just under a season 
with Roma where she scored 11 goals in 14 games as they lifted 
the Coppa Italia and finished League runners up behind Piacenza.



313From the Back Page to the Front Room

It was during this period that the FA finally lifted its 50-year 
ban on women’s football at League grounds and started working 
more closely with their female counterparts in the recently-formed 
WFA. Their hand was forced following the second unofficial 
women’s World Cup in Mexico in 1971. While some aspects of the 
tournament were dubious to say the least – the goals were pink and 
the players were encouraged to wear hot pants and blouses – it was 
also a huge success and a crowd of 108,000 watched the opening 
game. If there’s one thing guaranteed to make a football governing 
body take notice it is money, so UEFA leapt into action and requested 
all national associations take responsibility for the women’s game 
in their country. However it wasn’t until 1993 that the English FA 
took on the administration of the women’s game and it did not lend 
its name to a women’s League until 2011 when the Women’s Super 
League (FAWSL) was launched. 

It’s little wonder it took so long given the prejudice the women’s 
game continued to face in the national media. In 1969 as the FA was 
considering lifting its ban, John Morgan, then sports editor of the 
Daily Express, wrote: “There was some formal tut-tutting over the 
possible problems like… What do we do about referees? (well, they 
couldn’t be women, could they?). What do we do about disciplinary 
measures? (well, can you imagine the disciplinary commission having 
to adjudicate on ‘Who pinched Ethel’s bra?’).” In 1972 Lopez was 
approached by a reporter from Titbits magazine whose main focus 
appeared to be whether she had problems working with a male 
manager. Despite Lopez dismissing the idea the resulting article 
suggested players and coaches had more on their minds than football, 
and it was printed with a picture of a man surrounded by women 
in provocative positions in a changing room. The focus on trivial 
(or in fact non-existent) off-field issues continued to be married to 
a disparaging attitude towards the players themselves, exemplified 
by Brian Glanville’s Sunday Times report of England’s 8-0 defeat 
of Scotland at Nuneaton in June 1973. It was the report in which he 
compared the women’s game to a dog walking on its hind legs (a line 
he was still using in radio discussions several decades later). Under 
the headline “Goals and Gals Don’t Mix”, Glanville added that he 
doubted anyone who paid to watch the game would be willing to 
pay again before giving a broad critique of feminism: “One’s chief 
doubt about women’s football is the same one has about Women’s 
Lib itself; the most insidious triumph of the male-dominated society 
is that it has lured women into pursuing masculine goals.”
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Lopez had met Glanville in Italy where he had worked early in 
his career and he appeared to be a fan of the women’s game, while 
also suggesting he thought it would struggle to gain acceptance in 
England because of the macho attitude of the establishment and media. 
However according to Lopez on his return home: “He followed the 
rest of them in England and just pooh-poohed it.” That attitude was 
in stark contrast to the coverage Lopez experienced in Italy which 
was, she said, “from another planet” and consistently better than 
anything to be found in England even now. “You had the Corriere 
dello Sport – a national publication – always featuring league tables 
as well as match reports and previews – and that was when I was there 
in 1971, apparently it had been going on before that.” The paper had 
a reporter, Gianni Bezzi, dedicated to coverage of the Roma women’s 
team and also gave full coverage to the women’s national team as 
well as general features and articles about the politics and economics 
of the women’s game. Lopez’s move to Italy was also covered by the 
Milan-based news magazine L’Europea who interviewed her and 
printed three full-page colour action shots of her playing. By contrast 
the English Press exaggerated the financial aspects of the deal and that 
led to threats from the WFA that Lopez would be banned from playing 
for then-amateur England team. So she returned home to ensure she 
remained eligible for national selection and went on to win 22 caps. 

That isn’t to say there was no positive media coverage in the English 
Press. While most of it tended to come in the local Press where players 
could send in their own reports and cultivate relationships with 
journalists, there was also some in the national Press. In November 
1974 England beat France 2-0 at Wimbledon’s Plough Lane ground 
and Lopez says the quantity and quality of coverage was remarkable. In 
particular the team was flattered by Jimmy Hill’s positive comparison 
with the men’s team in the News of the World. Under the headline 
“Take a tip Revie – It’s time to follow the girls” Hill praised the team’s 
short passing game and their organised 4-3-3 system. Several years 
later in February 1977, following England’s 1-0 victory over Italy 
also at Plough Lane, Morgan of the Daily Express, who had been 
so dismissive of women’s football eight years earlier, was moved to 
begin his match report with some self-reproach:

“Ladies, I apologise unreservedly and wholeheartedly. I went to 
Wimbledon to watch England play Italy expecting to snigger. I went 
with all the usual male prejudices about soccer being ‘unfeminine’; 
that the girls would break down and cry if someone kicked them or if 
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the referee was a bit nasty and did not allow a goal. I saw instead the 
best game of football I have seen since the famous Wolves managed 
by Stan Cullis terrorised Europe in the 1950s.” 

Lopez is convinced that the media have a role to play in the 
development of women’s football. “It’s like anything if it’s not in 
the media then it’s not going on; it’s kept a secret. But it needs more 
than just reports in papers, it needs reporting that is interesting and 
exciting.” She cited the example of Lawrie McMenemy, then-manager 
of Southampton’s men’s team, being photographed with the five of 
the club’s women players picked to play for the national team against 
Belgium at The Dell in 197812. “His public gesture of endorsing the 
fact that we were playing for England helped convey the message 
that women’s football was acceptable and gave us a huge crowd,” 
she said. England won 3-0 in front of 5,471.

However the amount of coverage wasn’t consistent and the women’s 
game found it hard to gather momentum. In 1984 the England 
women’s team reached the two-legged final of the inaugural UEFA 
European Championships ultimately losing on penalties to Sweden. 
The first leg in Stockholm was broadcast live in the host country who 
also sent a camera crew and 36 journalists to cover the second leg in 
Luton. The English media barely mentioned the final. The following 
year England won the Mundiolito tournament – a forerunner to the 
Women’s World Cup – beating hosts Italy 3-2 in the final thanks to 
two goals from then-19-year-old Marieanne Spacey. As with the UEFA 
final the year before, it should have become one of those key moments 
around which the history of the game is built but, as Spacey told me, 
it also went all but unnoticed by the media. “It was one of the first 
trophies an England team had won for some time, but when we flew 
back you wouldn’t have known. It was really only our teammates and 
our friends and family that recognised our achievement. There was 
very, very, limited coverage. I think there might have been a couple 
of lines in one of the papers but that was it.” 

As a consequence of her brace in the final, Spacey, who went on 
to score 28 times in 91 games for England, was offered a contract by 
Italian club Lazio but it was a short-lived spell abroad and as with 
Lopez’s move to Italy 14 years earlier the Press were determined to put 
their own spin on things. “I came home after four days because the club 

12 The five were: Sue Buckett, Pat Chapman, Linda Coffin, Maggie Pearce and Lopez 
herself.
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couldn’t guarantee that they’d always release me for England training 
unless it was for a UEFA or FIFA-recognised game. All I wanted to do 
was play for England but the Press picked up on the story and made 
out I was homesick and that I missed my boyfriend. It had nothing 
to do with that, I came home for football reasons but I guess it made 
a better story to say I came home for other reasons.”

Despite this, positive coverage of the women’s game was steadily 
increasing. In 1987 BBC2 broadcast a documentary called Home 
and Away focused on the talent drain away from England, featuring 
some of Spacey’s contemporaries such as England striker Kerry Davis 
and national captain Debbie Bampton who both joined Italian side 
Despar Trani 80. The national team won the Mundialito again in 
1988 and were surprise, but deserving, recipients of The Sunday 
Times Team of the Year award. The following year Channel 4 
commissioned Trans World International to produce a series of 
one-hour highlight and magazine shows presented by Hazel Irvine. 
They also covered some women’s matches live and three million 
people tuned into watch Leasowe Pacific (now Everton Ladies) 
beat Friends of Fulham 3-2 at Old Trafford13 in the 1989 WFA Cup 
Final. If there was a watershed moment for the media coverage of 
the modern game, Channel 4’s programming was it. 

“When we got back from the match,” said Spacey who was on 
the losing side “we went into the local McDonalds. There were a 
couple of people in there who’d just watched the match and they 
were staring at us saying: ‘we’ve just seen you on telly’. We’d never 
been recognised before and it was quite a moment of realisation at 
how powerful television could be in getting the game out to a wider 
audience who don’t attend the matches. Channel 4 did a great job, 
they even filmed me at work – a leisure centre in Brixton. It suddenly 
hit us that the game was out there and it changed our mentality – we 
started taking a more professional approach but it was also from 
there the game grew; that was the start of when it became something 
people knew was out there happening.”

The scheduling of WFA games on Sunday afternoons (this, 
remember, was in the days when the men’s Premier League didn’t 

13 The next women’s game to be played at the stadium would be the match between the 
USA and North Korea during the 2012 Olympic Games.
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exist and kick-off times weren’t being shifted all over the place to 
suit Sky) allowed for continuity of coverage and the shows regularly 
pulled in excess of 2.5 million viewers, often more than the channel’s 
coverage of the NFL. It began to look as if the women’s game could 
build a regular TV audience. There had been some limited coverage 
before, for example the BBC had shown highlights of Southampton 
beating QPR in the 1976 WFA Cup Final, but following Channel 4’s 
sustained coverage the WFA received hundreds of letters asking how 
players could join or set up a women’s team. This was reinforced by 
channel’s drama The Manageress, also broadcast in 1989, which was 
written by Stan Hey and starred Cheri Lunghi as Gabriella Benson, 
the manager of a fictional Second Division men’s team. “The fun was 
having a look at the game from a female perspective,” said Hey. “It 
came at a time when the game was especially brutal with the European 
ban, hooliganism and the unintended brutality of stadium tragedies. 
It just felt like that male culture of football was coming to an end.” 

While the series provides a snap-shot of the woeful state of the 
men’s game in the late-1980s if you take away the amusingly obsolete 
technology and the terrible Eighties fashion it is way ahead of its 
time. It deals with a host of issues ranging from racism and sexism 
to England’s insularity from the rest of the football world. Benson 
changes the team’s tactics and the menu in the canteen (both decisions 
are greeted with consternation) and – even worse – she orders the 
players not to tackle in training but to instead win the ball through 
anticipation. Tackling, she argues, is a last resort (remember, this 
was seven years before some bloke called Arsene Wenger strolled 
into Highbury and introduced novel concepts like grilled broccoli, 
much to Ian Wright’s disgust, and started moaning when his players 
had their legs broken). Hey continued: “She’s not just an outsider but 
she’s also a fan. That’s why we had the scene at the beginning where 
she’s watching Real Madrid beat Eintract 7-3 as a girl. It was saying: 
‘women like football too’, that was the agenda – with a small ‘a’.”

After Channel 4 pulled its WFA coverage ahead of the 1992-93 
season, Sky picked up the baton but with satellite TV still in its 
infancy the potential audience was considerably smaller, a problem 
compounded by the programme being parked on a women’s lifestyle 
channel – UK Living – instead of a sports channel. The women’s 
game is only now receiving similar exposure with the BBC’s Director 
of Sport Barbara Slater committing to significant coverage of the 
2013 Women’s European Championships across TV, radio and the 
internet, plus programmes on the Super League later the same year 
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complemented by coverage on BT Sport. Channel 4’s coverage didn’t 
stop some journalists making derogatory comments such as football 
commentator Archie Macpherson who wrote in The Sunday Times 
in 1990: “I’m not saying a women’s place is purely in the home – 
though some skivvying does not do them any harm. If Channel 4 
wants to show us how entertaining football can be outside the senior 
game then let them put the cameras at other places. Like any school 
playground.” Despite the visible evidence to the contrary, the double 
stereotype that football wasn’t feminine and that anyway, women 
weren’t any good at it persisted.

A couple of years before Macpherson’s article Spacey was interviewed 
by researchers at the Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research 
and told them that she felt that in the eyes of many men (and women) 
female footballers were “just a bunch of dykes running about a football 
field; women trying to be men”. Spacey laughed when I reminded 
her of the comment. “How naïve was I then?” she said. “We hadn’t 
had any media training so when people asked a question you were 
honest and gave an answer you might not give today but it probably 
was how I felt at the time. It was frustrating because that was the 
perception. Back then the media always wanted to put you in ball 
gowns and do your hair and makeup. As long as it was a positive 
piece, we saw it as a way of promoting women’s football and we really 
enjoyed it because we had a girls’ day out which was fodder for us in 
the dressing room but the media took it as ‘this is what they could 
look like if only they tried’.” 

This attitude is the more insidious manifestation of the idea that 
women who play football are tomboys and several studies of the 
women footballers at college or club level have since shown that 
the perception of a link between lesbianism and women’s football 
was both the strongest theme to develop within the research and 
the most important issue for the interviewees14. There is a flipside 
of course. While female footballers are damagingly masculinised 
so male footballers who do not conform to euphemistic English 
‘big lad’ stereotype – those players who don’t go in for the equally 
euphemistic ‘hard tackle’ – are damagingly feminised or as Spacey 
put it “the men are moisturising and the women are shaving”. 

The most recent example of this was the anti-snood backlash in 
the 2010/11 season. The Mail on Sunday kept a close eye on the 
“epidemic” of “top-flight softies” wearing the winter neck-warmers 

14 If you’re interested, check out the work of John Harris and Jayne Caudwell.
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and (heaven forbid) gloves while also helpfully pointing out how many 
of the players were foreign. Their campaign was backed by a chorus 
of disapproval from the likes of Sir Alex Ferguson, who said snoods 
were for “powder puffs” and that “real men don’t wear things like 
that.” His former player Paul Ince, then manager of Notts County 
said snoods “weren’t right’ and that players “will be wearing skirts 
next”. Even Karen Brady was moved to say that if she saw a West 
Ham player wearing a snood she’d “rip it off with her own bare 
hands”. The Observer’s Paul Wilson also made his feelings clear 
in a piece following Everton’s win at Manchester City that season: 
“Not only did they [Everton] sport short sleeves at Eastlands on one 
of the coldest nights of the year, there were 11 bare necks, which 
makes them even more deserving of some kind of award from the 
campaign for real football. Or perhaps real men.” 

Let’s not kid ourselves, the debate was not really about an innocuous 
item of clothing. It was about what it took to be a man in the world 
of English football. It would be laughable, but when such loaded and 
aggressive terminology is used it is little wonder there are no openly 
gay players in the Premier League. Also underpinning coverage of 
men’s football is the related sexual objectification of women. Whether 
it is the patriotic Page 3 girl or the supportive WAG, the focus on their 
femininity and physical features demonstrates that Derek Jameson’s 
“tits and bums” perception of women lives on, further reinforcing 
what is expected from them in the world of English football media.

While the tabloids might be stuck in the past, social media is offering 
women footballers the opportunity to challenge these perceptions and 
take control of their own image. “It would be crazy of us not to utilise 
the power of things like Twitter to raise the players’ profiles and the 
game’s profile,” said Spacey. “It’s a lot easier to do it than even five 
years ago but when I was playing social media didn’t exist. We just 
relied on the pen and paper of the journalists who might come out and 
support us. Now the players can put out lots of positive and vibrant 
messages for the people who follow them, but it needs to expand out 
to people who aren’t sure about the sport and that’s where the game 
still needs support from the national and local media.”

It’s a point Hope Powell, who managed the England women’s team 
between 1998 and 2013, agrees with. “Social media has helped us 
communicate with fans directly in a way we have never had before,”  



320 Chapter 13

she said. “Steph Houghton now has over 30,000 followers for example 
so it’s a great tool but it still needs to be supported by traditional media 
to have the biggest impact.” Powell argued that the inconsistent coverage 
of the women’s game, which tends to focus only on the England (or 
Great Britain) team’s performance at major tournaments, means the 
sport struggles to build a following. “It’s very hard for fans to get any 
concept of what we are and how we operate, who are the teams, what 
are the rivalries and stories if something pops up every two years and 
then goes away again. We still have no regular reporting on the women’s 
game in the written press nor regular fixtures and results reporting. 
As a public broadcaster the BBC are realising their responsibility to 
cover more women’s sports including football but newspapers don’t 
have such obligations and they would argue they need to sell papers by 
providing what their audience want and what sponsors will advertise 
next to. Coverage is vital especially so girls can see it’s a real choice 
for them not just for the boys. If you don’t get coverage people can’t 
decide for themselves whether this is something they would like to be 
part of or watch. We are actively working to promote our players as 
ambassadors as they are the best advert for the game – we need the 
media to help raise their profile and change attitudes.”

Powell believes the fact that the women’s game is constantly 
viewed through the prism of the man’s game can be detrimental to 
its development: “We can benefit from being known as football – that 
is England fans supporting us because of the flag – but it also means 
there’s always a negative comparison. There are two games in this 
country and the semantics are interesting here: ‘football’ and ‘women’s 
football’. We would want to eventually get to a place where it is just 
‘football’. It’s these unthinking issues that are very hard to combat. 
The FA also has two England senior teams: the England men’s senior 
team and England women’s senior team but most people would say 
‘England’ and ‘England Women’. It’s something we are trying to 
change but this will be hard.” 

Powell went on to suggest that in comparison to the men’s game, 
the England’s women’s team suffers in a similar way to other sports. 
“Progress has been massive in the past few decades and actually we feel 
that the product is good enough now to get more coverage. However, 
the difficulty is that in that time media coverage has crystallised too 
and there is a certain way of doing things that makes it hard for any 
sport – be it male or female – that’s not men’s football at the very 
top level, men’s cricket, men’s rugby, men’s golf or Formula One to 
get a look in.”
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Finally, I asked Powell what barriers are left to be broken down 
and her answer was emphatic: “Women’s football being treated as a 
sport in its own right. Our players being treated as the elite athletes 
they now are; consistent coverage, respect for our game, more female 
coaches, better facilities, more coverage; more sponsors and real 
engagement and support for the game. We have come a long way 
and have actually achieved a huge amount but there is still a long 
way to go.”





Back of the Net

“Sir Alex Ferguson retires #thankyousiralex”. 
With that Tweet at 9.17am on Wednesday, 
May 8th 2013, Manchester United confirmed 
the news many of us had already guessed: 
Twitter is the dominant media for discussing 
football. We may watch it on TV and read 
about it in newspapers, books and magazines 
(or watch and read about it on our tablets or 
smart phones) but when it comes to actually 
talking about the beautiful game, Twitter’s 
where it’s at. The 2012/13 season saw Chelsea 
use Twitter to announce Roberto Di Matteo’s 
sacking and the appointment of first Rafael 
Benitez and then José Mourinho. QPR tweeted 
the firing of Mark Hughes and the hiring 
of Harry Redknapp and Everton broke the 
news of Roberto Martinez’s appointment via 
Twitter. The fact the Old Trafford media team 
decided to eschew the tried and tested methods 
of the Press conference or Press release and 
instead used Twitter to confirm that Sir Alex 
was stepping down speaks volumes. 

Within eight minutes the club’s self-styled 
hashtag ‘#ThankYouSirAlex’ was the top 
trend worldwide. Within an hour there had 
been 1.4 million mentions of the story on 
Twitter, 400,000 more than in the same period 
following the announcement of Margaret 
Thatcher’s death a month earlier. If you still 
doubt the importance of Twitter as an arena 
for discussing football here are some more 
numbers for you. Of the list of the top 10 most 
talked-about events of 2012 on Twitter in the 

14
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UK (measured by the number of Tweets sent per second) seven were 
about sport, of which four were about football. Top of the lot was 
Boris Johnson and David and Samantha Cameron dancing during 
the Olympics closing ceremony, second England’s exit in the quarter-
finals of Euro 2012. The three non-sport spots were all occupied by 
The X Factor. In all I think the list sums up the country quite neatly.

Twitter was developed by a guy called Jack Dorsey while he was 
working for American podcasting firm Odeo. Dorsey envisaged 
Twitter (originally called Twttr) as an SMS-based platform for 
friends to keep in touch with each other via their status updates and 
it was he who sent the first tweet in March, 2006. It said simply: 
“just setting up my twttr”. From that point Twitter’s growth was 
exponential and this led to regular system crashes signified by Yiying 
Lu’s illustration of a whale being lifted out of the water by eight 
birds; the ‘fail whale’. As Twitter went from being an SMS-based 
platform to a web-based platform so the need to constrain tweets to 
140 characters disappeared but Dorsey and his colleagues decided to 
keep it; it was a smart move as the need to be brief enhances Twitter’s 
speed – one of its strengths. That constraint aside, the Twitter team 
followed the paths beaten by their users. Retweets, hashtags and the 
“@” sign to denote a user’s name were all user-generated innovations 
that became part of Twitter’s functionality. So, why is Twitter the 
perfect medium for discussing football (and other stuff like The X 
Factor)? Well, there are two reasons. Firstly it is immediate, both in 
terms of the speed in which you can communicate and with whom, 
and secondly it complements live television.

Twitter taps into something that has come to be known as ‘internet 
time’, the concept being that technology has increased the pace at 
which events happen and they happen at the fastest pace on the 
internet. This in turn is affecting the pace of change in society more 
generally (internet time is different to ‘Fergie time’ in which time 
expands by six minutes...). In the past we had a much broader, less 
accurate concept of time. There was the light bit: day and the dark 
bit: night. The length of the day was determined by whether it was 
spring, summer, autumn or winter and the position of the sun in 
the sky would indicate roughly what time it was. In pre-industrial 
societies man-made clocks – dials around which the sun would cast 
shadows or hourglasses through which sand flowed – only served 
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to reinforce the fact that nature dictated the pace at which events 
happened. This began to change with the invention of mechanical 
clocks and the introduction of clock towers with bells in the Middle 
Ages. These bells would be rung at certain times to signify important 
events (such as the start or end of work, the opening or closing of 
markets and so on). Time was becoming more regulated; the pace 
of life had sped up a little. That said, there was still a disparity in 
the time across the country – as much as 20 minutes between some 
towns – until in 1840 the Great Western Railway introduced ‘railway 
time’; the standardisation of local times to Greenwich Mean Time. 

This was driven by the need to eradicate timetable confusion. 
Once again time was becoming more regulated; the pace of life 
sped up a little more. Well, I say ‘sped up’ it actually took 40 years 
before the whole of Britain was brought into one time zone following 
the passing of the 1880 Statutes (Definition of Time) Act. Around 
then Frederick Winslow Taylor, chief engineer at the Midvale Steel 
Company in Philadelphia, started timing how long it took his workers 
to complete each part of their job in a bid to increase productivity. 
The time-and-motion study had been born. Capitalists the world over 
rubbed their hands and the pace of life sped up further still. Now we 
have wristwatches with more memory than an Apollo rocket and we 
can measure time to a fractional level of 1018. To put it another way 
the world’s most accurate clock loses only one ‘tick’ in 1018 ‘tocks’.1 
I’ll be honest and admit I have absolutely no concept of how big that 
number is, but I do know that along with these increased levels of 
accuracy have come more time constraints and less patience.

Alongside this, the development of media technology effectively 
decreased the time it took to communicate information. Initially you 
had to rely on heralds like Pheidippides who ran from Marathon to 
Athens2. They were replaced by men on horseback who could courier 
your message more quickly. The postal service brought structure, the 
railways and the telegraph speed, and radio and television greater 
intimacy and immediacy. Now you can browse the internet, get the 

1 This ridiculously accurate clock was unveiled by boffins at the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology in May 2013. Of course you can make all sorts of claims about 
the accuracy of one clock so, just to be sure, they built two.

2 It goes without saying Pheidippides’ heroic but fatal feat inspired the modern marathon 
and it would be nice to think the distance is based on the distance he ran, but no. That 
was the case up until 1908 when the British added 2.2 miles for the benefit of the Royal 
family. So the distance of the modern marathon – 26.2 miles – is equivalent to the distance 
between Windsor Castle and the Royal Family’s box at London’s White City Stadium  
– the route of the 1908 Olympic marathon.
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latest stats and talk to your mates almost wherever and whenever 
you like (without the hassle of actually having to meet them). Just 
months after becoming president in 2008, Barack Obama lamented 
a political “attention span that has only grown shorter with the 
24-hour news cycle”. Similarly, Britain’s saintly, grinning ex-PM Tony 
Blair argued in his evidence to the Leveson Inquiry that the impact 
of rolling news channels meant the Government has to respond to 
the demands of the media more quickly then ever before. Recalling 
Roy Jenkins telling him that in the past some Cabinet meetings lasted 
two days, Blair suggested this would have been impossible when he 
became Prime Minister or “there would have been total crisis mode 
for the whole of the Government”.

This impatience has also found its way into sport. Basketball 
players used to be able to take as much time as they wanted to get 
the ball down court and have a shot, alternatively they could ‘freeze’ 
the ball if they had a slim lead near the end of a game. In 1954, just 
after the advent of television, this was no longer deemed acceptable, 
so in an attempt to speed up the game, the shot clock was introduced 
limiting offensive teams to just 24 seconds in which to attempt to 
score. Tie-breaks were introduced into tennis 11 years later for 
the same reason3. In his 1986 book Sports Spectators, historian 
Allen Guttmann wrote of cricket that “the length of Victorian and 
later matches symbolised the pace of life in a rural society not yet 
dominated by an industrial sense of time.” By 1937, we’d seen the 
last timeless Test after a match between England and South Africa 
in Durban ended drawn after 11 days because the visitors had to 
catch their boat home. The Times argued that: “A match without 
the discipline imposed by time is null and void of all the elements 
which go to make cricket the enchanting game it naturally is.” From 
then on Test matches were restricted to five days – the equivalent of a 
nicely controlled, industrialized working week. Within 30 years the 
one-day game had been introduced and in 2003 T20 was born. It 
is cricket for the Twitter generation – short and quick. No one even 
bothers to use its full name.

The increased speed and immediacy created by social media was 
initially seen as a challenge to the traditional model of broadcasting. 
The introduction of any new form of media leads to uncertainty among 
those who use existing technology and football broadcasters were 

3 As the tie-break doesn’t always apply to the final set, tennis can still throw up the odd 
anomaly like the 11-hour-five-minute Wimbledon epic between John Isner and Nicolas 
Mahut in 2010 in which Isner eventually took the fifth set 70-68.
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concerned that audiences would be lost to them as they began to talk 
among themselves. However, sociologists Brett Hutchins and David 
Rowe argue that internet access and social media have combined 
with television to create “a transmedia sport experience irreducible 
to its constituent parts”. They go on to suggest that sports fans are 
able to personalise their viewing experience through a combination 
of TV, internet and social media and so “the key to the future of 
media sport is the relationship between screens”. The concept of 
the second screen has been born. It allows people to call up stats, 
bet on matches or snipe at poor punditry literally seconds after it 
has left the co-commentator’s mouth. While not a noted sociologist, 
will.i.am, a judge on the BBC’s The Voice, the main rival to The X 
Factor, appears to think the same thing. In the second series of the 
programme the former Black Eyed Pea took to tweeting during the 
live shows even when contestants were singing and the other judges 
were talking. He dismissed suggestions he was being rude by saying 
(predictably in a tweet): “I told the bbc: ‘It may seem odd me tweeting...
but trust me...this will be the norm one day & people are going to 
copy it’... #thevoiceuk”. As it transpires he makes more sense when 
tweeting than when talking. 

As television technology has changed so watching it has become 
an increasingly personal experience. The central thrust of current 
advertising campaigns for both Virgin and Sky is not the content 
(they pretty much offer the same thing) it’s what you can do with 
their hardware. You can record or select programmes from a range of 
‘on demand’ services and access all of this when you’re not at home. 
In short, you can watch what you want, when you want, where you 
want. Companies like Netflix have taken this one step further by 
making their own shows, like House of Cards and Orange Is the 
New Black, and releasing all the episodes in one go. Ration it out 
over several weeks or have a weekend marathon: the choice is yours. 
What this means however is that just as social media has arrived on 
the scene with its power to build communities around TV shows, 
viewing habits are fracturing and becoming more individualistic. 
Except, that is, where live televised sport is concerned. 

Here the whole thrill is watching the drama unfold in real time 
and millions, sometimes billions do so. Let’s be honest, very few 
people will regularly record a football match and watch it on a delay 
or watch it again and again. The same logic applies to breaking news 
and shows like The X Factor, The Voice and Britain’s Got Talent 
where the latter stages at least are broadcast live. Think back to that 
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top ten Twitter list from 2012 – all the events were ‘live’: four football 
matches; three Olympic events, three episodes of The X Factor. 
Tellingly, as I type the five most Tweeted about events of all time are 
all ‘live’ events: Barack Obama’s re-election; Spain’s Euro 2012 win; 
the introduction of Pope Francis; Andy Murray’s Wimbledon victory 
and, er, The Spice Girls’ reunion at the 2012 Olympics. Equally 
tellingly three are connected to sport.

Incidentally, given that a welcome message to David Moyes was 
accidentally posted on Manchester United’s Facebook page before 
he’d been confirmed as Sir Alex’s successor, you might think Mark 
Zuckerberg and his chums would disagree about Twitter’s dominance. 
While it’s true Facebook has considerably more users (about 1.15bn 
compared to about 500 million for Twitter) there are some key differences 
between the two social networks. Facebook is like a house party: you 
invite in who you want, it remains a fairly select group and while 
they might not all know each other, you know all of them. Twitter 
is like a pub: anyone can be listening in to your conversation. They 
might interject with something of value and you’ll happily chat again 
the next time you’re both in for a pint, eventually becoming friends, 
or they might interject with a drunken, racist slur and you’ll have to 
notify the police. So, as far as talking about football is concerned, 
Twitter bests Facebook because while the former is relatively enclosed, 
the latter allows for the quick formation of ad hoc communities of 
interest. The proof of the pudding is in the tweeting – in a bid not to 
get left behind, Facebook has introduced hashtags.

Before the world went digital it was analogue and any football fan 
over the age of 30 will know that the analogue version of the internet 
was teletext. As with a fair few technological innovations teletext 
came about by accident when BBC technicians trying to create 
subtitles for the hard-of-hearing realised that they could transmit 
whole pages of text using “spare lines” transmitted via the analogue 
signal. In September 1974 the Beeb took this technology and created 
Ceefax, a news and information service which gave the viewer access 
to the latest information more or less as soon as it came into the 
newsroom (in other words to “see facts”). Veteran journalist Colin 
McIntyre was appointed to oversee the service’s 24 pages, which 
contained the latest news headlines, sports scores, weather updates 
and TV listings. Initially they were only updated during weekday 
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office hours but soon there was a team of eight working on Ceefax 
and at its peak it ran to 2,000 pages. ITV launched a rival service 
called ORACLE, which wasn’t named after a Greek priest imparting 
wisdom from the Gods but was an acronym for Optional Reception 
of Announcements by Coded Line Electronics (it’s almost like they 
thought of the name first and made up the meaningless techno jargon 
second). Subsequently in 1993 ORACLE was replaced after being 
outbid for the franchise by Teletext Ltd4. 

In the early days McIntyre and his colleagues would monitor copy 
from the wire agencies then type their story into a terminal. This 
would create a punched tape about a metre long. The tape would 
then be taken from Ceefax’s sixth floor office down two flights of 
stairs to the Central Apparatus Room and fed into a metal box that 
would transmit the pages. It was only when the writer was back in 
the office that they would see if they had made a mistake and if they 
had, well, the whole process had to be started again. While this 
laborious content management system sounds like it came from the 
mind of Heath Robinson, the service itself was very fast because the 
low-level technology meant Ceefax had no video, audio or pictures 
embedded into it. The rudimentary technology also necessitated that 
the writers be brief. Ceefax had a maximum of 24 lines per page and 
a maximum of 40 characters per line. Some of the lines were lost to 
headlines so most Ceefax stories consisted of about 80 words. The 
combination meant that Ceefax provided fast, bite-sized chunks of 
news, things which are now the norm. 

While it wasn’t pretty to look at: a black background, with white, 
green and yellow words seemingly made from large pixels, football 
fans lapped it up. Any one born before the 1990s will have certain 
page numbers seared into their memory: 312 for the ‘football news 
in brief’; 324 for the tables; 337 for the ‘rolling vidiprinter’; 338 for 
the day’s tabloid transfer rumours and in the summer months 341 
for the all important cricket news. If you were really posh you might 
have had a remote with red, green, blue and yellow buttons on which 
could be used to jump about within Ceefax’s colour-coded index. 
There was also a ‘hold’ button for the slow readers but this was about 
as much control as you had. As the technology developed there was 
even an ‘in vision’ facility so you could keep track of the scores via a 

4 It had been ORACLE’s idea to create the franchise in the first place and they were a 
little bitter to have missed out. On December 31st 1992 – their last day – they refused to 
list TV programmes which came after midnight, instead displaying “00.00 The End of 
Oracle, Now the Nightmare Begins”.
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little bar at the bottom of the screen while you actually watched the 
TV. Ceefax page 303 came into its own on Saturdays with the scores 
from the First Division (this was back before the Premier League when 
you still had as many as 12 games kicking off at 3pm). At the start of 
the afternoon the games were sub-divided into three pages that would 
scroll round at a set pace. However as the goals and associated facts 
like goal-scorers and sending-offs started coming in, so the number 
of pages needed grew which meant you had to wait longer for the 
page with your team on to scroll round. The viewer could employ 
certain tactics like re-keying the number of the page they were on in 
the hope they would get the up-dated version of the sub-page they 
wanted more quickly. More often than not, it just skipped past it to 
spite you for trying to beat the system. 

Initially very few televisions could get Ceefax but as its popularity 
grew in the 1980s it drove the sale of sets with the capacity to receive 
it. The service reached the peak of its popularity in the mid 1990s, 
just after the launch of the National Lottery, when around 20 million 
people were checking the service every week. In 1994 Wolves’ fans 
inundated Molineux to complain about manager Graham Taylor 
changing the club’s famous orange kit to all-white. He wasn’t; it was 
an April Fools story on Ceefax but it underlined how pervasive the 
service was at the time5. However, in 1995 just as Ceefax reached 
its peak, Microsoft founder Bill Gates sent a confidential memo to 
his executive staff (on paper) titled “The Internet Tidal Wave”. The 
internet was, he said, “the most important single development to 
come along since the IBM PC was introduced in 1981” and one to 
which he assigned the “highest level of importance”. The company 
launched the Windows 95 operating system including something called 
‘Internet Explorer 2.0’ and in the following few years access to what 
was quaintly called “cyberspace” became increasingly widespread.

In the long-run Ceefax didn’t stand a chance but despite the fact 
its death sentence had been signed, the service held its own against 
websites for a good few years. In the days when you had to dial up 
a connection to the internet, if you wanted the latest football news 
Ceefax was still the place to go. Switch on the TV, hit the ‘Text’ 
button, key in the number 302 and you had all the day’s headlines. 
In the same time your PC was probably still deciding whether it was 
going to let you type in your password. Famously in 1997 Bruce 

5 According to the story, Taylor, still traumatised by England’s non-qualification for that 
summer’s World Cup at the hands of Holland, declared: “I do not like orange”.
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Rioch learned he’d been sacked as assistant manager of QPR via 
Ceefax. “I am bitterly disappointed they didn’t have the courtesy to 
phone me before I read it on television,” said the Scot. On September 
11th 2001 when confronted with one of the biggest breaking news 
stories of all time, the internet, in its youth, was simply unable to cope 
with the demand and froze. Ceefax, however, like a hardened hack 
kept churning out the stories for all to see. While they might seem 
incredibly archaic from today’s perspective, Ceefax and its ITV rivals 
were precursors to the internet and 24-hour rolling news channels. 
They showed there was a demand for instant, constantly accessible 
news and sports coverage and in a sense also created that demand by 
changing the way we viewed information. No longer were we prepared 
to wait until Final Score for the football scores or the tail-end of the 
One O’Clock, Six O’Clock or Nine O’Clock News bulletins for the 
latest headlines; we wanted information literally at our finger tips.

Ceefax has gone now but its younger relative – digital text – lives 
on. You probably know it as “the red button” which gives all sorts 
of extra functionality, like choosing which game you watch, or 
which commentary you listen to. The BBC started offering their TV 
viewers the option of listening to Radio Five Live commentary via 
the red button and in Euro 2012 even let the CBBC presenters have a 
crack at commentating during the final. It was designed to appeal to 
younger viewers but for some strange reason the analysis of Hacker 
T Dog proved a hit with older fans too. The commentary team, in a 
surreal world of their own, managed not to notice it was half time 
and were oblivious to Spain’s third goal, but who cares? At one stage 
‘CBBC’ was trending higher than ‘Spain’ or ‘Italy’ on Twitter. A few 
months after the tournament, in November 2012, the last analogue 
transmitter was shut down.

By the time the final few TV owners stumbled blinking into the digital 
era the internet was ubiquitous. It has become such a h?uge part of 
our lives that, like electricity, we only realise how much we rely on it 
when it stops working. It was all very different when Gates sent his 
memo in 1995. Back then there were fewer than 40,000 domestic 
internet connections in the UK6 and one of them happened to belong 

6 To put this into perspective by June 2012 the UK had 52.7 million internet users, 32.9 
million of which were on Facebook.
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to Greg Hadfield and his 12-year-old son, Tom. Hadfield, at the time 
an investigative reporter for the Daily Mail, was prompted to get the 
connection as Tom began spending more and more time using the 
internet at his friend’s house. “Tom would call us at 9pm to say his 
friend had gone to bed,” Hadfield told me from his office in Brighton. 
“Then his friend’s parents would call at 11pm saying they were going 
to bed and asking us to pick Tom up. That obviously wasn’t the way 
to go, so we were one of the first people to get the internet.” 

These were the days before unlimited broadband and Tom was 
soon running up massive monthly telephone bills. However, as 
he did he found a large number of expats desperate for the latest 
football scores from England. They’d been used to having to wait for 
the latest papers to be shipped over to wherever they were living so 
for them the internet, which could transmit information across the 
world instantaneously, was a godsend. So was Tom. “He recognised 
the importance of live football scores,” Hadfield continued “and 
sometime between his birthday in October 1994 and the end of the 
season in 1995 he rented some space on a server in Chicago – I still 
don’t even know how he did that – and started putting up live football 
scores on a very basic web page that he created called Mystic Meg’s 
Premier League Service. Every Saturday he was posting the football 
scores from teletext as they came in and it was getting huge traffic 
apparently. I learnt all this in retrospect.”

It was during the close season that Tom told his dad what he’d been 
doing and how he thought it could be improved. “In June 1995 I was 
having a bath and he came in and told me his vision for what became 
Soccernet. I got it straight away. I got out of the bath, dried, got dressed 
and wrote a three-page business plan for the site. Being at the Daily 
Mail I thought I must go and see the editor Paul Dacre not least because 
in June 1995 Sir David English – the famous journalist, who in old 
print journalism is a god – had appeared at a conference with a young 
politician called Tony Blair and basically said this: ‘I don’t know what 
the internet is but I do know there will be little people with big ideas 
and organisations such as ours should support them’. I thought ‘this 
is fantastic my son’s just told me this idea about the internet which 
no body knows anything about and here’s my super-boss saying ‘we 
should support little people with big ideas’.” Hadfield’s business plan 
persuaded his superiors at Associated Newspapers7 that there might 

7 To demonstrate they’d finally gone digital, Associated Newspapers ditched the ana-
logue name in early 2013 becoming DMG Media, complete with one of those modern, 
lower-case logos.
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be something in Tom’s idea and a deal was struck whereby the pair 
were allowed to use football reports from the Daily Mail and its sister 
Sunday title to complement their live scores.

With the help of a designer the site was spruced up and officially 
launched on Saturday, August 19th 1995 for the start of the new 
season. “I took apart my computer and we drove up to the Daily Mail 
newsroom where there was only one actual computer and that was the 
IT department’s, and we took down the match reports, copied them 
across and supplemented them with live scores. At about 7pm when 
we’d put up all the reports we chased back to our home in Brighton 
with our computer on the back seat of my Ford Mondeo to put it back 
together in our house so we could log on to the internet just to change 
the date on the front page of Soccernet.” It was the day Aston Villa 
beat Manchester United 3-1 and Alan Hansen confidently declared 
that you couldn’t win anything with kids. By the end of the season 
it wasn’t just Fergie’s Fledglings that had proved if you were good 
enough you were old enough and Tom’s idea took off. 

As Hadfield remembers “Things got crazy in 1995” and by the turn 
of the year Associated Press was including the Soccernet web address 
in their TV advertising – a first for the English Press. “We were the 
only website in the world doing live scores – that was the secret,” 
said Hadfield. “It became the most popular website in Europe; there 
was no server in Europe that could handle the traffic that the site was 
receiving. However, initially few of Hadfield’s colleagues understood 
the implications of what he and his son were doing: “There were 
people I met in Africa on my travels as a journalist who’d heard of 
Soccernet at a time when people sitting next to me in the Daily Mail 
newsroom hadn’t. People I know told me at the time: ‘Oh, it’s a fad, 
it’s like CB Radio. No one will ever want to get their football scores 
off a computer when they’ve got Ceefax’.”

Another redesign came in late 1997 in time for the draw for France 
‘98. Soccernet covered it live and the demand crashed their servers 
– by that time based in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. “The Americans 
couldn’t believe it,” said Hadfield. “It was France ‘98 when people 
around me started to get it. There were hundreds of journalists in 
France covering the World Cup and I was sitting at my kitchen table 
in Brighton running a website, hosted in Florida and we led the 
world. We were probably one of the busiest websites in the world at 
the time. We took $5m in advertising and sponsorship. We had five 
million page impressions a day, 300,000 unique users a day. I made 
the claim that France ‘98 would do for the internet what the Vietnam 
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War did for television news, which I still believe.” In 1999, less than 
five years after Soccernet’s launch, Associated cashed in by selling 
60% of their stake in the website for £15m to Disney’s interactive 
division. The site was rebranded ESPN:Soccernet before becoming 
its current incarnation: ESPN:FC. That deal with Disney was an 
early indication of the huge online value of football.

I wasn’t blessed with Tom Hadfield’s technical knowledge or his 
business acumen and so I took a fairly conventional path from school 
to university. After graduation I briefly worked part-time in the Press 
Association (PA) as one of the team receiving phone updates from 
football match-reporters, and then uploading them to the database 
that fed, among other things, Grandstand’s vidiprinter. There I saw 
an advert to be a reporter on Sportinglife.com, a newly launched 
venture between Mirror Group and PA. Somehow I got the job. At 
the time, as far as the internet was concerned, PA was leading the 
way among news organisations. In 1994 it launched one of the first 
genuinely dynamic websites that updated a range of news and sport 
headlines as well as financial and weather information automatically 
from the company’s databases. In his history of PA, Living on a 
Deadline, Chris Moncrieff argues that one of the reasons PA took 
the lead in the internet was that unlike other media organisations 
who had regular but specific deadlines “for the Press Association 
every second of every day was, and is, a deadline”. In effect they 
were already working in internet time. Furthermore, staff were 
encouraged to give voice to their ideas and told that often the best 
ones were the ones that sounded bizarre to begin with, an ethos that 
was notable by its absence in successive newspaper offices I worked in.

I was only the second full-time member of editorial staff at 
Sportinglife, and to be honest in those early days in 1997 it felt like 
there weren’t that many more people actually looking at the site. 
However, the office just outside Leeds city centre quickly filled up 
with a (sometime combustible) mix of techies and journalists, and 
slowly people in the outside world began to take notice. The number 
of page views increased from a few thousand one month (mostly us 
looking at our own handiwork) to more than 10,000 the next and 
so on until the 1998 World Cup when things went through the roof. 
By the end of the tournament we were getting significantly more 
than one million hits a day and this despite that demand crashing 
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the site on a not irregular basis. As its name suggests the site had, 
and still has, a strong focus on betting, offering previews, analysis 
and statistical information. 

Yet the whole point of the internet was its immediacy so it was 
decided that we should offer some form of live coverage of football 
matches broadcast live on TV. “We were the first ones that ever did 
it, despite what other people might say,” said Graham Shaw who was 
editor of the site at the time. “We did it because we recognised the 
benefit for our users and the internet allowed us to do it. If you’re 
not restricted to one publication deadline you can change the copy 
as many times as you want in the 90 minutes, that’s the beauty of the 
internet. And, if you’re a user and you’re not able to access live TV 
or radio coverage, it’s a useful tool.” We called these early versions 
‘in-running’ match reports. We had no template to go by as no one 
else was doing anything similar so effectively we were making it 
up as we went along. The reports we wrote followed the process 
that a newspaper might employ on a breaking news story with one 
person writing a constantly changing version of the story as new 
information came in. While newspapers were working towards a 
final version just before the print deadline, we were publishing, then 
overwriting and republishing on a regular basis. As we wrote the 
reports we constantly changed the introductory paragraphs to reflect 
what was happening; less important bits were added at the bottom; 
even less important bits were discarded. It was like writing several 
different match reports for the same game within the 90 minutes 
and then a final report at the end. It was hard work. So as we were 
not constrained by time and space in the same way a newspaper 
match report is, we decided to abandon their way of working too. 

Shaw continues: “I remember us sitting with one of our colleagues 
and discussing how we should do it and the first game we did 
minute-by-minute, which everybody’s copied subsequently, was Italy 
v England in Rome in 1997. It was much easier to do editorially 
because you weren’t constantly changing it and it’s a much better 
way of displaying it for the readers. It’s much easier to publish 
the key moments faster.” It still tickles me that just over an hour 
before kick off in the 1998 World Cup final I was probably the first 
person in the world to write the words “Ronaldo has been dropped 
from Brazil’s starting line-up” for general consumption. Of course, 
about 30 minutes later I was probably also the first person in the 
world to write the words “Ronaldo has been reinstated into Brazil’s 
starting line-up”.
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When Ceefax and Teletext started copying us we knew we were onto 
something, although their space constraints meant that for them it was 
a brief experiment. The internet had unlimited space and could use 
pictures but Ceefax, which ran on the analogue network, was faster to 
access from a standing start and didn’t break when ‘too many’ people 
tried to use it. But the technology was inevitably going to improve so 
Sportinglife’s problems were never going to be anything other than 
short-term. Ceefax and Teletext were always fighting a losing battle. 
But fight they did in a bid to demonstrate they were still relevant. 
With speed their strongest area, how could they do that? By being 
the first with the news and one way of doing that was by preparing a 
different version of a story for each possible outcome. So it was that 
just after Carlos Roa saved David Batty’s penalty in the second-round 
shoot out against Argentina at France ‘98, Teletext declared “England 
through after dramatic penalty win”. The headline was very quickly 
changed to “England out of World Cup after penalty miss” but not 
quickly enough to stop the person responsible from being demoted. 
The pressure to be first with the news had told, just as it did all the 
way back in 1913 when the London Star printed the wrong result 
from the boat race. 

That pressure didn’t just come from Sportinglife. This was the 
period of the dotcom boom and no doubt enticed, at least in part, by 
the £15m Associated pocketed for its 60% of Soccernet, a whole host 
of sports and football websites were springing up. Carling.net was the 
first and others quickly followed including Football365, which was 
launched in 1997 by internet entrepreneur David Tabizel and journalist 
Danny Kelly and at its peak was valued at £500m. The following 
year Rob Hersov, a South African entrepreneur, who had worked as 
Rupert Murdoch’s private secretary, launched Sportal. Hersov had 
financial backing from a range of blue-chip firms like Morgan Stanley 
and his old boss at News Corporation and he appeared to know the 
customer base. 

In an interview in Marketing Magazine in July 2000 he talked about 
the fact that sports fans were increasingly using the internet while 
they watched sport on TV, for example to check facts. Here he had 
identified the rise of the ‘second-screen’ way before the term became 
common currency. The company ran websites for some the world’s 
leading football clubs such as Real Madrid, Juventus, Inter Milan and 
Bayern Munich as well as the official website for Euro 2000. Sportal 
even became an official UEFA partner during the tournament and the 
firm’s name was broadcast around the world, sat snugly on billboards 
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between the likes of more well-known sponsors like McDonalds and 
MasterCard. They even signed up England manager Kevin Keegan 
to appear in adverts and write an online column.

However, critics questioned the cost-effectiveness of the Euro 2000 
sponsorship deal and pointed to the fact the firm produced little in the 
way of financial return. The month before the tournament Vivendi 
Universal had pulled out of a deal to buy Sportal for a whopping £270m. 
The French media giant was wary that the online sports market was 
overcrowded and of the predicted dotcom crash. A year later Sportal 
needed to find £8m to stay afloat and after it did Hersov stepped 
down from running the company on a day-to-day basis. Eventually 
in November 2001, Sportal was sold to UKBetting.com for just £1. 
The online bookmaker also paid £191,000 for Sportal’s technology 
and in a separate deal bought Sportinglife.com for just £2, merging 
and relaunching them under the name of the latter. Shaw, who would 
became editor-in-chief of the new company told me: “UKBetting were 
quite savvy, they realised that the best way to build a betting brand 
was to align with content and obviously it was around the time a lot 
of websites were struggling financially because I think they hadn’t 
worked out how they were going to make money. The most constant 
revenue stream is betting, if you can get it right. Lots of people say 
‘there’s death and taxes’, well I would probably add betting to that 
list as well.” 

Sportal’s demise was symptomatic of the dotcom crash that many 
were quick to file under “I Told You So”, however, it really should have 
been filed under “History Repeating Itself”. The dotcom crash followed 
a pattern that can be seen over and over again from the Dutch Tulip 
mania of the 1630s to the heady early days for the railway industry 
in the 1840s. Let’s not forget the railway was a new invention that 
was set to revolutionise our way of life. Numerous entrepreneurs saw 
their chance to make money, as did numerous investors. The price of 
shares in railway firms rose dramatically as more and more money 
was pumped in by speculators. A peak was reached in 1846 when 
272 companies were established. However it soon became clear that 
many were simply unviable and the market as a whole had become 
over-valued on the basis of speculation and, in some cases, fraud. 
Many companies collapsed and the share price plummeted. 

The car industry went through a similar process as did the UK 
satellite TV market. Although there were only two firms, Sky and BSB 
nearly spent themselves to destruction in their battle for supremacy 
losing hundreds of millions of their investors’ money before eventually 
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merging. In all the cases huge amounts of speculative investment was 
coupled with huge amounts of technical experimentation. A lot of the 
experiments failed and a lot of the money was lost leading to a negative 
correction in the value of the market, the collapse of a significant 
number of firms and consolidation among the rest.

In short, the dotcom crash was entirely predictable. Yet all those lost 
dollars did pay off in some way. According to venture capitalist Fred 
Wilson, who has invested in companies such as Twitter and Tumblr, 
the period of massive expansion before the market’s consolidation 
was vitally important. Wilson argues that it is only such periods of 
‘irrational exuberance’8 that persuade investors to fund the technological 
experiments that lay the foundation for the ultimate success of the 
relevant industry. During Railway Mania thousands of miles of 
track was laid creating the UK’s early transport network, during the 
dotcom bubble thousands of miles of fibre optic cable was laid creating 
the country’s digital telecommunications network. And remember 
while UKBetting.com bought the Sportal name for just £1 they paid 
£191,000 for the company’s technology. If there was a difference 
between Railway Mania and the dotcom bubble it was that the 
latter was expanding an already existing market – communications. 
Therefore there were already established players able to step in once 
the dust had settled. Firms like the BBC, BT and Sky have ultimately 
led the way in the digital revolution and football was there from the 
start to help them do so.

The BBC might have a fairly conservative image – it’s not called Auntie 
for nothing – but it has always been at the forefront of technological 
innovation. It led the way with radio and television and was instrumental 
in the pan-European broadcasts of the 1954 World Cup, the introduction 
of colour TV and the first satellite broadcasts during the 1966 World 
Cup. Before launching its own website in 1997, the BBC collaborated 
with PA on experimental live coverage of both the Budget and the 
Olympics. Football content drove traffic to the site and the 2002 World 
Cup meant June of that year saw the site record what was at the time its 
highest number of hits. During the same tournament The Guardian’s 
website recorded record traffic with 10 days seeing in excess of 2.8 
million page impressions, this compared to 2.4 million on the day of 
the 9/11 attacks and 2.7 million on the day after.

8 Wilson was citing a friend who in turn had borrowed the phrase off Alan Greenspan 
who slipped it into a speech in 1996 to warn that the dotcom market might be overvalued. 
When his warning proved prophetic, bumper stickers saying “I want to be irrationally exu-
berant again” sprung up around California’s Silicon Valley.
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Football was also a driving force in BT’s plans, announced in 2002, 
to sign up 5 million broadband customers by 2006. High quality 
content was crucial to get people to switch away from dial-up and 
so the company turned to football, offering streaming coverage and 
highlights from the UK, Brazil and Argentina as well as delayed ‘as live’ 
coverage of Serie A matches. By 2007 they had signed up 10 million 
broadband customers. Sky sought to strengthen its online portfolio 
in 2007 by shelling out £95m on 365 Media Group (a rebranded 
UKBetting) which had added several other football-related online 
businesses to their portfolio, including TeamTalk which developed 
from the football news phone line service of the same name. It was 
a significant consolidation of the market. While the BBC, as a public 
service broadcaster, has not commericalised its online service, BT 
continue to see football as a way of driving sales of other products. 
In 2012 they set about challenging Sky’s dominance by outbidding 
them for the rights to some Premier League games and linking that 
coverage to its broadband package. News International paid around 
£20m for rights to show Premier League highlights on the websites 
of The Sun, The Times and The Sunday Times content which is 
central to the company’s attempt to drive customers behind The Sun’s 
£2-a-month paywall. Even companies like YouTube are snapping up 
sports rights. They have broadcast matches from the Copa America 
and cricket’s Indian Premier League but in 2012 the company’s 
global head of sports content, Claude Ribal, said a $2bn swoop for 
the Premier league was beyond them. Instead they have settled for 
supplementing the coverage from other broadcasters and they do this 
by hosting a series of channels for major clubs like Barcelona and 
Manchester City and brands like Nike Football.

Although Ceefax altered the way people wanted to receive information 
(at their convenience) it didn’t change how the information they received 
was chosen. People like you (the readers) were still at the mercy of 
people like me (the so-called journalist) deciding what was ‘news’. 
By the time the full force of Gates’ internet tidal wave had swept 
through the media the decades-old relationship between ‘producer’ 
and ‘consumer’ had been washed away and an irrevocably changed 
landscape left it its wake and it was one fanzine writers liked the 
look of. However the wave’s initial ripples didn’t change much. As 
Dr Peter Millward, who has researched online football fan culture, 
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put it to me “initially it was still one-way media, it was just online”. 
Millward, a senior lecturer at Liverpool John Moore University, suggests 
that while the launch of Windows 95 and the widespread availability 
of web access laid the foundation for the take up of internet use by 
fanzine producers, it wasn’t immediate. “Without that technology 
it just wouldn’t have been possible but it was a few years after that 
that things began to take off. You also needed the people who write 
the online fanzines and the people who read them.”

A key event was the launch of Rivals.net in 2001. Along with other 
web-hosting companies such as Footymad.net and FansFC.com it 
enabled fanzine producers to create websites supported by centrally-
sourced advertising for a variety of football-related products such 
as betting or club merchandise. Significantly this enabled fanzine 
producers to reduce their overheads. The websites were a medium 
through which the hard-copy fanzines could be advertised for free 
and eventually, for some fanzines at least, it was a way of continuing 
to produce content but without having to undertake the printing costs 
and the time-consuming process of design. “The Rivals network was 
really popular and lasted for a good few years,” said Millward. “Each 
club had its own website and it was quite vibrant in the early years. 
However, many of them created their own websites when the parent 
company [365Media Group] was bought by Sky. Lots of the people 
who were connected left the network out of protest.” 

It’s easy to assume that the launch of these websites led to the 
decline in fanzine sales and that may well be the case, however 
Millward has seen no hard evidence either way but their importance 
in one area is clear. “It was with the launch of the websites’ message 
boards that fans began to talk with each other online rather than 
just reading fanzine-like or magazine-like products,” he said. “To 
me these message boards where you could converse with people 
seemed to instantly chime with the ethos of the fanzines. They’re a bit 
tongue-in-cheek and they’re the places where fan resistance is talked 
about and grows. Sky have an area for each club and the things that 
get discussed there are really very different. I wouldn’t see them as a 
form of fanzine culture, they’re just a form of interactive media that 
Sky host.” 

In a sense the difference that Millward is describing is the same as 
the difference between the types of fan conversations that happened 
in the letters pages of fanzines and the letters pages of mainstream 
Press. But according to Millward the new technology has dramatically 
increased the speed of communication on both fanzine websites and 
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those of mainstream media organisations: “On the high-traffic message 
boards you’d get someone posting a point of view or starting off a 
conversation and they’d get responses within seconds and you’d have 
a whole debate that would have started off before you finished your 
cup of tea. Conversely there were only very few paper fanzines that 
would be sold at every home game. Most were once a month or once 
every other month, so the pace of the conversation was much slower 
and also there are fewer people contributing to those conversations 
in the paper fanzines.” However, every silver lining has a cloud 
and Millward recognises this brings a downside as the tone of the 
conversations has also changed: “I think the contributions to the 
paper fanzines were better thought out than those that open up on 
the message boards not least because it only takes a second to post 
a very poorly communicated message. Anyone can say anything in 
the heat of the moment.”

It’s a characteristic of message boards that Anthony Vickers, the 
Middlesbrough Evening Gazette’s chief sports writer, also acknowledges. 
“Message boards are completely disposable and they also become the 
platform for a small number of vocal people. The majority might read 
it but very rarely will they get their voice heard, because if you’re not 
part of the clique you’ll get shot down very quickly.” Vickers himself 
writes the Untypical Boro blog, which is regularly one of the three 
most popular in the regional Press, but this popularity comes in part 
from Vickers’ active but counter-intuitive approach to encouraging 
debate. “It’s built a community around an articulate expression of 
what’s happening at the club. I edit and moderate all the comments 
before they get published for legal and diplomatic reasons. So, you 
don’t get the antagonism between posters and anything that’s a bit 
naughty gets removed. That creates the impression that it’s quite a 
reasoned and articulate forum and that encourages people to write 
at a little bit more length. It’s totally divergent to the logic of the 
internet which is more immediate, written in shorter text-speak and 
contains a lot of insults.”

While message boards might have encouraged quicker, less thoughtful 
conversations between fans another online development soon created 
an environment for longer, more considered writing which is perceived 
by many to pose a direct challenge to the mainstream media, in 
particular the Press. And that was blogging. The first recognised 
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blog was a personal homepage created by American student Justin 
Hall in 1994. Three years later the term ‘weblog’ was coined and 
this was shortened to ‘blog’ in 1999 when a guy called Jesse James 
Garrett decided to compile a list of other sites similar to his. It ran 
to just 23 (you read that right, I haven’t left off any zeros). It was, 
however, a key year for blogging as the platform that would become 
known as Blogger was launched, eventually making it a simple process 
for anyone to start a blog and lighting the fuse for the explosion in 
their popularity. By 2006 there were 50 million around the world 
and by July 2013 an average of 38,853 blogs were being started each 
day on Blogger’s rival WordPress alone. By the end of 2010 football 
blogging in England appeared to have taken off as sites such as Zonal 
Marking, The Equaliser and In Bed With Maradona (IBWM) were in 
full stride and The Swiss Ramble, which had launched the previous 
year, had started focusing exclusively on football.

Some of these bloggers specifically articulated their reasons for 
blogging as a reaction to the narratives disseminated in the traditional 
media. Michael Cox the author of Zonal Marking said the blog was 
“inspired by Inverting the Pyramid and the standard of punditry 
on British television, in very different ways”. The creators of IBWM 
described themselves as “revolutionaries” and appealed for new 
writers by saying “You can stay on the outside if you like, but… 
[…] join the revolution”. OK, they were having a bit of a laugh but 
as Shakespeare never actually wrote, many a true word is spoken in 
jest and this suggested they believed there was something they need 
to “fight” against. The internet had given them the weapons to do 
so. You no longer need a huge printing Press to produce content for 
people to read; you no longer needed an expensive camera and a 
massive satellite dish to broadcast video across the world to millions. 
You could do it all from your phone. 

Although the technology has changed, the reactionary sentiments 
are the same as those expressed by the producers of Foul! the self-
styled “alternative football magazine”, or WSC which claimed to 
be an antidote to “clichéd, hackneyed, lazy journalism”. While 
football blogging might not be directly linked to the football fanzine 
movement, it certainly shares the same do-it-yourself ethos and 
challenge to the mainstream media and perhaps inevitably this has 
created tensions between mainstream journalists and bloggers. “It’s 
a great shame but you can sort of understand why it happens,” says 
Jonathan Wilson, the author of Inverting the Pyramid. “Journalists 
feel threatened by people who write for websites. They see their 
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jobs being challenged and so they’re often very negative. There’s 
still this perception among certain journalists, and I think there is 
a generational thing there, that people who write for websites are 
not as serious, not as worthy as people who write for newspapers. 
This is possibly more the case in cricket than football and yet the 
readership figures you get on CricInfo for instance are way higher 
than those you get on British papers on cricket so purely in those 
terms you have to take those people seriously.”

While in many ways Anthony Vickers of the Middlesbrough 
Evening Gazette agrees, he also thinks some mainstream writers 
open themselves up to criticism: “It’s a very complex cultural cocktail 
going on here. Some journalists have always lived in a little ivory 
tower, they tend to write for themselves and their immediate coterie 
and this can come through in the way they write. But so much of 
football writing is formulaic and maybe journalists are frustrated by 
the fact that the nature of the timetable and the restrictions of the 
size of the page mean they don’t get to express themselves creatively 
in that way. 

“The other thing is journalists feel threatened because in the past 
what they wrote was sacrosanct. They might have got a letter but it 
might not arrive for five days. Now that’s immediate, if you write 
about something you’re going to get comments underneath it straight 
away and journalists take that personally. There’s also a fear that if 
there are people out there writing well they might be a threat to your 
job. I don’t think they are because I think it’s a different mentality 
and I don’t think a lot of bloggers would want to be journalists or 
necessarily have the other parts of the skills sets.” 

Clearly some do and further emphasising the similarities with 
the fanzines, they have made the same journey into the mainstream. 
Wilson considers this to be a positive development: “What’s happened 
over the last 10 years or so is that the process of becoming a football 
writer’s become democratised. Take Michael Cox [writer of Zonal 
Marking] for example. Three years ago he was sitting in his bedroom 
writing a blog but because it was something people wanted to read 
about and because he did it really well he’s gone mainstream. So 
the route from the outside to the inside has opened up. Anyone who 
writes a good blog, who has a good idea and who executes it well 
has the opportunity to get into the mainstream media.” 

Henry Winter, the Daily Telegraph’s football correspondent is 
another who sees benefits from social media. He describes Twitter as 
“undeniably a force for good”, suggesting it has enhanced relationships 
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between journalists and both fans and players. “Twitter is incredibly 
useful for giving a feel of specific things,” Winter told me. “No one 
knows what’s going on at a club – in terms of mood, in terms of 
things they can see like the match day experience or how they were 
treated by stewards – better than the actual fans who go. So social 
media is brilliant for someone like me, it’s like having 20 advisers at 
every club. Just as I walk up to the ground I can go on my Blackberry 
and check out 10 or 20 fans which I follow from each club and I get 
an immediate feel from that.” 

Winter also outlined how Twitter can help after he’s written a 
piece: “If I wrote something about Chelsea and Chelsea fans don’t 
like it, they can have a go at me, we can communicate. I see Twitter 
in terms of how it can help me understand their club more.” For this, 
Winter feels the antagonism between fans and journalists is a price 
worth paying: “The only thing I would worry about on Twitter is 
apathy – if fans weren’t defending their club – and part of that is 
having a go at journalists who criticise their club. As a journalist you’re 
incredibly lucky, you get paid to go around the world. If someone 
wants to have a go at me on Twitter, I’m not going to lose any sleep 
over it. That said one of the groups of people I feel sorry for – and 
one of the reasons I won’t complain about any of the abuse I get on 
Twitter – is the female presenters at Sky. Some of the stuff they get 
is absolutely disgusting.”  

Winter went on to describe how Twitter has also broken down 
barriers between journalists and players bringing them closer together 
than they’ve been for some time. “Here’s a classic example,” said 
Winter. “Joleon Lescott split from his management company and there 
were two or three people out there purporting to be his advisers or 
to be his spokesperson. It was quite a sensitive time for him because 
he couldn’t get in the Manchester City team and he wanted to be 
playing regularly because he wanted to go to the World Cup. I then 
get a Direct Message from him – because I follow him and he follows 
me – saying: ‘I need to talk to you, can you DM me your mobile 
number’. We swap a few texts then two or three days later I go up 
to Manchester City and we meet and have a coffee and I do a piece 
with him. No agents, no advisers, no PR people, just pure old school 
player-to-reporter, reporter-to-player. As a courtesy I let Manchester 
City know the day before it went in. In a way, that’s how it should 
be and a lot of the players are using that more. There’s contact there 
that can shape your views on something. Wayne Rooney sent me a 
Direct Message once because I got something wrong and I was able 
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to address that. There wasn’t that contact two or three years ago 
when Press-player relations were in a real dip. I think it’s actually 
picked up and I think social media’s helped.”

So, where next? Who knows; perhaps in a few years you’ll be able 
watch live coverage of games on the inside of your eyelids and 
download match reports direct to your brain without even having 
to bother reading them. Or, perhaps I’m talking rubbish and the 
really smart ideas are being dreamed up by a bunch of 12-year-olds 
as I type. While us Luddites wait, let’s go back to that day in May 
2013 when Twitter nearly melted over the news that Sir Alex had 
decided to retire. United’s cross-city rivals Manchester City released 
their own news which, although it passed most people by, will likely 
have a far greater impact on the game in the long-term. They revealed 
they were going to install high-density WiFi at the Etihad Stadium 
creating one of the most “immersive, video rich experiences in sports”. 
What does that actually mean? Well, apart from the fact everyone in 
the stadium will be able to text, tweet or access the web at the same 
time without any problems, it will effectively turn every smart phone 
in the ground into a live video scoreboard. Just by opening up the 
relevant app, fans will be able to receive live commentary, view live 
video from a variety of camera angles, rewind the footage, access 
real-time statistical information and even order food9. The upshot 
of all this is that the second screen experience is moving out of your 
living room and into the football stadium. In short, even watching 
a game live will become a mediated experience.

But if fans can get all this straight to their smart phones while they’re 
at the ground watching a match, where does this leave older forms 
of media? Cheaper hardware and quicker, easier ways to disseminate 
content hasn’t just democratised the means of production, it has also 
changed the nature of consumption. Previously primary consumption 
was buying the newspaper and secondary consumption was borrowing 
a copy from a friend, picking up a discarded copy on the train or in 
a pub or maybe looking at a back issue in a library archive. But this 
rudimentary social network was limited by the number of people you 
knew or the distance you were able to travel. New and social media 

9 Predictably the Americans have led the way and in early 2013 the Brooklyn Nets bas-
ketball team introduced the technology into their stadium the Barclay Centre.
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have made it much easier to cross the boundaries of time and space 
meaning your social network is much larger. A blog post, video or a 
tweet can be liked or re-tweeted by just one reader and it’s instantly 
in the possession of all their Twitter/Facebook/NextBigThing.com 
followers. 

There is no escaping the fact that fans are no longer just consumers, 
they’re producers too and so are the players. Now there are loads 
of them tweeting all sorts of stuff with no brow-beaten PR on hand 
to say: “Joey, I don’t think that’s such a good idea”. Social media 
is allowing footballers to break news about themselves or give an 
opinion which is only subsequently reported by the mainstream 
media. Of course it works the other way too. Ryan Giggs successfully 
got an order stopping the Press and television news from telling us 
that his carefully crafted family-man image hid another side of his 
personality, but that didn’t stop the news trending on Twitter. And, 
although the match in which John Terry was alleged to have racially 
abused Anton Ferdinand was broadcast on Sky, it was only once 
the footage was posted on YouTube and shared via Twitter that it 
became a news story.

Some media are better equipped to deal with this than others. TV 
and radio are immediate and intimate and are less restricted by time 
and space. Just as TV has already gone digital, so radio will have 
made the switch by 2019. It’s significant that the BBC and Sky are just 
as strong now as they were before the dotcom bubble burst in other 
people’s faces, but what about the Grand Old Man of the media? What 
about newspapers? In 2011 the Daily Mirror’s chief football writer 
Oliver Holt told an interesting anecdote on the Sunday Supplement 
about the incident in which Manchester City substitute Carlos Tevez 
refused to come on during the club’s Champions League match with 
Bayern Munich. Holt had been covering the game but said that because 
of the position of the Press box at the Allianz Arena he didn’t see 
Tevez’s confrontation with manager Roberto Mancini. The first he 
knew about it was when he started receiving texts and Tweets from 
people watching the game on TV. OK, the stadium’s layout played a 
part but the fundamental point remains: Here was a journalist who 
was writing a report for a newspaper which wouldn’t hit the shops 
until the following morning, finding out about the game’s top line 
from people watching the match live on TV via a social networking 
site accessible to all. 

Football journalism is thriving; we’re probably reading more 
about football than ever before, but newspapers as a delivery 
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mechanism for that journalism? Well, that’s a different issue altogether.  
Really their days have been numbered since 1936 when BBC Radio’s 
Richard Dimbleby scooped them all from a phone box with his live 
report on the Crystal Palace fire. Newspapers as we know them were 
born in the age of railway time. They might have been at the cutting 
edge of media technology when the Sheffield Evening Telegraph took 
less than 10 minutes to get the result of a match nearly 80 miles away 
into the paper and onto the streets, but that was in 1889. The fact is 
that in the age of the multi-screen ‘transmedia sport experience’, of 
smart stadia and of internet time, newspapers just can’t keep pace. To 
stave off the inevitability of death, newspaper companies have been 
forced to evolve. The internet is increasingly central to their plans and 
many have made great strides to adopt other new and social media 
techniques to drive traffic to their websites. Also central to their 
plans is football – the most popular sport on the planet. Which just 
goes to show; the more things change the more they stay the same.
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   130, 131, 165,  
   174, 185, 188,  
   191, 196, 199,  
   200, 235, 316,  
   317, 320, 328,  
   331, 338, 339,  
   346, 347 
 CBBC  331 
 disagreements with FA  68-9 
 first television broadcasts 107-9 
 formation of  62-3 
 Home Service  76 
 Light Programme 70 
 local radio  76, 77, 78, 79 
 Radio Five Live 70, 79, 331 
 Radio Four  76 
 Radio One  76 
 Radio Three  76 
 Radio Two  76, 211 
 restrictions on broadcasting 63-4 
 role in establishing ‘national identity’ 
   65-7, 108 
 suspension of television during World  
 War II  109-10 
 Third Programme 70, 76 
BBC Annual  70 
BBC Handbook 64, 73 
BBC Yearbook  67, 69 
BBFC (British Board of Film Censors, 
later British Board of Film  
Classification)  55, 56, 233 
Beagrie, Peter  283 
Beat the Dealer  99 
Beat writers  229-30 
Beaverbrook, Lord 32, 142 
Beckett, Samuel  224 
Beckham  291 
Beckham, David 162-3, 266,  
   289, 291, 294 
Beckham, née Adams, Victoria  
   289-90, 291,  
   293, 294 
Bedford Town FC 125 
Beeton, Isabella  221 
Beeton, Samuel  221 

Beeton’s Book of Football 221 
Belgium  117, 150, 315 
Bell Telephone Laboratories 107 
Bell, Alexander Graham 105 
Bell’s Life in Victoria 19 
Bell’s Life  19 
Ben Arfa, Hatem 244 
Benitez, Rafa  159, 161, 323 
Bentley, J.J.  32, 38 
Beowulf  249-50, 263 
Berlin Olympics 107 
Bernard, John Jervis 87-8 
Bess O’Blacktown 305 
Best, George  119, 140, 147,  
   227 
Betfair  100, 101 
Betting Act 1853 95 
Betting and Gaming Act 1960  
   97 
betting shops  84, 91, 97, 99,  
   102 
Betts, Morton Peto 83 
Big Brother  291, 292, 293 
‘Big Five’  195, 197, 198,  
   199, 200, 204,  
   206, 208 
The Big Match  127, 129, 240 
The Bioscope  53 
Birmingham Daily Gazette 26 
Birmingham Daily Mail 170 
Birmingham FC  126, 174, 194 
Bishop of Rochester 7 
Black, Andrew  100 
Blackburn Evening Express  28 
Blackburn Rovers FC 28, 47, 170, 256 
Blackpool FC  112, 126, 127,  
   192, 261 
Blair, Tony  326, 332 
Blanchflower, Danny 125 
Bland, Colonel R.H. 74 
Blatter, Sepp  1 
Bleackley, E.O.  31 
Blessed  119 
The Blizzard  243, 244, 245 
Blogger  342 
blogging  4, 237, 341-3,  
   346 
Bloomer, Steve  259 
Bloomfield Road 127, 128 
Blueprint for the Future of Football 
   204, 205 
Blyth Spartan Ladies 303 
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Bolton   46 
Bolton Wanderers FC 53, 69, 126,  
   127, 171, 191,  
   192 
Book of Games  8 
Booker Prize  158, 233, 234 
Boorstin, Daniel J. 252, 268, 292 
Borghi, Frank  138 
Born Kicking  183 
Botsford, Keith  163 
Boudica  251 
boxing  43, 46, 50, 52,  
   63, 64, 78, 108,  
   109, 223, 230,  
   275, 280, 300 
The Boys’ and Girls’ Penny Magazine 
   264 
Boy’s Own  181 
The Boy’s Own Paper 264, 273 
The Boys’ Realm Football Library 
   273 
The Boys’ Realm Sports Library  
   273 
Bradford Valley Parade fire  
   168, 174, 194,  
   239, 312 
Brady, Karen  319 
Bragg, Melvyn  230-1 
Braine, John  229 
Brimson, Dougie 173-4, 241, 242 
British Broadcasting Company, see BBC 
British Broadcasting Corporation,  
see BBC   
British Cup  197 
British Journal of Psychology 285 
British Ladies Football Team  
   300-2, 303, 304 
British League  197 
British Paramount News 55, 90 
British Satellite Broadcasting (BSB),  
see also BSkyB  198-200, 201,  
   202, 203, 210,  
   243, 337 
Brown, James  271, 280,  
   282-3, 284, 285 
BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy) 
   155-6 
BSkyB  202 
BT (British Telecom) 215, 216, 318,  
   338, 339 
Buchan, Charles 274-6, 277 

Buchanan, Karen 271, 281, 282,  
   283, 284, 285 
Buford, Bill  239, 240, 241 
Bunter, Billy  273 
Burnley FC  26, 111, 122,  
   123, 124, 170,  
   171 
Burns, David  214 
Busby, Matt  125, 151 
Butler, Rab  98 
Byatt, A.S.  158 
Caine, Michael  132 
Cambridge Rules 11, 18 
Cambridge University 13, 14, 16, 18 
Cameron, David 167 
Campbell, F. W.  18 
Canter, Simon  281 
Captain Meg  308 
Cardiff FC  127, 173 
Carew, Richard  8 
Carling.net  336 
Carlisle United FC 196, 230 
Carlton  213, 214, 215 
Carpentier, George 63 
carrier pigeons  23, 28-9, 30 
Carter, Philip  200, 205 
Carter, Raich  276 
Carter, William  3 
Cartwright, John Dyer 16-19 
Cashmore, Ellis  291 
Catton, James  24-5, 26, 30,  
   31, 32, 33, 34,  
   35, 36, 37, 40,  
   72, 219, 220,  
   221 
Cave, Edward   272 
Caxton, William 2, 3 
CBBC  331 
Ceefax  211, 328-31,  
   333, 336, 339 
champion fixed odds 97 
Champions League 158, 216, 346 
Championship Manager, see Football 
Manager 
Channel 4  210, 212, 243,  
   244, 310, 316,  
   317, 318 
Channel Five  213 
Channon, Mick  227 
Chaplin, Charlie 258 
Chargeurs  198 
charity matches  51, 69, 258, 312 
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King Charles II  4, 84 
Charles Buchan’s Football Monthly, see 
also Football Monthly 275 
Charlton Athletic FC 111 
Charlton, Bobby 116, 162 
Charterhouse school 15, 16, 233, 260 
Cheetham, Arthur 47 
Chelsea FC  125, 159, 161,  
   164, 174, 194,  
   237, 240, 241,  
   323, 344 
Chesterfield FC  78 
Chisholm, Sam  202-3, 207, 208 
Christiansen, Arthur 143 
Chrysalis Television 206, 212 
Churchill, Winston 56, 143, 226 
Churchman  256 
cigarette cards, see also football cards 
   115, 254-7,  
   257, 260, 261,  
   304 
cinema 
 Cinematograph Act 1909 55 
 Cinématographe 44 
 early popularity of 44-6 
 invention of  43-4 
 Kinetoscope  43 
 Mitchell & Kenyon films 48-9, 50 
 newsreels  46, 50-4, 56,  
   57, 58, 62, 66,  
   69, 108, 116,  
   171, 304 
 sale of match rights 52-3 
 secret filming at matches 53-4 
 Zoopraxiscope 46 
Cinematograph Act 1909 55 
Cinématographe 44 
Clarke, Alan  282, 288 
The Classic Slum 85 
Clavane, Anthony 128 
closed-circuit television 127 
Clough, Brian  2, 131, 147,  
   151, 152, 245 
Clough, Frank  147, 152 
Clown Prince of Soccer 227 
Club  278, 279 
Cock, Gerald  73, 108, 109,  
   110 
Cole, Ashley  227 
Coleman, David 71, 130 

comics  181, 264-8,  
   277, 305-6 
Commentator Operated Outside 
Broadcast Equipment 77 
commercial radio 75-6,   
   79, 89 
Commission for Racial Equality  
   267, 306 
Communism  140-1, 142 
community singing 65 
Connor, William 144 
Cook, Peter  177, 196 
Coral  97 
Corinthians FC  65, 72, 255 
corruption  163, 250 
Cotter, Jack  53-4 
Cotton, G. E. L. 14 
de Coubertin, Pierre 13 
Coventry City FC 127, 196, 197,  
   309 
Cox, Michael  342, 343 
Crawford Committee 64 
Creek, Frederick 72 
Crerand, Paddy  79, 131 
Cricket  11, 19, 25, 34,  
   35, 39, 46, 50,  
   52, 56, 64, 67,  
   78, 84, 108,  
   114, 136, 138,  
   139, 169, 203,  
   211, 220-1,  
   222, 223, 224,  
   229, 245, 253,  
   254, 257, 258,  
   259, 275, 280,  
   300, 309, 320,  
   326, 329, 339 
Cricketer Jumping Over Garden Gate 
   46 
Cricketer’s Almanac 11, 40 
Crimean War  11 
Crocker, Ted  169 
Crystal Palace  31, 63, 347 
Crystal Palace FC 197 
Cullis, Stan  119, 315 
Cunningham, Andy 55 
Cushing, Jack  43 
Cussins, Manny 122 
The Daily Courant 4 
The Daily Dispatch 308 
The Daily Express 25, 112, 119,  
   136, 142, 143,  
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   144, 152, 159,  
   168, 171, 189,  
   220, 289, 297,  
   313, 314 
The Daily Herald 54, 136, 139,  
   144, 146, 160 
The Daily Mirror 136, 139, 143,  
   144, 145, 148,  
   149, 150, 154,  
   155, 160, 161,  
   163, 173, 198,  
   240, 257, 289,  
   297, 346 
The Daily Sport  32 
The Daily Star  32, 149, 168,  
   297 
The Daily Telegraph 24, 157, 158,  
   159, 168, 207,  
   309, 343 
The Damned Utd 2, 245 
Dando, Suzanne 211 
Darwin, Charles 299 
Davies, H.D.  136 
Davies, Hunter  151, 235 
Davies, Pete  237-8, 239 
Davis, Don  77 
Davis, Kerry  316 
Davis, Peter  201, 202 
Davitt, Kelly  288, 291, 292,  
   293, 294 
The Day a Team Died 136 
DC Thompson  274 
Death in the Afternoon 223, 225 
Debrie Sept camera 53 
Deeds, Bill  169 
Defoe, Daniel  5 
Dein, David  195-6, 199,  
   200, 205, 206,  
   213 
The Derby  46, 64, 66, 67,  
   95, 100, 108,  
   114, 115 
Derby County FC 47, 72, 91, 146,  
   147, 191, 259,  
   280 
Derby Evening Telegraph 146 
Deutsch, Oscar  45 
Dewhurst, Keith 135 
Princess Diana  163, 179, 289,  
   290, 291 
Dick, Kerr’s Ladies 303-4, 308 
Dickinson, Mark 159 

digital text  331 
Dimbleby, Richard 63, 347 
Dimmock, Peter 121, 123 
Divochkin, Alexander 226 
Dixie, Lady Florence 300 
Does Your Rabbi Know You’re Here? 
   128 
Doig, Ned  255, 256 
domestic abuse  231 
Doncaster Belles 304 
Doncaster FC  78 
Dorsey, Jack  324 
dotcom crash  337-8 
Dougan, Derek  131 
Dr Who  128, 188 
Drake, Ted  57, 92 
Drewry, Arthur  124 
Drury, Reg  144 
Duffy, Chris  111 
Duncanson, Neil 206, 212 
Dunnett, Jack  188 
Dunning, Eric  169 
Dunphy, Eamon 177, 235 
Dyer, Danny  286 
Dyke, Greg  198-200, 204,  
   205, 206, 207,  
   208, 209, 215 
East, Trevor  199, 206-7 
Edison, Thomas 29, 43-4 
Edmonds, C.A.P. 111 
King Edward II  7 
Edwardes, Charles 253-4 
Edwards, Martin 208 
Eggen, Thor  162 
Elementary Education Act 1870 264 
Eliot, T.S.  65, 66, 224, 228 
Queen Elizabeth II 113-14, 115 
Elliot, Sir Thomas 7 
Ellis, Arthur  92, 142 
Empire Stadium, see Wembley Stadium 
Encounter  159, 221 
The End  176, 178,  
   179-82, 185,  
   282 
England’s Dreaming 179 
English Football and Society, 1910-50 
   87 
English Journey  45 
English, Sir David 332 
The Equaliser  342 
L’Equipe  37-8, 120 
The Era  258 
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Eriksson, Sven-Göran 293 
ESPN  215, 334 
ESPN:FC, see Soccernet 
Esquire  272, 274, 278,  
   280 
L’Estrange, Roger 4 
Eton College  13, 15, 16, 17,  
   19, 94, 169, 228 
Eton College Chronicle 16 
Euro [year], see UEFA European  
Championships   
L’Europea  314 
European Broadcasting Union 117 
European Commission 68 
European Cup  119, 123, 125,  
   136, 137, 174,  
   193, 194, 208  
   265, 266, 277,  
   282 
Eurovision  115, 117, 130 
The Evening News 189 
Everton FC  88, 122, 127,  
   130, 172, 187,  
   195, 244, 256,  
   319, 323 
Everton Ladies FC 316 
Exchange Telegraph Company 30 
FA Challenge Cup 83 
FA Charity Shield 69 
FA Cup  28, 31, 35, 46,  
   47, 48, 51, 52,  
   56, 64, 67, 70,  
   92, 93, 115,  
   116, 118, 125,  
   128, 129, 145,  
   161, 198, 200,  
   212, 213, 225,  
   256, 265, 282,  
   312 
 1899  47, 49 
 1901  257 
 1914  39 
 1920  51, 61 
 1921  53 
 1923  53, 69, 171 
 1926  54 
 1927  52, 68, 72 
 1932  54 
 1935  114 
 1936  54, 70 
 1947  111 
 1950  112 

 1951  112 
 1952  113 
 1953  113, 114,  
   115, 116 
 1954  116 
 1956  116 
 1968  129, 130 
 1985  174 
 1996  98 
 fees for media coverage  
   53-4, 68-9 
 first live broadcast of final  
   65, 72 
FA Women’s Super League (FAWSL) 
   313 
FA, see Football Association  
The Face  243, 279, 283 
Facebook  4, 245, 328,  
   331, 346 
Factory Act 1850 27 
Failes, Sheryl  289 
Fairly, Peter  130 
Falkirk FC  124 
Falklands War  150 
Fantasy Football League 185, 212 
fanzines  158, 174, 
   175-85 
Faraday, Michael 62 
Farley, Terry  181, 243 
The Farm  181, 185 
Feet First  226 
Ferguson, Sir Alex 151, 228, 266,  
   319, 323 
Fever Pitch  158, 236-8,  
   239, 242, 243,  
   281 
FHM  278, 280, 285,  
   288 
The Field  11, 16, 17, 18,  
   19, 38 
Fields, Gracie  57, 257, 307 
FIFA (International Federation of  
Association Football) 1, 120, 124,  
   142, 163, 164,  
   165, 316 
The Fight  230, 234 
Final Score  93, 211, 331 
Finney, Tom  92, 260-1 
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First Division  36, 114, 125,  
   192, 195, 197,  
   199, 205, 208,  
   209, 212, 273,  
   276, 330 
Fishwick, Nicholas 87 
Fitzstephen, William 6 
fixed-odds betting 86, 87, 95, 96,  
   97 
floodlit games  118, 119, 124,  
   125, 126, 128,  
   238 
Fly Me to the Moon 184 
football 
 amateur vs professional status  
   20, 33, 34, 35,  
   36, 46, 51, 68,  
   69, 70, 72, 74,  
   110, 111, 118,  
   123, 222, 225,  
   255, 256, 258,  
   260, 266, 302,  
   314 
 Australian rules 19 
 banning of  7, 9 
 Cambridge Rules 11, 18 
 corruption  163, 250 
 fatalities at matches 6, 167-168,  
   174, 194 
 female fans  35, 39, 74, 183,  
   266-7, 284, 312 
 Football League War Cup 70 
 hooliganism  167, 169-75,  
   180, 182, 183,  
   194, 235, 239,  
   240, 241, 242,  
   286-8, 317 
 in schools  8, 11-16 
 literature  221-8, 231-46 
 newspaper reporters 33-5, 159, 160 
 origins of  1-2 
 players’ wages 147, 208, 226 
 pools  76, 86-95, 96,  
   102, 304 
 sponsorship  76, 93, 191-2,  
   197, 200, 320 
 

ticket prices and attendances  
   46, 63,   
   68, 89, 91, 109,  
   111, 112, 113,  
   123, 126, 191,  
   193, 195, 196,  
   258 
 Wartime League 70 
 women’s  57, 183, 298,  
   299-308, 312, 
   313-18, 320,  
   321 
Football Against the Enemy  
   238, 243 
Football Ambassador 224, 225 
The Football and Sports Library 305 
Football and Television: Its Influence on 
Programme Costs and Advertisement 
   196 
Football Association (FA),  
see also FA Cup  2, 11, 17, 18,  
   19, 27, 32, 57,  
   68-70, 83, 90,  
   109, 110, 113,  
   116, 118,  
   124-6, 141,  
   151, 152, 165,  
   168, 170, 181,  
   204, 205, 206,  
   209, 225, 260,  
   287, 303, 304,  
   305, 307, 308,  
   312, 313 
football biographies 71, 119, 122,  
   129, 131,  
   224-8, 231,  
   235, 240, 259,  
   260, 261, 266,  
   275, 286 
football cards  254, 256 
Football Chat, see also Athletic News 
   273 
The Football Factory 230, 240, 241,  
   286, 287 
Football Favourite 274 
Football Field  86 
The Football Grounds of England and 
Wales  238-9 
Football Italia  244 
Football Kick!  278-9 
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Football League 32, 33, 35, 36,  
   38, 51, 68, 69,  
   70, 85, 90, 91,  
   110, 111, 118,  
   113, 122, 123,  
   125, 126, 127,  
   191, 193, 194,  
   196, 197, 198,  
   199, 204, 205,  
   206, 207, 209,  
   212, 213, 214,  
   273, 303  
Football League War Cup 70 
football literature 221-8, 231-46 
The Football Man 234-5 
Football Manager 244 
The Football Match 258 
Football Monthly 265, 275-8 
The Football Pink 183 
The Football Pink ‘Un 28 
football pools  76, 86-95, 96,  
   102, 304 
Football Pools Promoters Association 
   90 
football specials 27-8, 30, 34,  
   39-40, 61, 63,  
   137, 301 
Football Supporters Association  
   174-6, 182, 184 
The Football World 139, 151 
Football Writers Association  275 
Football, Or Life As It Is  258 
Football: Our Winter Game  221 
Football365  336 
Footballers’ Wive$ 292 
Formby, George 55 
Forsdick, Elizabeth 312 
Forsyth, Bruce  92, 188 
fote-ball’  7 
Foul!  177-8, 342 
Foul: The Secret World of FIFA: Bribes, 
Vote Rigging and Ticket Scandals 164 
Foulke, William ‘Fatty’ 256 
FourFourTwo  271, 281-2,  
   283, 284 
Fourth Division  193, 196 
Fox Network  215 
France  37, 38, 40, 44,  
   76, 106, 114,  
   116, 173, 191,  
   263, 303, 314,  
   333 

Free Trade and Processing Zone Act 
1994  98 
Freeman, Simon 242 
Freemason’s Tavern 11, 17, 18, 33,  
   93 
Friends of Fulham FC 316 
From Scenes Like These 233, 234 
Fulham FC  310, 316 
Full Time Communications (FTC) 
   206, 212 
Fynn, Alex  196-7, 204,  
   205, 208, 209,  
   214 
Gaetjens, Joe  138 
gambling 
 arrival of the National Lottery 92,  
   93-5 
 betting shops  84, 91, 97, 99,  
   102 
 champion fixed odds 97 
 coupons  86-7, 88-9, 96,  
   97, 102 
 fixed-odds betting 86, 87, 95, 96,  
   97 
 football pools 76, 86-95, 96,  
   102, 304 
 in-play betting 85, 100, 101-2 
 online betting  98-103 
 Pools levy  91 
 Pools Panel  92, 93 
 role in increasing literacy 85 
 Royal Commission 90, 278 
 smart phone technology 102 
 taxation  87, 91, 92, 96,  
   97, 98, 99 
 Unity Pools  91 
Gambling Act 2005 100 
The Gaming Club 99 
Gammans, Sir David 112 
Gascoigne, Paul  151, 162, 212,  
   289, 290 
Gates, Bill  330 
Gaustad, John  236, 237, 238,  
   239, 240, 281 
Gazzetta  38 
La Gazzetta dello Sport 37 
Gazzetta Football Italia 243 
General Post Office  63, 65 
gentleman amateur’ footballer  
   260, 266 
Gentlemen’s Magazine 272 
King George V  65 
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King George VI  108, 111 
George Best: An Intimate Biography 
   227 
George, Kim  312 
Giggs, Ryan  2, 271, 346 
Giles, Johnny  2 
Gill, Winifred  67 
Giro d’Italia  38 
Glanville, Brian  159, 163, 220,  
   233, 234, 298,  
   313, 314 
Glasgow Herald 40, 298 
Globe and Mail  168 
The Glory Game 235 
Goal!  177, 277 
Goodison Park  127, 172, 205,  
   303 
Google  244 
Gorham, Maurice 110 
GQ  272, 279, 280,  
   290 
Grace, W.G.  253 
Grade, Michael  188-9, 190, 191 
Granada  120, 125, 137,  
   193, 198, 214,  
   215 
Grand National  67, 95, 108 
Grandstand  93, 121, 309,  
   334 
Gray, Andy  210, 311 
Greaves, Jimmy  116, 148, 156,  
   192 
Green Street  287 
Green, Geoffrey 115, 127 
Green, Tony  93 
Greenslade, Roy 163 
Greenspon, Edward 168 
Greenwood, Ron 153, 154 
Greenwood, Walter 56 
Greer, Germaine 158-9 
greyhound racing 66, 90, 95, 102,  
   108 
Grosics, Gyula  139 
Grumble Spot  78, 79 
The Guardian, see also Manchester 
Guardian  31, 32, 159,  
   160, 182, 191,  
   338 
The Guide to Cricketers 11 
Guttmann, Allen 326 
The Guv’nor  286, 287 

Hackett, Desmond 119, 141-2,  
   148, 152 
Hadfield, Greg  332, 333 
Hadfield, Tom  332, 334 
Half Time: Football and the Cigarette 
Card 1890-1940 255 
Half Time: The Mike and Me 71 
Hall, Sir John  39 
Halliwell, Leslie 46 
Hambridge, Ian  174, 194 
Hamilton, Gavin 277 
Hancock, Nick  185 
Hanot, Gabriel  119-20 
Hapgood, Eddie 224-5, 226, 227 
Hardaker, Alan  123, 126, 191 
Hardwick, George 262 
Harmsworth, Alfred 86 
Harper, W.P.  55 
Harris, Harry  177 
Harris, Keith  214 
Harrow school  14, 15, 16, 18,  
   19 
Haymarket Publishing 281, 282 
Hayward, Paul  158 
Healy, Dennis  96 
Hearn, Barry  214 
Hello!  160, 288-9,  
   290, 291, 294 
Hemingway, Ernest 223, 225 
Hendyman, John 6 
King Henry IV  7, 84 
King Henry VII  3 
King Henry VIII 7, 84 
Henry, Wendy  150 
Hepworth, Cecil 50 
Herd, Harold  3 
Hersov, Rob  336, 337 
Hertz, Heinrich  62 
Hesse-Lichtenberger, Ulrich 242 
Hey, Stan  177, 317 
Heysel stadium riots 174, 175, 194 
Hibernian FC  124, 125 
Hidegkuti, Nándor 117 
Highways Act 1835 9 
Hill, Freddie  127 
Hill, Jimmy  127, 131, 188,  
   277, 314 
Hill, William  95-6 
Hills, Michael  95 
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Hillsborough disaster 156, 167,  
   168-9, 174-5,  
   184, 204, 216,  
   236 
Historia Brittonium 6 
Hitler, Adolf  90, 107 
Hoby, Alan  144 
Hockey Night in Canada 129 
Hoddle, Glenn  290 
¡Hola!  288 
Holt, Oliver  159, 346 
Home and Away 316 
Home Service  76 
Honeyball, Nettie 300-1, 303 
Honkavaara, Jukka 98, 99 
Honved FC  118, 119, 120 
hoolie-lit’  239-42 
hooliganism and violence at matches 
   167, 169-75,  
   180, 182, 183,  
   194, 235, 239,  
   240, 241, 242,  
   286-8, 317 
Hooton, Peter  178-81, 184 
Hopcraft, Arthur 122, 234, 235 
Hornby, Nick  158, 236-8,  
   242, 245, 281 
Hornet, Terry  278 
Hornung, E.W.  222, 223, 229 
Horse and Hound 11 
Hough, Clifford 255 
Huddersfield FC 61, 109 
Hughes, Bill  87-8 
Hughes, Thomas 12-13 
Hulton, Edward (father)  
   31-2, 86, 273 
Hulton, Edward (grandson) 32 
Hulton, Edward (son) 32 
Hungary  116, 117, 118,  
   139, 140, 141,  
   142, 276 
Hunt, Roger  93 
Hunter, Norman 162 
Hurst, Geoff  152, 262 
Hussey, Marmaduke 207, 208 
Hutchby, Professor Ian 79 
Hutchins, Brett  327 
Ibrox  127, 177 
The Image  252 
Imperial Tobacco Company 256 
In Bed With Maradona (IBWM) 342 
Ince, Paul  319 

The Incomparable Football  
Forecasting System  85 
Independent Broadcasting Authority 
    198 
The Independent 158, 159, 279 
The Independent on Sunday 177, 239 
Independent Television Authority 120 
Independent Television in Britain  121 
Inglis, Simon  238, 239 
in-play betting  85, 100, 101-2 
in-running match reports 29, 138, 335 
Instant Replay: The Day That Changed 
Sports Forever  129 
Intercasino  99 
Inter-Cities Fairs Cup 127 
International Broadcasting Club 75 
International Broadcasting  
Company (IBC)   75 
International Olympic Committee 
    163 
internet 
 breakdown of traditional barriers 
    344 
 immediacy of reporting 341,  
    343,  
    344 
internet time  324, 334, 337 
Intertops  99 
The Intelligencer 4 
Inverting the Pyramid 342 
Irvine, Hazel  316 
ISDN  77 
‘Italia ‘91’  243 
The Italian Job  266 
Italy  37, 38, 39, 40,  
   57, 153, 175,  
   191, 238, 243,  
   312, 314, 315,  
   335 
ITV  67, 120-1, 123,  
   124, 125, 126,  
   128, 129, 130,  
   131, 168,  
   188-92, 193,  
   194, 198, 199,  
   200, 203, 205,  
   206, 207, 210,  
   212, 213, 214,  
   215, 292, 329,  
   331 
ITV Digital  213-14, 215 
Jackson, Robert 77-8, 79, 80 
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Jacobson, Miles  244 
Jameson, Derek  297, 319 
Jenkins, Charles Francis 106 
Jennings, Andrew 163, 164 
Jennings, Hilda  67 
Jing Bao (Peking Gazette) 2 
The Jockey Club 10 
John Player  219, 254, 256 
Johnson, B.S.  231-4, 240 
Johnson, Samuel 272 
Johnston, Brian  309, 311 
Jones, Vinnie  287 
Julian, John William 301 
Junco Calderón, Mercedes 288 
Karno, Fred  258 
Keane, Roy  49 
Keegan, Kevin  39, 153, 161,  
   227, 267, 277,  
   337 
Kelleher, Dennis 111 
Kelly, Danny  336 
Kelly, Graham  204, 209 
Kelly, Roger  280 
Kenilworth Road 174 
Kennington Oval 83, 259 
Kenyon, James  48-50 
Keown, Martin  57 
Keys, Richard  210, 311 
Kickette  288 
Kinetoscope  43 
King, John  230, 240, 242 
Kinnear, Joe  161 
Kipling, Rudyard 65 
Kirton, Billy  61 
Kirton, Glen  206 
Klein, Naomi  252 
knur-and-spell  67 
Kocsis, Sándor  118 
Krakatoa  24 
Kuper, Simon  223, 233, 236,  
   237, 238, 242,  
   243, 245, 246 
Ladbrokes  95, 96, 97, 101,  
   102 
Lamb, Albert ‘Larry’ 145-6, 147,  
   148, 149, 150,  
   201 
Lamb, Allan  211 
The Lantern  86 
Lardner, Ring  223 
Late Night Extra 77 
Lawson, Nigel  89 

Lawton, Tommy 92 
Layfield, Charles 96 
Lazio FC  39, 212, 315 
‘League of Violence’ 173 
Leasowe Pacific FC 316 
Ledbrooke, Archie 136, 137, 139 
Lee, Sammy  279 
Leeds United FC 2, 61, 91, 122,  
   162, 174, 194,  
   203, 245, 282 
Leicester Mercury 157, 171, 172 
Leno, Dan  258, 259 
Leonard, Mike  43 
Leslie, Fannie  259 
The Leveller  178 
Leveson Inquiry 326 
Lewis, Cecil Arthur 71 
Lewis, Ted ‘Kid’ 63 
Lewis’s department store 25 
Leyton Orient FC 214 
Licensing Act of 1662 4 
A Lifetime in Football 275 
The Likely Lads 128 
Lillywhite, Fred  11 
Lincoln City FC 34, 153 
Lincoln, Abraham 24 
Linotype  29, 63 
Littlewoods  76, 87-8, 89,  
   91, 92, 93, 95 
Liverpool FC  101, 112, 127,  
   136, 168, 169,  
   174, 175, 176,  
   187, 191, 200,  
   205, 208, 211,  
   215, 236, 245,  
   280, 299, 311 
Liverpool Free Press 176 
Living on a Deadline 334 
A Load of Bull  184 
loaded  271, 278,  
   282-3, 284-5 
Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels 
   287 
Logan, Nick  279, 283 
London Daily News 280 
London Evening Standard  
   32, 37, 173, 189 
The London Gazette 4 
London Society  19 
London Sports Bulletin 66 
London Star  30, 336 
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London Weekend Television (LWT) 
   129, 188, 204 
The Loneliness of the  
Long Distance Runner 231 
Loos, Rebecca  162-3 
Lopez, Sue  312-15 
Lord, Bob  122, 125, 126 
de Lotbinière, Seymour Joly  
   73, 74, 108 
Love on the Dole 56 
A Love Supreme 256 
Lumière, Auguste & Louis  
   43-4, 46,  
   47, 105 
Luther, Martin  3 
Luton FC  174, 315 
Luxton, David  228, 236, 238,  
   242, 246 
Lynam, Des  70, 188, 190 
Lyons, Andy  182, 183, 184,  
   185 
Macadam, John 37, 112 
Macbeth  33 
MacFarlane, John 96-7 
MacKenzie, Kelvin 148, 149, 150,  
   151, 153, 154,  
   155, 168, 213 
McKenzie, Ken  124 
Macmillan, Harold 96 
Macpherson, Archie 318 
magazines, see also individual titles 
 first football titles 273, 275-8 
 giveaways  274 
 influence of fanzines upon 281,  
    282 
 men’s  278-81, 282-3,  
   285-6 
 origins of  272 
 women’s  279 
The Magnet Library 273 
The Mail on Sunday 280, 318 
Mailer, Norman 229, 230, 234 
Mallet, Elizabeth 4 
Man About Town 278 
The Manageress 177, 317 
Managing My Life 228 
Manchester Association Football Club 
   19 
Manchester City FC 79, 91, 197,  
   213, 246, 319,  
   339, 344, 345,  
   346 

Manchester Evening Chronicle  
   135, 136 
Manchester Evening News  
   136, 137, 146 
Manchester Guardian, see also The 
Guardian  31, 32, 54, 71,  
   136, 298 
Manchester United air crash of 1958 
   135, 136-7, 142 
Mancini, Roberto 346 
Marca  39 
Marconi, Guglielmo 62, 105 
Marcotti, Gabrielle 266 
Marcus & Company 254 
Marketing Magazine 336 
Marlborough College 14 
Martin, Jonathan 194, 195 
Massey, Sian  311 
The Match  231 
Match of the Day 92, 129, 137,  
   187-8, 189,  
   195, 200, 244,  
   310, 311 
Match of the Week 129 
match rights, sale of 52-4, 113, 120,  
   121, 122,  
   123-8, 129,  
   188-9, 191,  
   193-200, 203,  
   205-8, 211-12,  
   213, 214, 215,  
   216, 339 
Match!  271 
Matthews, Stanley 114, 115-6,  
   127, 151, 226,  
   228, 260, 261 
Di Matteo, Roberto 323 
Maudling, Reginald 96 
Maxwell, Robert 194, 279-80 
McCabe, Eamonn 280 
McClaren, Steve 154 
McClean, Lenny 286-7 
McClelland, Tony 180 
McCririck, John 98 
McCulloch, Derek 72, 257 
McGee, Bert  80 
McIlvanney, Hugh 228, 309 
McIntyre, Colin 328, 329 
McMenemy, Laurie 315 
McNab, Bob  131 
Meek, Derek  137 
Meisl, Willy  141 
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Melba, Dame Nellie 62 
Melchester Rovers FC 365, 267 
Melling, Alethea 306 
Men Only  274, 278, 279 
Meredith, Billy  258 
Mergenthaler, Ottmar 29 
message boards  340-1 
Mickey Mouse  109, 110 
Middlesbrough Evening Gazette  
   175, 341, 343 
Midland Sport  66 
Milburn, Jackie  112, 115 
Millichip, Bert  205, 209 
Millwall FC  173, 174, 235 
Millward, Peter  339-41 
Milo of Croton  252 
Mirror Group  213, 334 
Mitchell, Saga  48, 49, 50 
Mitchells and Butlers 28 
model professional’ footballer  
   225, 260-1,  
   262, 263, 268 
Moncrieff, Chris 334 
Monti, Luis  57 
Monty Python’s Flying Circus 128 
Moore, Bobby  130, 152, 227,  
   233, 262-3,  
   266, 268, 312 
Moore, Brian  210 
Moores, David  88 
Moores, John  87-8 
Morgan, Cliff  189 
Morgan, John  313-14 
Morgan, Piers  155-6, 215 
Morning Star  297 
Morse, Samuel  23 
Mortensen, Stan 115 
Morton, Andrew 163, 290 
Motson, John  187, 188,  
   276, 311 
Mott, Buster  258 
Mott, Sue  158 
Mount Tambora 24 
Mourinho, José  131, 151, 323 
Moyes, David  328 
Mulcaster, Richard 8, 12 
Mullery, Alan  131 
Mundiolito tournament 315, 316 
El Mundo Deportivo 39 
El Mundo  37 

Murdoch, Rupert 4, 145-9, 158,  
   159, 162, 193,  
   200-3, 204,  
   207-8, 213,  
   215, 216, 233,  
   279, 336 
Murphy, Karen  68 
Murphy, Patrick 169 
music hall football 259 
Muybridge, Eadweard 46 
My Defence  227 
My Fight for Football 122 
Mystic Meg’s Premier League Service 
   332 
Nabarro, Sir Gerald 92 
Nagy, Ferenc  140 
National Association of Journalists 
   33 
National Federation of Football Sup-
porters Clubs 176 
national identity and  
stereotypes in football 39, 56-7, 66-7,  
   139-41 
National Lottery 92, 93-5, 155,  
   330 
National Professional Soccer League 
   129 
National Union of Journalists  
   33 
Need, Paul  180 
Neil, Andrew  200-1 
Nell O’Newcastle 305 
Nelson, Lindsey 129 
Nennius  6 
Netflix  327 
Neubauer, Hans-Joachim  2 
The New Football Mania 253 
New Order  181 
New Society  235 
Newbolt, Sir Henry 251 
The Newcastle Journal 124 
Newcastle United FC 39, 54-5, 65,  
   72, 112, 115,  
   118, 124, 128,  
   153, 197, 199,  
   208, 215, 244,  
   256, 287 
Newmarket  84 
News Corporation 336 
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News of the World 38, 39, 93, 135,  
   136, 144, 145,  
   147, 155, 159,  
   160, 162, 314 
Newspaper Proprietors’  
Association (NPA) 63, 64 
newspapers, see also individual titles 
 development of 2, 4-5 
 innovations in typesetting and   
 printing  2, 29 
 match-day specials 27-8 
 sports supplements 157-8 
newswire services 23-4, 30 
Newton Heath FC 26 
Nichols, Rob  184 
Nicholson, Viv  92 
Nicklin, Frank  146-7, 148,  
   150, 151, 153,  
   160 
The Nineteenth Century 253 
NME (New Musical Express)  
   180, 183 
No Logo  252 
Noades, Ron  197 
Noah, James  34 
non-exclusivity arrangements  
   67 
North, Richard  183 
Nottingham Daily Guardian  
   26, 219, 220 
Nottingham Forest FC 26, 174, 192,  
   199, 208, 214,  
   232 
Nottingham Journal 26, 220, 222 
Nottinghamshire Guardian 298 
Notts County FC 188, 231, 319 
NPA, see Newspaper Proprietors’ As-
sociation   
Oakenfold, Paul 181 
Oatley, Jacqui  310-11 
The Observer  37, 158, 160,  
   162, 178, 232,  
   237, 280, 309,  
   319 
O’Connell, Gerald 206 
Odeon cinemas  45, 128 
offside law  8, 275, 311 
Ogdens  256 
OK!  160, 289, 290,  
   291, 292 

Old Trafford  34, 88, 125,  
   127, 209, 316,  
   323 
Oldham FC  196, 197 
Oldman, Gary  285, 287-8 
Oliver, Ted  287 
Oller, Joseph  87 
Olympic Games 13, 72, 107,  
   111, 112, 130,  
   189, 252, 253,  
   264, 316, 324,  
   328, 338 
ONDigital, see ITV Digital  
One Game, One Team, One Voice 
   204 
online betting  98-103 
Only a Game?  235 
ORACLE  329 
Original English Lady Cricketers  
   300 
Orwell, George  90-1, 228-9,  
   240, 245 
Osborne, John  229 
Oswald, Lee Harvey 129 
Ott, Fred  43 
Ottaway, Cuthbert 262 
Out of the Blue  70 
The Oval  30 
Oxford & Cambridge Boat Race  
   13, 30, 50, 64,  
   67, 108, 336 
The Oxford Gazette 4 
Oxford United FC 194 
Oxford University 6, 16, 18, 45,  
   50, 74, 83, 177,  
   236, 260 
Oz  176 
Page 3  149, 156, 285,  
   298, 319 
Palmerby, Rob  161 
pamphlets  3-4, 7, 16, 272 
The Panel  92-3, 131 
Panorama  121, 164, 173 
Parkinson, Michael 188,   
   227 
Parry, Rick  205, 207 
Pathé  50, 53, 54, 57 
Paul, Robert  46 
paywalls  339 
Peace, David  2, 245-6 
Pearce, Stuart  156 
Peel, John  180 
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Pelé  262 
Pelletier, H. Rooney 121 
Penny Bell’s Life and  
Sporting News, see Sporting Life  
Penny Dreadfuls 264 
The People  146, 163 
The People’s Game 235 
Pepper, Frank S. 265 
Perfect Pitch  243, 245 
Perry, Mark  179 
Peskett, Roy  119, 224 
Peter Pan’s First XI 222 
Pickford, William 32 
Picture Post  32, 261 
Pinnace  256 
pirate radio  76 
Plugge, Captain Leonardo F. 75 
Poland  152, 213 
Pools Panel  92-3 
Popplewell Inquiry 312 
Portsmouth FC  61, 68, 69, 118,  
   222 
Posh & Becks  290 
Postmaster General 64, 67 
Potter, Mick  180 
Powell, Hope  319-21 
Praise or Grumble 78-9 
Premier League  68, 93, 114,  
   162, 163, 176,  
   183, 196, 203,  
   204-10, 211,  
   212, 213, 214,  
   215, 216, 243,  
   268, 289, 311,  
   319, 330, 339 
The Premiership 190 
Press Association (PA) 30, 160, 334 
Press Complaints Commission 156 
Press Gazette  160 
Preston Grasshoppers 26 
Preston Herald  25 
Preston North End FC 26, 109, 171 
Priestley, J.B.  45-6 
printing, development of 2, 29 
Private Eye  150, 176, 177,  
   178 
Professional Footballers Association 
   178, 260 
Profumo affair  144 
Promio, Alexandre 47 
Prophetic Bell  31 
Puskás, Ferenc  116, 117, 118, 244 

Quadrophenia  172 
Queens Park FC 28 
Race, Roy, see Roy of the Rovers  
Racing Calendar 10 
radio, see also individual stations  
   50, 61-80, 89,  
   100, 105, 106,  
   107, 108, 109,  
   113, 116, 121,  
   130, 135, 138,  
   142, 143, 203,  
   211, 252, 257,  
   290, 308, 310,  
   317, 325, 338,  
   346 
 development of commercial stations 
   75-6, 79, 89 
 invention of  62 
 local stations  76, 77, 78, 79 
 phone-ins  77-80 
 pirate stations 76 
 restrictions on broadcasting 63-4 
 Sports Report 70 
radio commentary 
 Allison, George 72, 74, 109, 257 
 Andrews, Eamonn 70 
 Bland, Colonel R.H. 74 
 Creek, Frederick 72 
 development  63-4 
 division of pitch into grid 71-2 
 first sports commentary 63 
 Lewis, Cecil Arthur 71 
 Lynam, Des  70, 188, 190 
 McCulloch, Derek 72, 257 
 Sharpe, Ivan  72 
 Wakelam, Captain Henry Blythe 
Thornhill ‘Teddy’ 71-2, 73, 74 
 Woodroffe, Lieutenant Commander 
Thomas  74 
Radio Five Live  70, 79, 331 
Radio Four  76 
Radio Leicester  76 
Radio Luxembourg 75-6, 89, 200 
Radio Nottingham 77 
Radio One  76 
Radio Three  76 
Radio Times  65, 69, 71, 72,  
   109, 111, 290 
Radio Two  76, 211 
Raffles  222-3, 229 
Raffles and Miss Blandish 229 
Raich Carter’s Soccer Star 276 
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Ramsey, Sir Alf  131, 151-2,  
   153, 177 
Rangers FC  127, 197 
Ranjitsinhji, K.S. 253 
Ravanelli, Fabrizio 208 
Ray of the Rovers 305 
Raymond, Paul  274, 278 
Ready Money Football  
Betting Act 1920 87, 95 
Real Madrid FC 125, 163, 277,  
   317, 336 
reality television 291-2 
Red or Dead  245 
Redfern, Jasper  47, 49 
Redknapp, Harry 161, 323 
Reed International 198 
Reith, Lord  65, 67 
replays  129-30 
Retzlaff, George 129 
Reuter, Paul Julius 23 
Ribal, Claude  339 
Rice, Sir Tim  177 
King Richard II  84 
Richardson, James 212, 243 
Riddell, Lord  63 
Rimmer, Ellis  114-15, 16 
The Rise of Gerry Logan 233 
Rivals.net  340 
The Road to Wigan Pier 90, 228 
Roberts, Robert 85, 169 
Robin Hood  130, 250, 251 
Robinson, Stephen 169 
Robson, Bobby  140, 153, 154 
Ronaldo, Cristiano 57, 335 
Rooney, Colleen 293 
Rooney, Wayne  132, 344 
The Roots of Football Hooliganism 
   169 
Rose, Henry  136, 142, 144,  
   148 
Rosenthal, Jim  192, 276 
Rotherham FC  78 
Rowe, David  327 
Roy of the Rovers 246, 249, 256,  
   264-8, 277,  
   278, 306 
Royal Ascot  50, 84 
Royal Engineers FC 83 
Ruby, Jack  129 
Rugby football  13, 15, 16, 18,  
   19, 35, 36, 48,  
   50, 52, 64, 65,  

   70, 108, 211,  
   231, 234, 245,  
   263, 264, 320 
Rugby school  11, 12, 13, 14,  
   15, 16, 17, 18,  
   19 
The Rumour: A Cultural History 2 
Runyon, Alfred  223 
St Etienne FC  173 
St Helen’s Ladies 303 
St John, Ian  131 
Sánchez Gomez, Antonio 288 
Sánchez Junco, Eduardo 288 
Sangster, Edmond & Vernon 88 
Saturday Night  28 
Saunders, Edgar 140 
Savage, Jon  179 
Scholar, Irving  192, 194, 195,  
   196, 197, 206 
Scientific American 106 
Scoop  266 
Scorcher  277 
Scorey, PC George 171 
Scottish Cup Final 52 
Seaman, David  158, 160, 290 
Second Division 61, 128, 197,  
   235, 317 
second screen  327, 336, 345 
Selwyn Gummer, John 155 
Sendall, Bernard 121 
Setanta  215 
Seymour, Stan  124-5 
Shackleton, Len  227, 276, 293 
Shankly, Bill  124, 151, 245 
Shankly, Bob  124 
Shapland, David 153 
Sharpe, Ivan  72 
Shaw, George Bernard 1 
Shaw, Graham  335, 337 
Shaw, Phil  182 
Shearer, Alan  208, 244 
Sheepshanks, David 214 
Sheffield City Council 167 
Sheffield Evening Telegraph  29, 347 
The Sheffield Star 168 
Sheffield United FC 47, 65, 78, 118,  
   256 
Sheffield Wednesday FC 
   29, 80, 114,  
   167, 199 
Sheringham, Teddy 98 
Shermans  91 
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Shoot!  177, 271, 277 
Shooting Times  11 
Sieveking, Lance 71 
Sillitoe, Alan  229, 230, 231,  
   240 
Sing As We Go  57, 307 
skaging  254 
The Sketch  301, 302 
Sky Sports  53, 162, 184,  
   210, 213 
Sky Sports News 184 
Sky TV, see also BSkyB 154, 158, 190,  
   193, 198,  
   200-3, 205,  
   206, 207-10,  
   212, 213, 214,  
   215, 216, 243,  
   281, 311, 317,  
   327, 337, 338,  
   339, 340, 344,  
   346 
Slater, Barbara  317 
Smith, G.O. (Gilbert Oswald)  
   255-6, 260 
Smith, Giles  158 
Sniffin’ Glue  179 
snooker  78, 194 
So Near and Yet So Far 153 
Soccer AM  212 
Soccer from the Press Box  
   137, 138, 139 
Soccer Revolution 141 
Soccer Saturday  210, 211 
Soccerbilia  273 
Soccernet  332-4, 336 
Soccer’s Hard Men 287 
social class  9, 12, 24, 27,  
   34, 35, 39, 45,  
   49, 56, 58, 66,  
   67, 84, 86, 89,  
   108, 120, 140,  
   143, 145, 147,  
   149, 158, 184,  
   223, 225, 226,  
   227, 228, 229,  
   230, 231, 233,  
   234, 235, 237,  
   245, 260, 264,  
   268, 300, 301,  
   306, 307  
Society for the Suppression of Vice 84 
Le Soir Festival of Football  118 

Sound and Fury  110 
South Yorkshire Police 167 
South, Arthur  194 
Southampton FC 197, 315, 317 
Spacey, Marieanne 315-16, 318,  
   319 
Spain  37, 39, 40, 139,  
   141, 156, 160,  
   191, 328, 331 
The Spectator  67, 71 
Spion Kop  238 
Sport  39 
Sportal  336, 337, 338 
Sportech Plc  95 
Sporting Chronicle 31, 36, 37 
Sporting Life  10, 37 
Sporting Luck  86 
The Sporting Magazine 10 
The Sporting Man 302 
The Sporting Spirit 228 
Sportinglife  334, 336, 337 
Sports Budget  274 
Sports Interactive 244 
Sports Library  273, 305 
Sports Report  70 
Sports Special  124 
Sports Spectators 326 
sports supplements 157 
Sports Television Advisory Committee 
   112 
Sportsman  37 
Sportspages  236, 239, 281 
Sportsview  121, 124 
SportsWeek  280 
sportuguese  34, 36, 221 
Stamford Bridge 53, 61 
Stamp Act of 1712 4, 23, 24 
Stark, John  265-6 
The Stationers’ Company 3 
Statutes (Definition of Time) Act 1880 
   325 
Stavely Olympic FC 170 
Stead, Richard  127 
Steaming In  240 
di Stefano, Alfredo 116 
Stein, Gertrude  225 
Stelling, Jeff  203, 210-11 
Stewart, Alan  177, 178 
Stobart, John  73 
Stoddart, Ava  86 
Strutt, Joseph  9 
Stubbes, Phillip  7 
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Sudell, Major William 26 
Sugar, Alan  206-7, 213 
The Sun  102, 145-9,  
   154, 155, 156,  
   157, 159, 168,  
   173, 183, 201,  
   203, 215, 216,  
   290, 339 
Sunday Chronicle 31 
The Sunday Express 144, 159 
Sunday Kicks  183 
The Sunday Referee 75 
The Sunday Times 160, 163, 196,  
   216, 298, 313,  
   316, 318, 339 
Sunderland FC  68, 91, 128,  
   177, 255, 256,  
   276 
The Supporter  176 
Sutcliffe, C.E.  32 
Sutcliffe, Charles 90, 91 
Sutton, Henry  105 
Sutton, Tom  30 
Sweden  89, 130, 154,  
   299, 315 
Sweeney Todd  264 
Swindon Town  101 
The Swiss Ramble 342 
Szymanski, Stefan 223 
Tabizel, David  336 
Taddy & Co  256 
Tait, Sandy  257 
Talk Radio UK, see Talksport  
Talksport  79, 177, 311 
TalkTalk  216 
Tannenbaum, Percy 34 
Taylor, A.J.P.  143 
Taylor, David  173 
Taylor, Frank  136, 142 
Taylor, Frederick Winslow 325 
Taylor, Graham  153-4, 330 
Taylor, Ian  235 
Taylor, Rita  154 
Taylor, Rogan  175, 184 
TeamTalk  339 
telegraph  23-4, 28-9, 32,  
   63, 85, 87 
Telegraphic Journal  
and Electric Register 106 
Telejector Video Communication  
Systems Ltd  191, 193 
Telephane  106 

teletext  328-31, 332,  
   336 
television, see also individual channels 
and programmes, match rights, sale of 
 broadcast of coronation of Queen  
 Elizabeth II  113-14, 115 
 colour broadcasts 130-1 
 first sports broadcasts 107 
 invention of  105-7 
 launch of satellite broadcasting  190 
 outside broadcasting 64, 70, 73, 77,  
   107, 108, 110,  
   112, 121, 189 
 replays  129 
 value of football in terms of 
advertising revenue 188, 189, 196,  
   215 
Television Act 1954 120 
television satellites, launch of 200 
Televisor  107 
Telfer, Kevin  222 
Terry, John  293, 346 
Tesla, Nikolai  62 
Test match cricket 56, 67, 108,  
   253, 326 
Tevez, Carlos  346 
Thatcher, Margaret 149-50, 153,  
   168, 169, 174,  
   279, 323 
They Think It’s All Over  185 
They Used to Play on Grass  233 
Third China International  
Football Expo  1 
Third Division  68, 98, 116,  
   197, 283 
This Sporting Life 231, 233 
Thomason collection,  
British Museum  3 
Thompson, David 255-6 
Thompson, Hunter S. 230, 282 
Thorp, Edward O. 99 
Thring, Edward  15 
Thring, John Charles 15, 16, 17, 18 
Thynne, Jayne  207 
Tiger  265 
Till Death Us Do Part 128 
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The Times  9, 16, 24, 39,  
   52, 69, 71, 72,  
   89, 109, 114,  
   115, 127, 137,  
   139, 158, 159,  
   168, 171, 174,  
   184, 215, 236,  
   280, 312, 326,  
   339 
Time for Action  180 
Tintin  306 
Tischer, Mike  181 
The Tissue  31 
Titanic  30 
Titbits  313 
Today  168 
Tom Brown’s School Days  12, 14 
Tomaszewski, Jan 152 
Tomlinson, Alan 265 
Tongue, Steve  177 
Topical Budget  53 
Topical Times  274 
Tor! The Story of German Football  242 
Tottenham Hotspur FC  98, 128, 164,  
   192, 196, 256,  
   257, 301 
Tour de France  38 
Trident  190 
Tsu Chu  1 
Turner, Ted  201 
Tuttosport  39 
TV Times  130, 290 
Twitter  4, 63, 161, 162,  
   184, 231, 244,  
   245, 319,  
   323-4, 326,  
   328, 331, 338,  
   343, 344, 345,  
   346 
Tyler, Martin  210 
Tyne Tees Television 120, 129, 210 
UEFA European Championships (Euro) 
   57, 95, 99, 100,  
   154, 155, 156,  
   157, 158, 177,  
   289, 324, 328,  
   331, 336, 337 
 women’s  313, 315, 316 
UKBetting.com  337, 338, 339 
The Unfortunates 231-3 
United News & Media 213 
United  128 

Unity Pools  91 
Universal News  57 
Untypical Boro  341 
Upton Park  173 
USA  107, 113, 117,  
   124, 129, 138,  
   139, 140, 141,  
   152, 154, 190,  
   195, 198, 215,  
   223, 230, 234,  
   254, 277, 303,  
   316, 333 
Vargas, Alberto  274 
Vaughan, C. J.  14, 15 
Le Vélo  38 
Venables, Terry  154, 155, 156,  
   233, 284 
Verna, Tony  129 
Vernons  76, 87, 88, 89, 
91, 92, 95 
Vialli, Gianluca  266 
Vickers, Anthony 175, 176, 341,  
   343 
Victoria Park, Stoke-on-Trent  115 
Vidal, Walpole  83 
Viewsport  127 
Virgin  198, 327 
Vitaï Lampada  251 
Viz  181 
Wagg, Stephen  139-40, 141,  
   142, 151 
WAGs (Wives and Girlfriends)  
   288, 292-4,  
   298, 319 
Wakelam, Captain  
Henry Blythe Thornhill ‘Teddy’ 71-2 
Wall, Sir Frederick 65 
Walvin, James  235 
Ward, Colin  240, 242 
Wartime League 70 
Wealdstone FC  110, 111 
Weatherall, Andy 181 
web-fed rotary presses 29, 63 
Welch, David  157-8 
Welch, Julie  162 
Weldon, Harry  258 
Welsby, Elton  204 
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Wembley Stadium 46, 53, 54, 61,  
   108, 109, 115,  
   116, 122, 139,  
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Dumbs gone to 
Iceland:  
(Re)presentations 
of English national 
identity during Euro 
2016 and the EU 
referendum
This paper analyses (re)presentations of Eng-
lish national identity during the 2016 UEFA 
European Football Championships which were 
held in France between 10 June and 10 July 
of that year. Set against the backdrop of Brit-
ain’s referendum regarding membership of the 
European Union, the tournament took place 
during a time of heightened debate about Eng-
lish national identity. Employing inductive tex-
tual analysis and drawing on Anderson’s (2006) 
concept of imagined community, Hobsbaum’s 
(1983) notion of invented traditions and 
Guibernau’s (2007) strategies for the con-
struction of national identity, England’s three 
most popular newspapers, the Sun, the Daily 
Mail and the Daily Mirror, were examined. 
While the papers’ narratives employed familiar 
tropes which referenced England’s past history 
and employed militaristic metaphors and the 
‘us’ and ‘them’ cliché, there was also demon-
strable uncertainty regarding the articulation 
of ‘English’ (and ‘British’) national identity.

Keywords: England, Euro 2016, football, media 
discourse, media sport, national identity

Introduction
Due to the referendum on the UK’s contin-
ued membership of the European Union (EU), 
the 2016 UEFA Football Championship (Euro 
2016) was played during a period of height-
ened debate about English national identity. 
On Thursday 23 June, three days after Eng-
land’s final group match against Slovakia, the 

referendum took place with 51.9 per cent vot-
ing in favour of ‘Brexit’ – for Britain to leave 
(or exit) the EU. Hobolt’s (2016) analysis of the 
vote showed a deeply divided nation split along 
demographic lines with young graduates living 
in large multi-cultural cities voting to ‘Remain’ 
whereas those living in the English countryside 
and northern post-industrial towns voted in 
large numbers to ‘Leave’. There was also a geo-
graphical split with England and Wales voting 
to ‘Leave’ while Scotland and Northern Ireland 
voted to ‘Remain’.

Although some commentators, such as Gap-
per (2014), have argued that ‘The era of the 
Fleet Street tabloids, the populist and fear-
some emblems of British culture and politics, 
is over’, research conducted by Loughborough 
University (2016) showed that the press played 
a prominent – and partisan – role during the 
referendum campaign. Less than an hour after 
the result was announced, Tony Gallagher, edi-
tor of the Sun, told the Guardian: ‘So much for 
the waning power of the print media’ (Martin-
son 2016) which was indicative of the feeling 
that, despite declining sales and falling rev-
enues, newspapers still had a significant impact 
on the result (Seaton 2016). This study seeks to 
examine the narratives employed by the three 
best-selling English newspapers: the Daily Mail, 
the Sun and the Daily Mirror (Ponsford 2016) 
and their Sunday counterparts in covering the 
England men’s football team during Euro 2016. 
While it must be acknowledged that these 
newspapers articulate a particular form of Eng-
lishness, they had a combined readership in 
excess of four million at the time of the refer-
endum1 and, therefore, provide fertile ground 
for exploring the manner in which the articu-
lation of English national identity reflects both 
the real and imagined versions of Englishness 
during Euro 2016 in the context of the build-up 
to and aftermath of the EU Referendum.

(English) national identity, football and the 
media
A nation is, as described by Anderson, an ‘imag-
ined political community’ (2006: 6). In Ander-
son’s conceptualisation, nations are inherently 
limited because no nation identifies with the 
entire human race, and even the most populous 
have geographical boundaries beyond which lie 
other nations from which they are separated. 
They are also sovereign because the conceptual 
roots of the nation can be traced back to the 
age of Enlightenment and the French Revolu-
tion when the sovereign state and the concept 
of liberty began to usurp and replace suppos-
edly divinely-ordained dynasties and feudal-
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ism (ibid: 6-7). Nations are imagined, Anderson 
argues, because even people living in the small-
est will never meet or know the majority of the 
rest of the population in that nation ‘yet in the 
minds of each lives the image of their commu-
nion’ (ibid: 6).

This perception of a unique national communi-
ty is created through cultural phenomena such 
as a shared language, a mass education system 
and mass media which both create and relay 
narratives concerning the nation’s culture (Gell-
ner 1983). According to Womack et al., ‘national 
identity is thus the product of discourse’ (2009: 
22) or, as Stuart Hall put it: ‘National cultures 
construct identities by producing meanings 
about “the nation” with which we can identify’ 
(1996: 613, italics in the original). This discur-
sive national culture is compromised of what 
Hobsbawm refers to as ‘invented traditions’ 
which he defined as:

A set of practices, normally governed by 
overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritu-
al or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate 
certain values and or norms of behaviour by 
repetition, which automatically implies con-
tinuity with the past (2012: 1).

Wherever possible these invented traditions, 
which can range from national anthems, flags 
and emblems to the British monarch’s Christ-
mas broadcast, are associated with an idealised 
past. For example, in Britain, ‘the war is taken 
to evoke the British at their best, the quali-
ties of Churchill’s “island race”. This … helps 
construct a sense of nation and nationality …’ 
(Cesarini 1996: 69). They are, in turn, bolstered 
through discourses articulated by both politi-
cians and journalists. Guibernau (2007) out-
lined five strategies which, she argues, the state 
employs to construct and disseminate a defini-
tive national identity in an attempt to unite its 
citizens.

•	 Firstly, the image of nation is defined and 
represented in stories about the dominant 
ethnic group within the nation’s borders 
and reinforced by stories of that group’s 
common history and culture.

•	 Secondly, this shared history, culture and 
sense of belonging is reinforced through 
the use of national symbols and rituals.

•	 Thirdly,	a	clearly	defined	set	of	civic	rights	
and duties are created at the same time 
establishing who is entitled to those rights 
and is thus accepted as a citizen and who is 
not.

•	 Fourthly,	 a	 nation’s	 identity	 is	 made	 dis-
tinct and reaffirmed through the creation 
of common enemies, thereby separating 
out and distinguishing the national iden-
tity (us) from the identity of other nations 
(them).

•	 Finally,	 the	 media	 and	 education	 systems	
are utilised to disseminate the above, 
namely: the image of the nation; its shared 
history and culture; its civil rights and 
duties, and its distinction from the com-
mon enemy thereby defining what it is to 
be a ‘good citizen’.

As Guibernau argues, by ‘strengthening a sen-
timent of belonging to an artificial type of 
extended family, the nation’ (ibid: 169), this 
shared notion of national culture and history 
supersedes other social identities such as class, 
race and gender. Because of this, ‘individuals 
identify with and … regard as their own the 
accomplishments of their fellow nationals’ 
(ibid). Hobsbawm expresses a similar sentiment 
and directly applies the idea to sport which, he 
argues, is ‘uniquely effective’ in instilling feel-
ings of national belonging (2012). Few, if any, 
cultural events provide a more fertile environ-
ment for the communal expression of national 
identity than mediated sports events such as 
a football World Cup or European Champion-
ships. Thus, any national football team (which, 
lest we forget, begins each match by singing 
its national anthem) becomes a powerful sym-
bol of the relevant nation because, to repeat 
Hobsbawm’s oft-quoted phrase: ‘the imagined 
community of millions seems more real as a 
team of eleven named people. The individual, 
even the one who only cheers, becomes a sym-
bol of his nation himself’ (ibid: 143).

British bulldog or English lion?
When James VI of Scotland became King of Eng-
land in 1603 he declared that he was not King 
of England and Scotland but King of Great Brit-
ain. However, it was not until the Act of Union 
in 1707 that the term ‘Great Britain’ was for-
mally adopted (Kumar 2003a). Cesarini draws 
out the development of this process of ‘forging 
a nation’, arguing that the confused history of 
British citizenship means that British national 
identity has never been clearly defined and in 
many respects ‘was formed in opposition to 
foreign countries that were considered repres-
sive and “backward”’ (1996: 61). Crucially, this 
notion of ‘Britishness’ became synonymous 
with a mythologised ‘Englishness’ that domi-
nated the Celtic nations of Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland (Fulbrook and Cesarini 1996: 
212) which, in turn, ‘clung to their national 
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identities as a kind of compensation …’ (Kumar 
2003a: 187).

Consequently, following the loss of the British 
Empire, English national identity which, unlike 
Scottish, Welsh or Northern Irish identity, was 
intrinsically associated with that Empire was 
hit by crisis (Kumar 2003a; Nairn 2003). In the 
years before the 2016 EU referendum, scholars 
of English national identity argued that this 
crisis was reinforced by political devolution 
of the Celtic nations (Bryant 2003), scepticism 
about politics in general (Kenny 2014) and also 
increased integration with Europe (Wellings 
2012). So it is little surprise that since the early 
1990s, perceived internal and external threats 
such as Celtic devolution and greater European 
integration have, in turn, led to a heightened 
awareness and articulation of English national 
identity of which football and, in particular, 
the men’s national team has become a fulcrum. 
One example of this revival of populist Eng-
lish nationalism is the manner in which since 
the Euro 96 football tournament England fans 
have increasingly displayed the (English) flag of 
St George instead of the (British) Union flag, 
an action ‘seen by many as a positive re-affir-
mation of an English nationalism in response 
to the collapse of a coherent British identity’ 
(Carrington 1999: 76). The notion of English-
ness has been further reinforced in opposition 
to the perceived threat of ‘radical Islam’ in the 
aftermath of both the 9/11 attacks in America 
in 2001 and the 7/7 bombings in London in 2005 
(Garland and Treadwell 2010).

Hold the back page!
The cultural representation of a nation state’s 
identity through mediated sport is described 
by Rowe et al. (2000) as the ‘sport-nationalism-
media’ troika. The potent emotive and dramat-
ic mix provided by sport (and in the context of 
this study football) means that English news-
papers do not just report on matches and their 
results. Instead, ‘the football Press plays a part 
in the production of a shared set of experiences 
or in the establishment of an “imagined com-
munity”’ (Crolley and Hand 2001). Coverage of 
the sport has become an extension of the coun-
try’s norms and values providing a representa-
tion of the perceived characteristics of English 
national identity (Crolley and Hand 2002: 19). 
This mediation of football plays a crucial role 
in reproducing and amplifying key characteris-
tics associated with fans and their clubs, cities 
or countries, in turn helping to develop a wider 
collective identity among the group (Boyle and 
Haynes 2000: 13). Blain et al. refer to this as a 
‘form of discursive paralysis’ (1993: 64) in which 

sports journalists construct images of their own 
country’s national identity (autotypification) 
and that of other nations (heterotypification). 
Therefore, and crucially in the light of the 2016 
EU Referendum, football match reports and 
related articles ‘may be read, partly at least, as 
weaving a story about how Europeans inter-
act with each other and how they reflect upon 
their own national, regional and group identi-
ties’ (Crolley and Hand 2002: 2). This content is 
aimed at what Blain and O’Donnell (2000), cit-
ing Umberto Eco, call ‘The model reader’: a con-
structed, idealised figure partially extrapolated 
from actual readers – in essence an individual 
representation of Anderson’s (2006) ‘imagined 
community’. However, the football press does 
not simply passively reproduce existing societal 
attitudes, nor do its readers passively receive 
the content. Instead, they are both ‘part of a 
tripartite structure consisting of readers/view-
ers who are interpreting the world(s) repre-
sented or implied, and those who are doing the 
representing’ (Rowe et al. 2000: 121).

This interaction is complicated by the fact that 
those producing the texts (the journalists) and 
those consuming them (the readers) may not 
necessarily have the same political agenda, 
share the same socio-economic backgrounds 
nor be of the same race and/or gender. The pro-
ducers’ interpretation of the meanings embed-
ded in the texts may be different from the 
consumers’ interpretation of the same mean-
ings. Therefore, sports-media texts are polyse-
mic and do not possess a fixed, single meaning 
(Kennedy and Hills 2009: 21) but are, instead, 
a site for negotiation of socio-cultural identity. 
For the purpose of this paper, the focus is on 
the (re)presentation of that identity by the Eng-
lish tabloid print media not the readers’ inter-
pretation of that (re)presentation.

50 years of hurt
The 1966 World Cup, which was both hosted 
and won by England, has become ‘… a pow-
erful, self-sustaining myth that has been wired 
into the nation’s collective consciousness’ (Silk 
and Francome 2011: 265). One of the key ele-
ments of the ‘myth of 1966’ (Critcher 1994: 86) 
was nostalgic nationalism which ‘conjures up 
the supremacy of Britain on the international 
stage and an acceptance and enactment of 
mythical English “values”’ (Silk and Francombe 
2011: 264). Weight argues that victory for Eng-
land in the final over Germany cemented the 
Germans as ‘an opponent’ (2002: 457) while 
at the same time compensating for England’s 
decline since the Second World War, making 
the England men’s football team a touchstone 
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for the health of the nation. Colley and Hand 
(2002) have drawn out the manner in which the 
‘denigration of the Other’ has become more 
prevalent in English football reports during the 
second half of the 20th century at the same time 
arguing that representations of English nation-
al identity and, in particular, the England men’s 
football team, draw on a range of perceptions 
which ‘derive from and feed into wider assump-
tions in the national imagined community dat-
ing from the imperial era that serve to define 
“Englishness”’ (Crolley and Hand 2002: 31).

In many respects this reached a peak in cover-
age of the 1996 UEFA Football Championship 
(Euro 96). Maguire et al. (1999) and Garland 
and Rowe (1999) found that English national 
identity was defined by both the Second World 
War and England’s 1966 World Cup triumph. 
The tabloid (and to a lesser extent broadsheet) 
press coverage invoked English national sym-
bolism and employed ‘us’ and ‘them’ rhetoric 
which drew heavily on the aforementioned 
conflict in both its narratives and imagery, par-
ticularly in the build-up to England’s semi-final 
defeat to Germany. By far the clearest exam-
ple of this was the Daily Mirror’s declaration 
of ‘football war’ on Germany in a front page 
which used pictures of England players Stuart 
Pearce and Paul Gascoigne in World War Two 
army helmets along with the headline ‘ACH-
TUNG SURRENDER: For you Fritz, ze Euro 96 
Championship is over’ (Daily Mirror, 24 June 
1996 as quoted in Maguire and Poulton 1999: 
25).

Analysis of the 1995 Rugby World Cup found 
similar coverage of the England team. Report-
age employed national stereotypes in adver-
sarial ‘us’ v. ‘them’ narratives in which players 
were ‘highly visible embodiments [of England] 
– they are “patriots at play”’ (Tuck 2003: 180-
181).

Various studies have found that many of these 
narrative techniques were in evidence in the 
coverage of the England men’s football team 
at subsequent tournaments. These included the 
invocation of the memories of British military 
successes (Alabarces et al. 2001) and the use of 
military metaphors and the negative characteri-
sation of ‘traditional enemies’ (Garland 2004). 
Vincent et al. (2010) found that 40 years after 
the 1966 World Cup, the discursive construction 
of English national identity at the 2006 World 
Cup drew heavily on invented traditions and 
previous military successes and had ‘… barely 
moved beyond the shadow of the Second World 
War’ (2010: 219). Similar narratives, particularly 

surrounding the Second World War and the 
1966 World Cup victory, were also in evidence 
during the coverage of the last European Cham-
pionships in 2012 (Euro 2012) (Vincent and 
Harris 2014). However, Kennedy found that in 
marked contrast to what had come before the 
newspaper discourses generated since the 2010 
World Cup and, in particular, in the run-up to 
and during the Euro 2012 tournament, were 
‘uncharacteristically muted’ (2014: 276). They 
were, he argued dominated by a narrative of 
‘low expectations’ mirroring the wider societal 
preoccupation with austerity which was part 
of a long-term ‘complex and largely non-linear 
dialectic of decline and renewal’ (2014: 281).

Methodology
To solicit data for the research, a qualitative dis-
course analysis was undertaken of three English 
so-called ‘tabloid’ newspapers: the Sun, and the 
Daily Mail, the country’s two best-selling daily 
papers which both sit on the right of the politi-
cal spectrum, and the Daily Mirror, the third 
bestselling paper which sits to the left of the 
political spectrum, plus their Sunday counter-
parts. The newspapers were chosen because 
of their popularity, their extensive coverage 
of football, and because tabloid newspapers 
produce more race-focused sports stories than 
their broadsheet counterparts (Law 2002). They 
are also characterised by the national stereo-
types that they employ which articulate and 
reinforce myths and perceptions of national 
identity (Garland 2004). Furthermore, the Sun, 
in particular, but also to a lesser extent the 
Daily Mirror and the Daily Mail, have been the 
subject of a range of earlier research on the 
narratives employed in media texts focused on 
the England men’s team at major international 
football tournaments (Garland 2004; Vincent 
et al. 2010; Vincent and Harris 2014). Mirroring 
such previous research in this paper will make 
comparisons easier, which is important as the 
concept of (English) national identity is fluid 
and changes over time and in relation to the 
contemporary socio-cultural environment (Crol-
ley and Hand 2002: 25).

Hard copies of the newspapers were analysed 
for a period of 40 days from 2 June, the day of 
England’s final warm-up ‘friendly’ match and 
eight days before the tournament’s start, until 
11 July, the day after the tournament final. The 
newspapers were read twice and articles and 
comment pieces which included text and/or 
photographic imagery concerning:

(1) the England men’s team both on and off the 
pitch;
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(2) England supporters both at the tournament 
and in England or elsewhere; and

(3) English national identity in the context of 
Euro 2016 were subject to coded content 
analysis.

The articles were organised by newspaper and 
date. The transcripts were re-read twice with 
the aim of identifying dominant and/or contra-
dictory narratives. To facilitate this a constant 
comparison methodology using two levels of 
coding – open and axial – was used to induc-
tively interpret the emerging themes and rela-
tionships (Corbin and Strauss 2015; Cresswell 
1998). The codes which emerged from this 
process were subsequently interpreted using 
Guibenau’s strategies of national identity, 
Anderson’s concept of an imagined political 
community (2006) and Hobsbawm’s notion of 
invented tradition (2012). Barthes (2006) argues 
that the myth does not need to be deciphered 
or interpreted to be understood or to be effec-
tive. On the contrary, if the ideological content 
of the text is obvious the myth ceases to have 
power – it stops being a myth. Therefore, myth 
only works when the denotative meaning of a 
text and its underlying socio-cultural connota-
tions blur into one. This methodology allowed 
these dual interpretations to be unpackaged 
by first identifying the denotative meaning of 
the articles examined and secondly by identify-
ing their social meaning. The aim of the paper, 
therefore, is not to define ‘Englishness’ or Eng-
lish national identity but to examine how this 
national identity is articulated in the tabloid 
press at a particular moment in time against a 
backdrop of major socio-cultural flux (the EU 
membership referendum), through the cover-
age of the country’s men’s football team at a 
major international tournament.

Results

‘Fuck off Europe – we’re all voting out’
Guibernau (2007) argued that the construc-
tion of national identity united citizens around 
stories regarding the dominant ethnic group 
which drew upon a sense of shared history and 
were reinforced through the use of nation-
ally recognised symbols. In the context of Euro 
2016, the papers focused on white, Anglo-Sax-
on fans and their performance of Englishness, 
which was anchored in the nation’s idealised 
common heritage. Typical of this theme was a 
Daily Mirror article headlined ‘To-knight is the 
night Hodgson starts Crusade’ which featured 
fans enacting a playful parody of an idealised 
version of Englishness in which they greeted 
England boss Roy Hodgson while ‘dressed up 

as Crusaders … decked out in chainmail and 
St George’s cross tabards’ (11 June: 7). Several 
scholars (e.g. Vincent and Harris 2014; Vincent 
et al. 2010) have noted that the increased artic-
ulation of English nationalism in the 1990s was 
mirrored by the ‘resurrection’ (Heffer 1999: 33) 
of the flag of St George into English football 
during the 1996 European Championships, held 
in England, and subsequent tournaments dur-
ing which the flag became ‘a powerful state-
ment of national pride and solidarity’ (King 
2006: 250). The flag was also in evidence during 
coverage of Euro 2016. On the day of England’s 
first match, team captain Wayne Rooney was 
pictured on the back pages of all three analysed 
papers in front of the flag of St George (the 
Sun, Daily Mirror, Daily Mail, 11 June 2016). 
The following day Rebecca Vardy, the wife of 
England striker Jamie Vardy, was pictured in a 
Cross-of-St-George vest top in the Sun (12 June) 
to advertise her tournament diary.

However, the cultural significance of the flag 
of St George was complicated by its association 
with England fans who engaged in violence 
in the two days leading up to the team’s first 
match, against Russia, as well as on the day of 
the game itself. Many of these fans were pic-
tured draped in the flag or in front of St George 
cross flags which they had attached to the walls 
of local bars. Poulton has argued that in the 
English media’s coverage of football hooligan-
ism ‘As soon as trouble breaks out, almost all 
distinctions between the violent, xenophopbic 
minority and non-violent majority is lost in the 
media coverage that emphasises the behaviour 
of the former. Consequently, the majority loses 
all sense of identity, voice and presence’ (2001: 
124). At Euro 2016, this meant that those fans 
whose behaviour fit the ‘hooligan’ narrative 
were soon foregrounded at the expense of 
those fans whose behaviour was, by contrast, 
relatively benign. However, this (re)presenta-
tion of the England hooligans as typical of all 
England fans meant that their aggressively 
xenophobic performance of Englishness com-
plicated the signifiers they were associated 
with, such as the flag of St George.

Furthermore, as well as singing songs about the 
IRA and German bombers being shot down – 
familiar refrains from previous tournaments 
(Vincent and Hill 2011) – the fans regularly sang 
‘Fuck off, Europe – we’re all voting out’ (Gysin 
2016), a crude articulation of the campaign to 
‘Leave’ the EU. This meant the flag of St George 
and associated symbols, such as the Crusader 
costume, became antagonising symbols of Eng-
lish national identity. Their ambiguous and con-
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tested meanings were evident in several stories 
in which anxiety about the extremes of English 
nationalism were both articulated and rebut-
ted. Two days before Euro 2016 began, the Dai-
ly Mail featured a story about a blog post on 
the BBC’s iWonder website which questioned 
whether the ‘Crusader’ costumes worn by some 
fans might offended Muslims. The newspaper 
quoted Conservative MP Philip Davies saying: ‘I 
don’t think an England supporter dressing up 
as a crusader is offensive to anyone other than 
these do-gooders. It’s ludicrous.’ The article 
also quoted several fans who claimed the BBC 
piece would only spur them on to wear the cos-
tume – ‘anything to annoy the BBC PC Brigade’ 
(8 June: 14).

Garland and Treadwell have outlined how the 
English Defence League (EDL), a high-profile 
group formed in 2009 and opposed to radical 
Islam, with loose links to the English football 
hooligan milieu, has adopted the flag of St 
George, incorporating it into their own insignia 
as well as clothing that they sell. Garland and 
Treadwell argue that the EDL’s adoption of the 
flag is ‘loaded with symbolism’ (2010: 29) due 
to its historical links to the Crusades – a conflict 
between Christian Europe and Islam – and ‘in 
many ways … this flag as a symbol encompasses 
much of the message of these groups’ (2010: 
29). Gimson et al. argue that this link with the 
EDL has meant the flag has become ‘toxified’ 
(2012: 6) with 24 per cent of people associat-
ing the flag of St George with ‘racism’ (2012: 2). 
This association was evident in a separate story 
later in the tournament, on the day before the 
EU referendum, in which the Sun told how a 
father-of-two had been branded a ‘pathetic 
racist’ for adorning his car with England flags 
(22 June: 17).

Launching the Varmarda
Guibernau (2007) argued that a national con-
sciousness is created through narratives which 
disparage foreigners thus creating common 
‘enemies’. These narratives draw upon ‘invent-
ed traditions’ (Hobsbawm 2012) and due to 
the legacy of the British Empire they are often 
‘imbued with military metaphors and refer-
ences’ (Crolley, Hand and Jeutter 2000: 110). 
In the ‘tabloid’ press this is done by ‘bludgeon-
ing the readership with exaggerated insular, 
parochial, “little Englander” “us vs. them” ide-
ologies’ (Vincent and Harris 2014: 233). Before 
England’s first game at Euro 2016, the Sun (9 
June: 5) sent Lee Chapman, a lookalike of the 
England player Jamie Vardy, to ‘see off [a] Rus-
sian sub’ that had sailed towards the English 
Channel. Under the headline ‘VLAD’S BOYS 

THINK IT’S ALL DOVER…’, the article echoed 
narratives identified by Vincent and Harris 
in their analysis of the coverage of Euro 2012 
which were employed to ‘capture the interest 
of the English “imagined community”’ (2014: 
229), which is ‘English and, with few excep-
tions, white’ (Crabbe 2004: 700), as opposed 
to the country’s wider multi-ethnic population. 
The words ‘think it’s all Dover’ drew upon the 
famous BBC commentary of Kenneth Wolsten-
holme during England’s 1966 World Cup final 
victory in which he said: ‘Some people are on 
the pitch … they think it’s all over… It is now!’ 
as Geoff Hurst scored the final goal of the 
game. At the same time, the headline evoked 
the popular World War Two song ‘(There’ll be 
bluebirds over) the white cliffs of Dover’ sung 
by Dame Vera Lynn. Furthermore, Chapman 
was ‘dressed as Lord Nelson’ and was said to be 
leading a ‘VARMARDA’ – a play on the name 
of the England forward, Jamie Vardy, which 
evoked memories of the English navy’s victory 
over France and Spain at the Battle of Trafalgar 
in 1805, and the English navy’s defeat of the 
Spanish Armada in 1588.

The wider coverage of the England team 
drew on nostalgic myths rooted in the Second 
Word War. England’s match against Wales was 
referred to as ‘The battle of Britain’ by both the 
Daily Mail (16 June 16: 96) and the Sun (June 15: 
61). On the day of the game, Martin Samuel, of 
the Daily Mail, referred to the conflict again, 
claiming that ‘the Phoney War is over’ – a refer-
ence to the period after Britain declared war 
on Germany in 1939 but before the two coun-
tries engaged in combat. However, the milita-
ristic narratives never reached the xenophobic 
heights of the Euro ’96’s ‘Achtung Surrender’ 
rhetoric. This may have been, as Vincent et al. 
(2010) noted in their analysis of the coverage 
of the 2006 World Cup, due to England’s poor 
early performances and a draw that meant 
that, apart from Wales, they did not meet any 
of their historic on- (or off-)field rivals.

St George slays the Dragons
In 1998, fulfilling a manifesto pledge, New 
Labour established the devolved Welsh Assem-
bly (as well as the Scottish Parliament and 
Northern Ireland Assembly). At the same time 
as giving the Celtic nations a louder political 
voice, some argued that the move led to the 
‘death of Britain’ (Kumar 2003b: 7) with which 
English national identity had been synonymous. 
This, in turn, according to some commentators, 
led to a heightened desire among the English 
to formulate a cultural identity distinct from 
that of their Celtic neighbours (Gibbons and 
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Malcolm 2017). Thus, the nationalistic ‘us’ vs 
‘them’ tone of the papers’ coverage reached a 
crescendo during the build up to, and immedi-
ate aftermath of, England’s second group game 
against Wales.2

This antagonism was articulated explicitly in a 
Daily Mirror article concerning the comments 
of England midfielder Jack Wilshere which 
was headlined ‘THEY DON’T LIKE US AND WE 
DON’T LIKE THEM’ (14 June: 60). The coverage 
of the game drew heavily on both countries’ 
‘invented traditions’, with the Daily Mirror (16 
June: 69) billing it as ‘Lions vs Dragons’. Crol-
ley and Hand (2006) have argued that the lion 
became a key signifier of English patriotism and 
national identity following the exploits of King 
Richard I, otherwise known as Richard the Lion-
heart, during the Crusades in the 12th Century. 
The Football Association (FA) adopted the three 
lions (drawn from Richard I’s heraldic emblem) 
as their logo and regularly refer to the England 
men’s team as ‘Lions’ (and the women’s team 
as ‘Lionesses’). This symbolism gained wider 
resonance during Euro ’96 thanks to the song 
Three Lions (Football’s coming home), released 
by comedians David Baddiel and Frank Skinner 
along with Ian Broudie of the Lightning Seeds, 
which became a popular fan anthem. During 
Euro 2016, the team and individual players 
were referred to as ‘Lions’ (the Sun, 14 June: 
48 and 49) with the most overt example being 
published on the day of the England-Wales 
match when the Sun used a picture of England 
captain Wayne Rooney’s face superimposed on 
to the head of a lion. In the accompanying arti-
cle, headlined ‘FREE LIONS: Come on Roy, get 
’em roaring’, the paper implored the England 
manager, Roy Hodgson, to ‘make us proud’ (16 
June: 68).

In a similar manner the papers referred to the 
Welsh team as ‘Dragons’ or ‘The Dragon’ (e.g. 
the Sun, 16 June: 60; Daily Mirror, 15 June: 63) 
drawing on that country’s national symbol, the 
red dragon, which was first referenced in the 
ninth century text Historia Brittonum and was 
incorporated into the Welsh flag in 1959, eight 
years after it first featured on the crest of the 
Football Association of Wales. After England’s 
victory, the Sun declared ‘ST GEORGE SLAYS 
THE DRAGONS’ (17 June: 9), a reference to Eng-
land’s patron saint who supposedly fought and 
killed a dragon. Crolley and Hand suggest that, 
for sports journalists, the Lionheart attitude 
of the English encoded within the symbolic 
representation of the lion seems to embody 
‘both the identity of the English people and the 
desired spirit of the England team’ represent-

ing an ‘overt communication of courage and 
pride’ (2006: 20).

The overarching narrative constructed around 
the game focused on which of the two (Brit-
ish) teams demonstrated these characteristics 
most passionately. For example, in the Daily 
Mirror on the day before the game, James 
Nursey wrote about how Welsh player Gareth 
Bale insisted ‘Wales had more pride and pas-
sion than their English counterparts’ (15 June: 
62 and 64). In the event England came from 
behind to win the match 2-1 courtesy of an 
injury-time goal from Daniel Sturridge. The Sun 
greeted the victory with the headline ‘ROAR 
PASSION’, pointedly asking: ‘How was that for 
pride then, Gareth?’ (17 June: 88) while the Dai-
ly Mirror declared the England team a ‘PRIDE 
OF LIONS’ (17 June 17: 70-71) and the Daily Mail 
captioned a picture of Sturridge celebrating as 
a ‘Lion’s roar’ (17 June: 96).

Patriots at fair play
Guibernau (2007) noted that national identity is 
reinforced by a clearly defined set of civic rights 
afforded to a nation’s citizens as well as duties 
and responsibilities expected of them. This 
means that in their roles of ‘patriots at play’ 
and ‘embodiments of the nation’ (Tuck 2003) 
the England players and their coaches are held 
to a certain standard of behaviour and level of 
achievement. Vincent et al. argue that one of 
the ways in which this is articulated is through 
the ethos of fair play, which they argue is ‘one 
of the defining features of English sporting 
identity’ (2010: 212) which is frequently con-
structed in opposition to the supposed ‘cheat-
ing’ of foreign players.

This theme was identified in several articles 
before the tournament. For example, in a Daily 
Mail article headlined ‘I’d never tell my play-
ers to dive, insists Hodgson’ (6 June: 73), Matt 
Lawton detailed how the England manager 
‘has insisted he will not encourage his players 
to employ the dark arts to succeed’ as he did 
not ‘think it was part of our culture’. Hodgson’s 
stance was contrasted with that of England 
player Eric Dier – who, it was pointed out, had 
been brought up in Portugal – who suggested 
‘England needed to be more “streetwise”.’ 
Writing in the Sun about Hodgson’s comments, 
Neil Ashton wrote that ‘English football is 
renowned for honour and integrity’ and that 
‘the dark arts can be left to the dirty rotten 
scoundrels’ (6 June: 58). It is notable that, by 
contrast, the Daily Mirror, which unlike the Sun 
and Daily Mail took a pro-EU stance during the 
referendum, did not devote as much space to 
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the story, nor offer any editorialised comment 
about it.

After England lost to Iceland in the competi-
tion’s second round, a defeat the Sun labelled 
‘the most humiliating in the nation’s history’ 
(28 June: 1), this scrutiny intensified. None of 
the papers’ post mortems offered detailed 
analysis of the long-term structural problems 
within the English game such as, for example, 
the impact of the competing demands of the 
Premier League, England’s top football compe-
tition. Instead, the narratives were anchored 
within the long-term ‘discourse of renewal and 
decline’ (Kennedy 2014: 281). The result came 
just three days after the United Kingdom voted 
to leave the EU and, although the long-term 
political and economic ramifications of the 
vote were unknown, the tone taken reflected 
the papers’ stances on the referendum and 
whether or not they felt leaving the EU would 
increase the country’s fortunes.

Following the resignation of England manager 
Roy Hodgson, Dave Kidd, the chief sports writ-
er of the Daily Mirror, wrote: ‘In keeping with 
recent events, an England without a function-
ing government, opposition, nor any future 
plan, no longer has a manager for its national 
football team either’ (28 June: 54-55). Thus for 
the Daily Mirror, which had campaigned to 
remain within the EU, the anxiety about the 
uncertain future of the England team mirrored 
anxiety about the future of the United King-
dom in the aftermath of victory for the ‘Leave’ 
campaign. By contrast, the pro-Leave Daily Mail 
published a brief, light-hearted editorial which 
implied that Iceland’s unexpected victory was 
comparable to the unexpected victory of the 
‘Leave’ campaign:

In the week after the referendum, this paper 
salutes the people of a proud seafaring island 
in the North Atlantic, who refused to be 
cowed by ‘expert’ predictions and emerged 
victorious against opponents who threw mil-
lions at their campaign. Well played, Iceland. 
And oh dear, England! (29 June: 16).

The sports journalists ‘spoke as if a still great 
nation was being betrayed by the bunglers and 
shirkers who ran, or were, its football team’ 
(Wagg 1991: 222). The Daily Mirror reported 
on a press conference the day after England’s 
defeat in which Hodgson said he was not sure 
why he was in attendance while Martin Glenn, 
the FA’s chief executive, said he was ‘not a 
football expert’ under the headline ‘WE DON’T 
KNOW WHAT WE’RE DOING’ (29 June: 64) which 

evokes the terrace chant of disgruntled football 
fans ‘You don’t know what you’re doing!’ This 
mirrored invective aimed at politicians on both 
sides of the Brexit argument. For example, the 
Sun took aim at chancellor George Osborne for 
his economic warnings during the campaign 
in an article headlined ‘YOU IDIOT, GEORGE’ 
(28 June: 8-9), while the Daily Mirror criticised 
Boris Johnson, a prominent ‘Leave’ campaigner, 
for failing to attend a debate on the referen-
dum result under the headline ‘No-show BoJo 
[a] political pygmy’ (28 June: 6-7). Although 
the focus was on Hodgson, the manager, and 
members of the Football Association, the play-
ers were also subject to criticism which renewed 
the narrative developed in the build-up to the 
game against Wales about whether they dem-
onstrated the right ‘spirit’ or demonstrated 
enough ‘pride’. For example, ex-England play-
er-turned-pundit Jamie Carragher claimed that 
the players were ‘too soft’, arguing that ‘We 
think we are making them men but actually we 
are creating babies’ (Daily Mail, 29 June: 74).

History Boyos
While the England players were castigated 
for their perceived failure as ‘patriots at play’, 
Wales, who unexpectedly reached the semi-
finals before losing to the eventual champi-
ons Portugal, were (re)presented as heroes. 
Euro 2016 was the first international men’s 
football tournament finals in which another 
Home Nation team3 had progressed further 
than England since the 1978 World Cup (when 
Scotland qualified but England failed to). With 
the absence of England, which had become syn-
onymous with the formation and maintenance 
of British identity (Gibbons and Malcom 2017; 
Kumar 2003a, 2003b), the Welsh team became 
the embodiment of Britain, albeit framed with-
in the context of England’s failure. The Welsh 
were compared favourably to England in a Sun 
on Sunday article headlined ‘Wales v Wallies’ 
which looked at ‘How Dragons got it right ’n 
Lions lost the plot’ (3 July: 68).

The following day, the Sun claimed that what-
ever happened in Wales’ semi-final they would 
‘be crowned the best of British … to further 
humiliate England’ by overtaking them in the 
FIFA rankings (4 July: 56). And, despite their 
defeat, the ‘Welsh heroes’ were declared to be 
the ‘Pride of Britain’ (the Sun Goals, 7 July: 1; 
Daily Mirror, 7 July: 62 and 63). Furthermore, 
the Welsh team were encoded with the quint-
essential characteristics usually reserved for the 
English players. After their quarter-final victory 
over Belgium, the Sun’s chief football reporter, 
Neil Ashton, wrote of the Welsh team’s ‘pride 

Roger 
Domeneghetti



OTHER PAPERS Copyright 2018 3/4. Ethical Space: The International Journal of Communication Ethics. All rights reserved. Vol 15 No 3/4 2018    83 

and passion and enthusiasm’ (7 July: 58). Simi-
larly, the Daily Mirror’s chief sports writer, Dave 
Kidd, wrote that Wales had ‘been everything 
Roy Hodgson’s flops were not in France. Confi-
dent. Courageous. Cunning. Thrilling. And win-
ning’ (2 July: 69).

Conclusion
The aim of this research was to examine how 
the English popular press (re)presented Eng-
lish national identity through its coverage of 
the country’s men’s national football team 
and the team’s fans immediately before and 
during Euro 2016 in light of the fact that the 
tournament coincided with the run-up to and 
aftermath of the EU membership referendum 
in the UK. The study found that where English 
national identity was (re)presented the newspa-
pers’s coverage adhered to Guibernau’s (2007) 
framework for creating a national identity by 
employing ‘invented traditions’ (Hobsbawm 
2012) that drew on the country’s heritage and 
culture to speak to and reinforce an ‘imagined 
community’ (Anderson 2006).

In various ways the findings in this study sup-
port those of previous research dating back to 
the early 1990s which have analysed the articu-
lation of ‘Englishness’ through coverage of the 
England men’s team (e.g. Wagg 1991; Garland 
and Rowe 1999; Maguire, Poulton and Possa-
mai 1999; Garland 2004; Vincent et al. 2010; 
Vincent and Harris 2014) thus showing that ‘the 
sport-nationalism-media troika is no passing 
fad’ (Rowe et al. 1998: 133). Journalists utilised 
a tried-and-tested formula which employed 
language that reached back into the shared 
mythical past of the dominant ethnic group. 
This language was often overtly militaristic, 
referencing the Second World War in particu-
lar but also the victories of Admiral Nelson and 
the Armada as well as the 1966 football World 
Cup success. ‘Us’ and ‘them’ narratives were 
constructed around England’s opponents, in 
particular Wales, which provided the newspa-
pers’ readers ‘a “fantasy shield” to cement and 
unify national sentiment for the imagined com-
munity’ (Vincent et al. 2010: 219).

Furthermore, these narratives clung to out-
dated monocultural notions of English nation-
al identity with no acknowledgement of the 
country’s ethnic diversity. As Blain et al. argue, 
there was reliance on the language of nation-
hood in which ‘the will to construct a histori-
cally continuous account of ... national charac-
ter prevails against the contrary indications of 
everyday experience’ (1993: 192). Given that 
Blain et al. drew this conclusion more than 20 
years ago, it might seem as if there is ‘nothing 

new’ to report. But these finding are useful in 
emphasising which narratives endure in the 
formation of national cultures in general and 
English national identity in particular.

However, Euro 2016 took place at a time of 
social and political flux in England (and Brit-
ain) when the meaning of ‘Englishness’ was 
hotly contested between those at ease with 
the country’s multi-cultural population and its 
place within a united Europe and those who 
sought to limit immigration and leave the EU. 
Sports writers may have been re-employing 
formulaic narratives used in the past but they 
did so with less confidence. It was no longer 
clear whether symbols which had been used 
as positive expressions of ‘Englishness’ in the 
past, such as the flag of St George, continued 
to be benign representations of patriotism or 
had instead become racialised articulations of 
an insular English national identity.

Underpinning this crisis of identity was a ‘new 
realism of low expectations within the wider 
political and cultural economy’ (Kennedy 2014: 
285) which dealt a further blow to the confi-
dence with which ‘Englishness’ was expressed. 
Following England’s defeat to Iceland the sense 
of national humiliation mirrored the wider 
socio-economic and political uncertainty creat-
ed by the referendum result. And, as the Welsh 
team progressed to the tournament semi-finals 
the ‘us’ and ‘them’ invective employed about 
Chris Coleman’s Welsh team gave way to a feel-
ing that England, once uniquely synonymous 
with Britain, was no longer the best of British.

Notes
1 According to the circulation figures for March 2016, the Sun sold 

1.7m. copies, the Daily Mail sold 1.5m. copies and the Daily Mirror 

sold 784,000 copies

2 It is important to note that this match took place on the same 

day as the murder of Jo Cox, the Labour MP for the constituency 

of Batley and Spen. Thus the coverage of the game, particularly 

at the front of the newspapers, was almost certainly less extensive 

than it might otherwise have been

3 The so-called home nations are England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland
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‘The other side of the net’: (re)presentations of (emphasised)
femininity during Wimbledon 2016
Roger Domeneghetti

Faculty of Arts, Design and Social Sciences, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

ABSTRACT
This article examines how the British Popular Press articulated
notions of femininity during the 2016 Wimbledon Championships.
Copies of the Daily Mail and The Sun and their sister Sunday
papers were collected during the tournament and subsequently
analysed using textual analysis (McKee, 2001) and drawing on
Connell’s neo-Gramscian concept of gender power relations (1987,
2000, 2002, 2005) for theoretical insight. The analysis suggests
that although the women’s and men’s competitions were held
concurrently and female tennis players gained a greater share of
the overall coverage (when compared to their male counterparts)
than female athletes in other sports, long-standing gendered
discursive strategies were still evidenced within the reportage of
the tournament. In particular, the media image of white female
players, and the white partners of male players, was constructed
in accordance with traditional subordinate, passive and sexualised
roles. At the same time, black female tennis players were cast in
the role of ‘other’ through their representation as extra-ordinary
‘superwomen’.

RESUMEN
Este artículo examina como la prensa popular británica articuló las
nociones de feminidad durante el Campeonato de Wimbledon
2016. Copias del Daily Mail y el The Sun, así como de sus
ediciones dominicales, fueron recogidas durante el torneo y
posteriormente analizadas utilizando el análisis textual (McKee,
2001) recurriendo, para la compresión teórica, al concepto neo-
Gramscian de Connell de las relaciones de poder de género (1987,
2000, 2002, 2005). El análisis sugiere que aunque las
competiciones femeninas y masculinas se desarrollaron
simultáneamente y las jugadoras femeninas de tenis obtuvieron
una mayor parte en la cobertura global (en comparación con sus
equivalentes masculinos) que las atletas femeninas en otros
deportes, antiguas estrategias discursivas con respecto al género
todavía se evidenciaban dentro del reportaje del torneo. En
particular, la imagen en los medios de las jugadoras femeninas
blancas estaba construida de acuerdo con los roles tradicionales
de subordinación, pasividad y sexualizados. Al mismo tiempo, las
jugadoras de tenis femenino negras eran emitidas en el rol de
‘otro’ a través de su representación como extraordinarias ‘super-
mujeres’.
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RÉSUMÉ
Cet article examine la manière dont la presse britannique de premier
plan a véhiculé les notions de féminité lors des championnats de
Wimbledon de 2016. A partir des copies du Daily Mail et du Sun
ainsi que celles du Sunday, les données collectées pendant le
tournoi ont été subséquemment analysées à l’aide d’analyses
textuelles (McKee, 2001) ainsi que du concept néo-gramscien de
Connell (1987, 2000, 2002, 2005) de la dynamique des relations de
sexe. L’analyse suggère que bien que les compétitions féminines
et masculines se soient déroulées simultanément et que les
joueuses de tennis aient gagné une plus grande part de la
couverture médiatique (en comparaison à leurs homologues
masculins) que les athlètes féminines dans d’autres sports, des
stratégies discursives sexo-spécifiques étaient encore visibles dans
le reportage du tournoi. C’est le cas de l’image médiatique des
joueuses blanches et les partenaires des joueurs masculins qui a
été construite conformément aux rôles traditionnels subalternes,
passifs et sexualisés. En même temps, les joueuses de tennis
noires jouaient le rôle de «l’autre» à travers leur représentation en
tant que «super-femmes» extraordinaires.

本研究探讨在2016温布顿网球赛中英国主流媒体如何表达女性特
质这一概念。研究收集了在比赛期间英国每日邮报、太阳报以及
其姐妹报周日报的报章，并使用文本分析法(McKee, 2001)对其进
行分析。本研究采用康奈尔的新葛兰西学性别权力关系(1987,
2000b, 2002, 2005)的概念做理论指导。研究分析指出，尽管女子
赛和男子赛同期进行而且女子网球手对比其他体育运动中的女子
运动员在整体覆盖报道中有更大的覆盖比例（当与其相对应的男
子运动员相比时），长期存在的性别离题策略依然存在在球赛的
报道当中。尤其是，白人女性球手以及男性球手的白人伴侣的媒
体形象被塑造成传统的、从属的、被动的以及有性别特征的角
色。同时，黑人女性球手通过她们的超凡的‘女超人’表征被塑造
成其他角色。

Introduction

At the end of the 2016Wimbledon fortnight, the two singles champions, America’s Serena
Williams and Great Britain’s Andy Murray, returned home with their respective bank bal-
ances increased by £2m each. AlthoughWimbledon was the last of tennis’ four blue riband
Grand Slam tournaments to award equal prize money to both men and women,1 2016 was
the 10th successive iteration of the tournament in which both sexes received equal prize
money. This may well signify progress in an arena that typically privileges masculinity.
However, tennis is one of the few major sports in which such financial parity is found
(Thompson & Lewis, 2014). This is one manifestation of the historical construction of
sport as a male domain in which male professional athletes are (re)presented as being
at the apogee of sporting achievement and ‘women play only a subordinate and/or sexua-
lised role’ (Bernstein, 2002, p. 426). Successive studies have shown that sportswomen ‘are
significantly under-represented in quantity and misrepresented in quality of sports cover-
age’ (Godoy-Pressland, 2014, p. 606). Tennis is among the most commonly reported
sports involving sportswomen (Cooky, Messner, & Musto, 2015; Duncan, Messner,
Willms, & Wilson, 2005; Godoy-Pressland, 2014). Yet, these highly reported women’s
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sports are overwhelmingly those which ‘emphasize traditional feminine attributes such as
grace, balance, and aesthetics’ (Crossman, Vincent, & Speed, 2007, p. 29) – tennis, gym-
nastics, athletics, swimming – in turn reaffirming the hegemonic masculinity of sports
media coverage. Furthermore, the Wimbledon Championships, which began in 1877, is
the oldest tennis tournament in the world and as such is ‘steeped in socially elitist,
White, heterosexual, British patriarchal nineteenth century traditions’ (Vincent, 2004,
p. 436) making it a fertile arena in which to interrogate the print media’s (re)presentation
of femininity.

By drawing on Connell’s theory of gender power relations (Connell, 1987, 2000, 2002,
2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) for theoretical insight and employing critical dis-
course analysis (Wodak & Meyer, 2016), this study seeks to locate women – both as com-
petitors and supporters – within the gendered British newspaper coverage of professional
tennis. In particular, it explores (1) in what manner, if at all, such coverage adheres to and
strengthens the related concepts of hegemonic masculinity, and emphasised femininity,
and (2) how, if at all, these notions, particularly those of femininity, are contested. The
analysis looks firstly at the sexualisation of female players and focus on their bodies
(for example coverage of Nike’s Power Slam dress, which was described as a ‘nightie’,
and Serena Williams’ attire, which drew complaints because her nipples were visible)
before addressing the (re)presentation of male players’ partners (namely Kim Murray,
the wife of Andy Murray, and Jennifer Bate, the girlfriend of Marcus Willis) as ‘the
devoted and supportive wife’ (Clayton & Harris, 2004).

Gendered hierarchies

For its theoretical framework, this study draws on Connell’s (1987, 2000, 2002, 2005) neo-
Gramscian theory of gender power relations. Connell argues that at any point in time,
there are multiple femininities and masculinities at work within a socially constructed
gender hierarchy. The most dominant of these archetypes is ‘hegemonic masculinity’,
which occurs when the most idealised masculinity, which Connell (2000, 2002) character-
ises as being white, western, heterosexual, able-bodied and aggressive, ‘claims and sustains
a leading position in social life’ (2005, p. 77). Connell (1987) suggests that the hegemonic
nature of this social hierarchy implies ‘consent’ from other masculinities because most
men benefit from the subordination of women. Connell (1987) argues that the inverse
of hegemonic masculinity is ‘emphasised femininity’, associated with white, heterosexual,
socially elite, feminine women. Connell does not use the term ‘hegemonic femininity’ as,
she argues, no femininity can achieve hegemony in a patriarchal society. Instead, all fem-
ininities are dominated by masculinity and ‘constructed in the context of the overall sub-
ordination of women to men’ (Connell, 1987, pp. 186–187). Women who subscribe to and
display the ideals of ‘emphasised femininity’ will be less marginalised and/or demonised
than other femininities (such as women who are black and/or physically strong), but
they will still be ‘defined around compliance with this subordination [to men] and is
oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of men’ (Connell, 1987, p. 183).
These hegemonic and/or emphasised norms are frequently reinscribed until they
become commonplace and ‘feel “natural” and acceptable, whereas in reality they are pre-
ferred, constructed images’ (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 163). More recently, Connell and Mes-
serschmidt (2005) have modified the concept of hegemonic masculinity and emphasised
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femininity to acknowledge critiques of the original definition of the former as being attri-
butional, negative and universal (Jefferson, 2002) but also the fact that the relational nature
of gender has increasingly been overlooked. This, they argue is problematic because
‘Gender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are socially defined in contradis-
tinction from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity’ (Connell & Mes-
serschmidt, 2005, p. 848). They also argue that by focusing only on the activities of
men, there is a danger of ignoring the ‘practices of women in the construction of
gender among men’ (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 848). This is particularly relevant
in the study of media discourses which use images of female athletes which not only
required the women’s consent but also their active participation, such as those identified
below in The Sun’s daily ‘Sets Appeal’ feature.

During the last twodecades, research focused on the genderednature ofmedia discourses
constructed around tennis intersected with emphasised femininity in three ways: (1) the
representation of female players who conform to the norms of emphasised femininity;
(2) the representation of male players’ wives and girlfriends who conform to these norms
and (3) the representation of female players who do not conform to these norms, in particu-
lar theWilliams sisters: Venus and Serena. As Bruce (2016) argues, ‘access to public accep-
tance and visibility favours elite sportswomen who embody a femininity that appeals to
White, male, heterosexual media producers and audiences’ (p. 363). Within women’s
tennis coverage, this visibility is afforded to female playerswith slim, lithe figures. The great-
est exemplar in the last two decades being Anna Kournikova known for her ‘waist-length
flaxen hair, endless legs, smooth tan and metallic silver-blue eyes’ (Hello!, 1999; quoted
in Bernstein, 2002, p. 423). Several studies examined the media coverage of the 2000Wim-
bledon Championships and drew similar conclusions. (Harris & Clayton, 2002; Vincent,
2004; Vincent, Pedersen,Whisenant, &Massey, 2007). Harris and Clayton (2002) analysed
the coverage of the tournament in the British newspapers The Sun and the Daily Mirror.
They found that women’s sport accounted for just 5.9% of all sports coverage in these news-
papers during the period of data collection.However, approximately one-third of the cover-
age of women’s sport was specifically devoted to Kournikova, despite the fact that she had
been knocked out of the tournament in the first round. Little of the coverage of Kournikova
was focused on her sporting prowess or performance on the court. The majority was ‘non-
task-relevant’ commentary focused instead on her appearance and love life. Kournikova did
not only dominate women’s sports coverage at the time, but in their examination of the cov-
erage of the same tournament, Vincent et al. (2007) found that she received more coverage
than any other player, at the tournament including the eventual female and male singles
champions (Venus Williams and Pete Sampras, respectively), leading them to argue that:
‘female tennis players who either conform to or exaggerate idealized heterosexual feminine
appearance receive the most media attention’ (p. 289).

Emphasised femininity is also (re)presented in the sports media’s coverage of the female
partners of male athletes, coverage which casts women in an inverse role to the hegemonic
masculinity of their male partners. Research in this area is limited and mainly focuses on
the wives and girlfriends (WAGs) of male footballers (Bullen, 2014; Clayton & Harris,
2004). Bullen (2014) argues that discursive constructions of respectable femininity are
built on middle class ideologies and thus footballers’ wives – working-class women who
have obtained significant wealth – are denigrated for ‘fail[ing] to conform to middle
class femininities’ (p. 72). It is important to acknowledge that tennis and football players
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and their partners are, in the main, from different social milieu. However, Bullen’s (2014)
analysis is instructive in telling us something about the gendered way the female partners
are portrayed in the reporting of male sport; that they are shown as adjuncts to their hus-
bands displaying a sexualised ‘hyper-femininity’ (p. 94). As such, her work reflects the find-
ings of Clayton and Harris (2004) a decade earlier. They suggest that wives and girlfriends
of male athletes fulfil a dual role. They are inactive ‘portrayed not as women, with lives and
minds of their own, but merely as “tools” for increasing the self-esteem andmorale [of their
menfolk]’ (2004, p. 327) while also portraying ideals of emphasised femininity which
‘bolster hegemonic notions of women as idyllically feminine, sensual figures’ (2004,
p. 325). Harris and Clayton (2002) do briefly touch on the coverage-afforded female part-
ners of male tennis players in a wider discussion of the British tabloid Press’ representation
of femininity and masculinity in the sport. They argue that in men’s tennis (as in men’s
football), wives and girlfriends project ideals of emphasised femininity. The women are
portrayed as non-active extensions of their husband or boyfriend, undertaking feminine
tasks which maintain the male player’s masculine status. Therefore, by focussing on the
attendance of the women, the Press substantiates the masculinity of the players.

Since they burst on to the scene in the late 1990s, the Williams sisters have presented a
direct challenge to this aforementioned representation of emphasised femininity. At the
start of a wider discussion of negative attitudes towards black female bodies, Hobson
(2003) briefly touches on the ‘seemingly exaggerated response’ (p. 87) to Serena Williams’
choice of attire – a black, spandex catsuit – at the 2002 U.S. Open. She argues that although
the mainstream media and wider contemporary culture seek to downplay the role of
racism in the representation of black bodies, in reality these representations reflect a ‘racia-
lized sense of aesthetics that position blackness in terms of grotesquerie while whiteness
serves as an emblem of beauty’ (p. 88). This racialised aesthetic is a manifestation of Con-
nell’s notion of emphasised femininity, to which Williams does not conform in two ways:
(1) she is black; (2) she has a powerful physique. As such, it is impossible to dislocate Wil-
liams’ alterity from either her blackness or gendered and sexualised (re)presentations of
her; each magnifies the other in what King (1988) argued was ‘multiple jeopardy’.
Several studies (Douglas, 2002, 2005; Schultz, 2005, Spencer, 2001, 2004) have analysed
the manner in which these aspects are represented in the media’s construction of Williams
and her older sister Venus, as ‘other’ and found that the sisters’ bodies and choice of attire
is often the focus of media discussion. Spencer (2004) argues that the sisters ‘have been
characterised in terms of their physicality since their arrival within the popular imaginary’
(p. 120) with their physical strength and athletic ability being foregrounded at the expense
of their mental strength and tactical awareness. This ‘visible trace of scientific racism’
(Spencer, 2004, p. 120) was complimented by cultural racism within which the basis for
racial differentiation manifested itself in other identifiable signifiers, such as dress. In
the Williams’ case, this was their beaded, cornrow hairstyles which were the subject of dis-
missive media commentary which further marked them out as ‘others’. Spencer (2004)
suggests these are two of several narratives constructed around the pair that ‘provide evi-
dence of sincere fictions that work in subtle ways to obscure White racism’ (p. 131). A
similar conclusion was drawn by Douglas (2005) in her analysis of the coverage of the
2001 Indian Wells tournament and the French Open two years later. Douglas argued
that the media’s ‘raceless’ explanations for the negative responses towards the Williams’
sisters effectively made race invisible, thus reinforcing the notion that tennis is a ‘white’
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sport. Schultz (2005) analysis of the media coverage of the 2002 U.S. Open, which inter-
rogates reaction to Williams’ on-court catsuit in detail, suggests (re)presentations of Wil-
liams ‘are located within racialised discourse [and use] oppositional rhetorics’ (p. 338),
thus constructing her blackness in contrast with ‘normalized, white female tennis athletes’
(p. 339). Schultz (2005) argues that the majority of media accounts represent Williams in
terms of difference thus ‘reinscrib[ing] whiteness as the normative racialized identity in
women’s tennis, thereby marginalising blackness’ (p. 352).

Media analysis

This study interrogated 369 articles that focused on the 2016Wimbledon tournament pub-
lished in the U.K.’s two best-selling paid-for daily newspapers and their Sunday sister
papers. The Sun and the Daily Mail were analysed between 26 June and 11 July 2016, a
period which included the duration of the tournament and two days either side of the
start and finish of the competition. To achieve a balance of coverage, the papers were
drawn from the two different sections of the marketplace – tabloid and middle-market,
respectively – and ownership of the papers was split between two different companies.2

The papers’ respective readerships also display significant demographic differences with
The Sun having a younger, male, working-class readership. Men make up 58.77% of its
total readership of which 29% are under 34 and 36% over 55. Some, 32.85% of The Sun’s
readership falls into the ABC1 social categories (defined on the National Readership
Survey social scale as upper middle class, middle class and lower middle class) with
67.15% in the C2DE categories (defined as skilled working class, working class and non-
working). By contrast, 54.12% of the Daily Mail’s readership are women, 70.67% are
over 55 (with just 11.26% under 35) and 61.96% are in the ABC1 demographic categories
(http://www.newsworks.org.uk/). In particular, textual analysis (McKee, 2001) was under-
taken on 135 articles which included text and/or photographs concerning either female
players and/or the wives and/or girlfriends of male players that could be ‘wrench[ed] free
from the routines of its consumption that would ordinarily have us take it for granted,
and open[ed] up for analysis’ (Turner, 1997, p. 317). As Turner (1997) suggests, ‘media
texts offer especially rich opportunities to observe the cultural construction of meaning’
(p. 326); thus, the aim of the analysis is not to reproduce the newspapers’ content but to
provide a rich, descriptive analysis which draws out the ‘textual constructions of realities’
(Sparkes, 1992) inherent within the dominant media discourse. For this study, the focus
was on those constructed realities which intersected with cultural understandings of
(emphasised) femininity and (hegemonic) masculinity as articulated in Connell’s relational
theory of gender power dynamics (1987, 2000, 2005). Unless stated otherwise, the quotes
cited represent a broad cross-section of meanings representative of those found in a
variety of articles. To represent the gendered narratives in evidence within the coverage
of the tournament in full, the analysis employs ‘tabloid speak’ (Watson, 1998, p. 46),
such as double-entendres, puns and sexualised language, where appropriate.

Game, set & flash

Of the 369 articles focused on the 2016 Wimbledon tournament in The Sun and the Daily
Mail, 135 (36.6%) focused on female players, whereas 234 (63.4%) focused on male
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players. It may be argued that this sample is biased in so far as Briton Andy Murray won
the men’s tournament and thus dominated coverage of the tournament as it progressed
and elicited more articles than might have been the case had a Briton not won or
reached the final (by contrast Johanna Konta, the British women’s No. 1, was knocked
out in the second round). Furthermore, 36.6% is a considerably higher proportion of cov-
erage for women than the 5.9% found in Harris and Clayton’s (2002) research or the 3.6%
found in Godoy-Pressland’s (2014) longitudinal study of print media coverage of sports
women, although it does support her findings, and those of Vincent et al. (2007), that cov-
erage of female athletes increases during major sporting events. This discursive practice
which renders female players relatively ‘invisible’ in the coverage of a tournament
which maintains an equal balance between male and female athletes at the highest eche-
lons of the competition (for example by awarding equal prize money) is a reminder that
masculine hegemony is ‘constructed and promoted most systematically through competi-
tive sport’ (Connell, 1987, p. 84).

Duncan and Messner (1998) refer to this as one of several ‘formulae of exclusion’,
another of which is also in evidence in the articles analysed: the sexualisation of female
players. Hargreaves notes that modern sportswear is ‘manufactured specifically to
promote a sexy image’ (1994, p. 159), and therefore the media narratives focus on and
refer to players dress and hairstyles. Several articles focused on female players struggling
to play while wearing the Nike Premier Slam dress, a short, light, unfitted dress which was
worn with short, lycra dance shorts, quickly dubbed the Nike ‘Nightie’. The focal point of
the images accompanying the prose were photos of the women’s lithe bodies, in particular
their buttocks and bare midriffs, which had become exposed by the flimsy dress riding up.
The Sun article headlined ‘GAME SET & FLASH’ (4 July 2016) noted that viewers had
complained that the BBC was ‘leering when skirts flap up’ although the article was itself
accompanied by a revealing picture of Canadian player Eugenie Bouchard struggling to
play while wearing the dress.

This focus on the women’s appearance, and in particular the portrayal of them as passively
sexual, constructs the female players as ‘the other’, placing them in a position of weakness
within the gendered hierarchy. The erotic emphasis on the players implied a masculine
ideal of female players and was reinforced in a daily feature in The Sun entitled ‘Sets
Appeal’ which started on the first day of the tournament. It featured female players, or the
female partners of male players, in glamorised or provocative model shots. The most explicit
of thesewas a photograph of the tournament’s women’sNo. 3 seedAgnieszkaRadwanska in a
‘netty nude pose’ inwhich shewas picturedwithout any clothing andwhich dominated a page
of The Sun (6 July 2016) in the final week of the tournament. Other pictures in the series pre-
sented female players out of competition attire and instead in lingerie or swimwear and in
seductive poses focusing on their legs, chest and/or face. These photos rendered the players
in passive, ‘non-active’ roles in which they were shorn of their athletic ability and sexualised
for the benefit of themale gaze. This had the effect of reinforcing their femininity and trivialis-
ing their bodies thus undermining their athleticism and sporting expertise. Furthermore, the
citing of these images on Page 3,3 a traditional location of sexualised images of women in
British tabloid newspapers, ‘is suggestive of their sexual implication’ (Harris & Clayton,
2002, p. 408). It must be acknowledged that the women who appear in the feature are
willing participants, exploiting the dominant gendered discourse for pecuniary gain and
increased publicity. However, women’s, and in particular female athletes’, decisions to pose
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for sexual provocative photographs have caused division among feminist scholars. Some
argue that the images reinforce notions of emphasised femininity by sexualising the female
body for the male gaze (Kane, LaVoi, & Fink, 2013; Markula, 2009; Vincent, Kian, &
Persen, 2011). Conversely, others suggest that ‘the standard objectification thesis [is] at
least partially inadequate’ as sportswomen’s bodies ‘when coded as athletic, can redeem
female sexuality and make it visible as an assertion of female presence’ (Heywood &
Dworkin, 2003, pp. 82–83). However, it is important to acknowledge that women are often
not in control of either the mediation of the images or the sexualised narratives constructed
around them in themainstreammedia. For example, the image of Radwanska which featured
on Page 3 of The Sun had initially appeared in the 2013 Body Issue of ESPN Magazine in a
feature ‘Bodies We Want’. There the picture appeared alongside nude or semi-nude images
of other athletes including both men and women in a celebration of their athleticism, a
very different context to its use in The Sun. It is such lack of control that continues to cause
concern.

‘My dentist doesn’t look like that’

Several articles in the data collection period construct another non-active role for women
in sport: that of the wife or girlfriend of the male player as a supporter. Thompson suggests
that casting women in such a passive, supporting role serves to reinforce the privileged
position of the male players within the hierarchical gender order while at the same time
rendering the women more-or-less anonymous except when they are ‘identified in the
stands’ simply because they are involved in a relationship with one of the active sportsmen
(Thompson, 1999, p. 176). It is worth noting that only four articles featured groups of male
supporters. These were fans of British player Marcus Willis – the so-called ‘Berkshire Bull-
dogs’ and ‘Will Bombs’ – who were portrayed as undertaking support in an active, carni-
valesque or ‘rowdy’ manner which The Sun (28 June 2016) compared to football fandom.
Conversely, not one of the newspaper articles analysed focused on any husband or boy-
friend supporting a female tennis player.

The prime focus of these articles was Jennifer Bate and Kim Murray, the respective
partners of Willis, the World No. 772 who claimed a surprise first-round victory before
losing in the second round match on Centre Court to Roger Federer, and fellow British
player Andy Murray, who won the men’s singles title. Both women conformed to the
ideal aesthetic of emphasised femininity, being white, slim and attractive. Bate, who is a
qualified dentist, was referred to as ‘gorgeous’ and a ‘former beauty queen’ (Daily Mail,
29 June 2016) while Kim Murray was ‘the real Centre Court star’ thanks to her ‘gorgeous
style’ (Daily Mail, 10 July 2016) in an article focused on the outfits she wore while watch-
ing her husband play. Masculine and feminine roles within a gendered hierarchy are rela-
tional, thus male athletes’ relationships with women who conform to such idealised
feminine norms are an important part of constructing an individual masculine guise for
the players reinforcing their ‘heteromasculine social capital’ (Vincent et al, 2011,
p. 622). Similarly, the affirmation of heterosexuality by foregrounding the players’ virility
and focusing on their sexual eminence is also important for male athletes to accrue this
‘heteromasculine social capital’. Of the two women, Bate in particular was (re)presented
in sexualised narratives in articles that focused on the pair’s ‘Love match’ (The Sun and
Daily Mail, 29 June 2016). Willis was ‘spurred on to glory […] by a secret kiss’ from
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Bate and also ‘hinted on Twitter that his preparations for his big match had been helped
along by some #birthdaysex’ (The Sun, 29 June 2016). Bate was also the subject of a ‘sexism
row’ (Daily Mail, 1 July 2016) after BBC commentator Andrew Castle was accused of
‘ogling’ her and saying on air: ‘My dentist doesn’t look like that’ (The Sun, 1 July 2016).
Perhaps ironically, these stories were accompanied by photographs that reinforced
Bate’s femininity, for example The Daily Mail used a full-length photo of Bate in
skinny jeans and a tight jumper, which accentuated her breasts, buttocks and long legs.

By contrast, narratives constructed aroundMurray were less salacious. She was not only
cast in the role of supporter but also as a ‘domesticated mother figure’ caring for her and
her husband’s four-month-old daughter (The Sun andDaily Mail, 29 June 2016). Research
focused on the partners of male athletes in a variety of sports (Gmelch & San Antonio,
2001; Sheedy & Brown, 1998; Thompson, 1999) has shown that the lives of the women
concerned were subsumed by their husband’s or partner’s career. The representation of
Kim Murray in the motherly role replicates the traditional familial division of labour
which casts ‘certain kinds of work as domestic, unpaid and usually women’s, and other
kinds as public, paid and usually men’s’ (Connell, 1987, p. 122). The reason for the differ-
ent approach to the women was perhaps that, as the wife of the men’s champion, Murray
effectively became Wimbledon ‘royalty’. On the day after Andy Murray lifted the trophy,
his victory was proclaimed the ‘RETURN OF THE KING’ by The Sun (11 July 2016). On
the same day, Kim Murray was in effect presented as his ‘Queen’ by the Daily Mail in a
full-page article dominated by a series of photographs comparing her to the Duchess of
Cambridge, who was also in attendance, in the ‘style match of the day’ (11 July 2016).

Supplementing the gendered coverage of Bate and Murray were provocative and sex-
ualised photographs of the female partners of male players in The Sun’s aforementioned
‘Sets Appeal’ feature. Six of the 11 issues of The Sun in which the feature appeared por-
trayed partners of male tennis players. The women, often referred to by the term
‘Tennis WAG’, are described in gendered puns characteristic of tabloid vernacular, for
example Danielle Knudson, the girlfriend of Milos Raonic, is referred to as ‘a real
smasher’ (The Sun, 28 June 2016). This sexual objectification not only subordinates
women to the erotic desires of men but also reproduces and re-enforces the dominant
hegemonic ideology of masculinity (Duncan & Messner, 1998).

Match points

The discourse about Serena Williams, who won the women’s singles title, and her sister
Venus, who reached the semi-final (and thus was the subject of less coverage), intersected
with hegemonic notions of race. The sisters were framed as ‘natural athletes’, the focus on
them as ‘strong black women’ placing them outside the dominant culture’s definition of
ideal emphasised femininity. This manifested itself in coverage which focused on both
‘scientific’ and ‘cultural’ racisms identified by Spencer (2004). McKay and Johnson
(2008) argue that in the past, the sports media had negatively represented women as
‘objects of ridicule, inferiority and weakness’; however, because the Williams sisters do
not conform to these norms of emphasised femininity, the media has been forced to find
‘new ways to disparage the powerful and therefore “uppity” African-American sports-
women’ (p. 492). Thus, they found that although the Williams sisters had achieved unpre-
cedented success,4 their bodies were (re)presented as both sexually grotesque and
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pornographically erotic. In an article headlined ‘MATCHPOINTS: Fury at Serena nipples’,
The Sun (7 July 2016) reported that fans watching on TV had been ‘shocked’ as SerenaWil-
liams’ nipples were visible through her ‘tight-fitting, see-through top’. On the day of the
women’s singles final, the Daily Mail (9 July 2016) portrayed Serena Williams as a ‘Super-
woman’ figure (the ‘S’ of ‘Serena’ being replaced by the ‘S’ logo from Superman in the head-
line). The photograph accompanying the article showed Williams in an action shot and
highlighted the circumference of her biceps and thighs reinforcing her ‘strength’ and
non-conformity to notions of emphasised femininity, while the accompanying prose
referred to her ‘natural aggressive game’. Several other articles in the Daily Mail rooted
the discourse of the Williams sisters in the stereotype of the naturally able black athlete
by employing aggressive language which foregrounded the players’ strength. Serena Wil-
liams’ third round victory over Annika Beck was portrayed as her ‘latest act of tennis vio-
lence’ with Williams herself was labelled as ‘brutal’ in an accompanying picture caption (4
July 2016). Two days later, VenusWilliams was described as ‘bludgeoning’ her ‘victim’Yar-
oslava Shvedova in a quarter-final victory that saw the American display her ‘same old
vicious serve, her same old growl’ (Daily Mail, 6 July 2016). The sisters’ physicality was
thus used as a tool to emphasise and naturalise the differences between them as ‘others’
and their white opponents as ‘ideals’ of emphasised femininity making the sisters
‘anomalies that did not belong’ (Vincent, 2004, p. 446).

Concluding remarks

The results of this research showed that although the coverage of the 2016 Wimbledon
Championship provided greater equality between male and female athletes than has
been the norm in wider sports coverage (Godoy-Pressland, 2014; Harris & Clayton,
2002), the British newspapers analysed during the tournament utilised images and narra-
tives of women which conformed to the subordinate characteristics of Connell’s notion of
emphasised femininity, intersecting with race to reproduce and legitimise the gendered
hierarchy. The underlying discourse running through the coverage (re)presented
women (be they players or the partners of male players) in subordinate, decorative and
highly sexualised roles. This served to trivialise their athletic ability and achievements,
instead presenting the female body as a commodity to be enjoyed. While these findings
might at face value suggest there is ‘nothing new’ to report, this very fact suggests that
‘[…] entrenched gender ideologies and dominant representations of sport have remained
highly resistant to change […]’ (Bruce, 2013, p. 128), at least in the traditional British print
media. The trend for female tennis players and the wives of male tennis players to pose for
provocative and sexually alluring photos (as evidenced in the ‘Sets Appeal’ feature in The
Sun) does raise the question of whether these women are being exploited or empowered.
However, the eroticised narrative constructed by the photographs and the (albeit brief)
sexualised prose that accompany them serve only to reinforce hegemonic notions of
women as stereotypically feminine, sensual figures represented solely for the male gaze
(Clayton & Harris, 2004). This in turn diminishes the image of the strong female
athlete thus reducing the challenge to the dominant gender hierarchy (Markula, 2009).
The research also showed the newspapers reinforced the notion of emphasised femininity
through the discourse constructed around femininities that do not conform to its ideals, in
this case the black, muscular physiques of Serena Williams and her older sister Venus. The
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narratives that represented the Williams sisters as ‘other’ served to reinscribe whiteness as
the norm.

Tennis is one of the few sports in which tournaments for professional male and female
competitors run concurrently and as such its premier ‘Grand Slam’ events provide an
opportunity for newspapers to provide coverage that is equal in terms of both amount
and type of discourse. Despite the equality of prize money awarded at Wimbledon,
female tennis players will not achieve true equality with their male counterparts until
and unless the media rises to this challenge and portrays female tennis players as race-
and gender-neutral athletes.

Notes

1. The French Open began awarding equal prize in 2006, one year earlier than Wimbledon, the
Australian Open in 2001 and the U.S. Open in 1973.

2. The Daily Mail is owned by DMGT and The Sun by News UK.
3. The feature was occasionally moved to later pages to accommodate coverage of other events,

for example the Conservative Party leadership contest.
4. Serena has the most Grand Slam wins (23) by a tennis player in the Open Era and in 2001,

Venus became the first African-American woman to be ranked world No. 1 in the Open Era.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Bernstein, A. (2002). Is it time for a victory Lap? Changes in the media coverage of sport.
International Review For the Sociology of Sport, 37(3–4), 415–428.

Bruce, T. (2013). Reflections on communication and sport: On women and femininities.
Communication & Sport, 1(1–2), 125–137.

Bruce, T. (2016). New rules for new times: Sportswomen and media representation in the third
wave. Sex Roles, 74(7–8), 361–376.

Bullen, J. (2014). Media representations of footballers’ wives: A WAG’s life. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Clayton, B., & Harris, J. (2004). Footballers’ wives: The role of the soccer player’s partner in the
construction of idealised masculinity. Soccer & Society, 5(3), 317–335.

Connell, R. W. (1987). Gender and power. Oxford: Blackwell.
Connell, R. W. (2000). The men and the boys. Oxford: Blackwell.
Connell, R. W. (2002). Gender. Oxford: Blackwell.
Connell, R. W. (2005). Masculinities (2nd ed). Cambridge: Polity.
Connell, R. W., & Messerschmidt, J. W. (2005). Hegemonic masculinity rethinking the concept.

Gender & Society, 19(6), 829–859.
Cooky, C., Messner, M. A., & Musto, M. (2015). “It’s dude time!” A quarter century of excluding

women’s sports in televised news and highlight shows. Communication & Sport, 3(3), 261–287.
Crossman, J., Vincent, J., & Speed, H. (2007). The times they are a-changin’ gender comparisons in

three national newspapers of the 2004Wimbledon Championships. International Review for the
Sociology of Sport, 42(1), 27–41.

Douglas, D. D. (2005). Venus, Serena and the Women’s Tennis Association: When and where race
enters. Sociology of Sport Journal, 22, 255–281.

JOURNAL OF POLICY RESEARCH IN TOURISM, LEISURE & EVENTS 161



Douglas, D. D. (2002). To be young, gifted, black and female: a meditation on the cultural politics at
play in representations of Venus and Serena Williams. Sociology of Sport Online-SOSOL, 5(2), 1–
16.

Duncan, M. C., &Messner, M. (1998). The Media image of sport and gender. In L. A. Wenner (Ed.),
Mediasport. London: Routledge.

Duncan, M. C., Messner, M. A., Willms, N., & Wilson, W. (2005). Gender in televised sports: News
and highlights shows, 1989–2004. Retrieved May, 11, 2007.

Gmelch, G., & San Antonio, P. (2001). Baseball wives: Gender and the work of baseball. Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography, 30(3), 335–356.

Godoy-Pressland, A. (2014). ‘Nothing to report’: A semi-longitudinal investigation of the print
media coverage of sportswomen in British Sunday newspapers. Media, Culture & Society, 36
(5), 595–609.

Hargreaves, J. (1994). Sporting females: Critical issues in the history and sociology of women’s sports.
London: Routledge.

Harris, J., & Clayton, B. (2002). Femininity, masculinity, physicality and the English tabloid press:
The case of Anna Kournikova. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 37(3–4), 397–413.

Heywood, L., & Dworkin, S. L. (2003). Built to win: The female athlete as cultural icon (Vol. 5).
University of Minnesota Press.

Hobson, J. (2003). The “batty” politic: Toward an aesthetic of the black female body.Hypatia, 18(4),
87–105.

Jefferson, T. (2002). Subordinating hegemonic masculinity. Theoretical Criminology, 6(1), 63–88.
Kane, M. J., LaVoi, N. M., & Fink, J. S. (2013). Exploring elite female athletes’ interpretations of

sport media images: A window into the construction of social identity and “selling sex” in
women’s sports. Communication & Sport, 1(3), 269–298.

King, D. K. (1988). Multiple jeopardy, multiple consciousness: The context of a Black feminist
ideology. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 14(1), 42–72.

Markula, P. (Ed.) (2009). Olympic women and the media: International perspectives. New York, NY:
Palgrave Macmillan.

McKay, J., & Johnson, H. (2008). Pornographic eroticism and sexual grotesquerie in representations
of African-American sportswomen. Social Identities, 14, 491–504.

McKee, A. (2001). A beginner’s guide to textual analysis. Metro Magazine: Media & Education
Magazine, (127/128), 138–149.

Schultz, J. (2005). Reading the catsuit: Serena Williams and the production of blackness at the 2002
US Open. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 29(3), 338–357.

Sheedy, K., & Brown, C. (1998). Football’s women: The forgotten heroes. Melbourne: Penguin.
Sparkes, A. (1992). Writing and the textual construction of realities: Some challenges for alternative

paradigms research in physical education. Research in Physical Education and Sport: Exploring
Alternative Visions, 271–297.

Spencer, N. E. (2001). From “child’s play” to “party crasher”: Venus Williams, racism and pro-
fessional women’s tennis. In D. L. Andrews, & S. J. Jackson (Eds.), Sport stars: The cultural poli-
tics of sporting celebrity (pp. 87–101). London: Routledge.

Spencer, N. E. (2004). Sister Act VI: Venus and Serena Williams at Indian Wells: “Sincere fictions”
and white racism. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 28(2), 115–135.

Thompson, W. (1999). Wives incorporated. Marital relationships in professional ice hockey. In
Coakley, J. & Donnelly, P. (Eds.), Inside sports (pp. 180–188). London: Routledge.

Thompson, A., & Lewis, A. (2014). Men get more prize money than women in 30% of sports
[online]. Retrieved from http://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/29744400

Turner, G. (1997). Media texts and messages. In S. Cunningham, & G. Turner (Eds.), The Media in
Australia: Industries, texts, audiences (2nd ed., pp. 293–347). St Leonards: Allen & Unwin.

Vincent, J. (2004). Game, sex, and match: The construction of gender in British newspaper coverage
of the 2000Wimbledon Championships. Sociology of Sport Journal, 21(4), 435–456.

Vincent, J., Kian, E., & Persen, P. (2011). Flying the flag: Gender and national Identity on English
Newspapers during the 2006 World Cup. Soccer & Society, 12, 613–632.

162 R. DOMENEGHETTI

http://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/29744400


Vincent, J., Pedersen, P. M., Whisenant, W. A., & Massey, D. (2007). Analysing the print media
coverage of professional tennis players: British newspaper narratives about female competitors
in the Wimbledon Championships. International Journal of Sport Management and
Marketing, 2(3), 281–300.

Watson, J. (1998). Media communication: An introduction to theory and process. London:
Macmillan.

Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (eds.) (2016). Methods of critical discourse studies. London: Sage.

JOURNAL OF POLICY RESEARCH IN TOURISM, LEISURE & EVENTS 163



https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690217752650

International Review for the
Sociology of Sport

2019, Vol. 54(7) 873 –887
© The Author(s) 2018

Article reuse guidelines:  
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/1012690217752650

journals.sagepub.com/home/irs

‘On me bed, son’: The (Re)
presentation of (emphasised) 
femininity in English ‘tabloid’ 
newspaper coverage of  
Euro 2016

Roger Domeneghetti
Northumbria University, UK

Abstract
This study explores the gendered narratives constructed in the coverage of the 2016 Union 
of European Football Associations (UEFA) European Championship football tournament in 
selected English newspapers. Using qualitative textual analysis, the study tests the efficacy of 
three established classifications and draws them together with a new, fourth classification thereby 
creating a typology of the (re)presentations of emphasised femininity. The analysis suggests that 
despite the increasing prevalence of female sports journalists and the increasing coverage of 
female athletes in a variety of sports, including football, the reporting of men’s football in the 
English popular press continues to cast women in subordinate and sexualised roles. Furthermore, 
women who challenge these roles, particularly those who establish their own voice within the 
event’s discursive space, are criticised.

Keywords
football, gender, media, sport, women

Much analysis on the representation of femininity in sport focuses on the mediation of 
sportswomen, which has left a significant gap in research about the (re)presentation of 
women and the articulation of femininity in the discursive space centred around male 
sport(s). As such, this article seeks to locate femininity in gendered narratives constructed 
during coverage of the most recent major international tournament involving the senior 
England men’s football team: the 2016 Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) 

Corresponding author:
Roger Domeneghetti, Faculty of Arts, Design and Social Sciences, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon 
Tyne, NE1 8ST, UK. 
Email: roger.domeneghetti@northumbria.ac.uk

752650 IRS0010.1177/1012690217752650International Review for the Sociology of SportDomeneghetti
research-article2018

Research Article

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/irs
mailto:roger.domeneghetti@northumbria.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F1012690217752650&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-01-24


874 International Review for the Sociology of Sport 54(7)

European Championship (Euro 2016). Held every four years and contested by 24 teams, 
the European Championship is the primary tournament for senior men’s teams of 
European nations. Approximately 2.4m tickets were sold for Euro 2016’s 51 matches 
with a further two billion watching on TV (UEFA.com). For the purpose of this study, the 
2016 iteration, held in France, was also significant as it was the first tournament to which 
the wives and girlfriends (known as ‘WAGs’ in media parlance) of English players had 
been allowed to accompany the team since the World Cup in 2006 when ‘the extensive 
newspaper coverage often veered away from the field [with] multiple articles largely 
focused on the English players’ personal lives, and in particular on the lifestyles of the 
English players’ WAGS’ (Vincent et al., 2011: 614). The Football Association’s (FA) 
decision to lift their decade-long ban on the partners of male players attending tourna-
ments presented an opportunity to re-interrogate the gendered narratives constructed 
around male sport by the English popular press. Using qualitative textual analysis and 
drawing on Connell’s theory of gender power relations (Connell, 1987, 2002, 2005; 
Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) for theoretical insight, the study: (a) creates a typol-
ogy of the (re)presentations of emphasised femininity, by; (b) tests and extends three 
established classifications – the ‘pin-up wife’, the ‘devoted and supportive wife’ (Clayton 
and Harris, 2004) and the ‘space invader’ ‘(Vincent et al., 2011); and (c) draws them 
together with a new classification – the ‘domesticated mother figure’.

Women in the sports media

Following the London Olympics in 2012, Maria Miller, the newly appointed Culture 
Secretary, wrote to all the United Kingdom’s national broadcasters asking them to do 
more to improve the ‘woefully under-represented coverage of women’s sport’ (Wright, 
2012). The broadcasters responded positively with increased coverage of a variety of 
women’s sports events such as the Women’s Rugby World Cup in 2014 and the Women’s 
Football World Cup in 2015. The same year also saw the Women’s Ashes broadcast in 
full on Sky Television and BBC radio for the first time. However, despite these small but 
important shifts, the final report of the Government’s Women and Sport Advisory Board 
found ‘sports media continues to be dominated by men’s sport, and while broadcasters 
continue to make good progress, other media continue with the status quo’ (Department 
of Culture, Media and Sport, 2015: 9). Numerous studies have highlighted the variety of 
ways in which the asymmetrically gendered coverage of sport is articulated, including: 
the lack of coverage of women’s sports (Cooky et al., 2013); stereotypical assumptions 
made about which sports are ‘female appropriate’ (Godoy-Pressland, 2014), and; dis-
course which gives women subordinate and/or sexualised roles. Longitudinal research of 
USA network televised coverage of sports found ‘that men want to think of women as 
sexual objects of desire, or perhaps as mothers, but not as powerful, competitive athletes’ 
(Messner et al., 2010: 24) and that ‘women were often presented in conventional hetero-
sexual roles, including as wives or girlfriends of prominent male athletes’ (Cooky et al., 
2013: 16). However, the increase in the number of women taking part in sport and the 
increased coverage of elite-level women’s sport means this ‘traditional unquestioned 
articulation of sport and masculinity has been weakened’ (Bruce, 2016: 370). Images  
of masculinity and femininity are being combined in a range of mediated spaces with 
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women increasingly being shown as active, successful athletes, leading to the rise and 
increasing acceptance of what Bruce calls the ‘pretty and powerful articulation’ (Bruce, 
2016: 370) of femininity within sports coverage.

Women in the men’s game

Echoes of the dominant sexualised and passive (re)presentations of sportswomen can be 
found in the discourses built around female non-athletes in coverage of the male game. 
In his study of the (re)presentation of women in The Sun during the 1996 UEFA European 
Championship, Harris argued that, ‘sport is still an essentially male activity, in which 
women are afforded only subordinate and/or highly sexualised roles’ (1999: 107). 
Clayton and Harris (2004) noted that footballers’ partners and the way they were repre-
sented in the media conformed to a particular look, being ‘slim, attractive and with 
tanned complexion, complementing their “natural” femininity with glamorous and often 
skimpy outfits’ (2004: 325) leading them to identify the typology of The Pin-Up Wife. 
They went on to argue that such ‘associations with stereotypically beautiful women are 
powerful images for the production of an individual masculine guise and in the construc-
tion of a masculinised footballing milieu’ (2004: 324).

The players’ partners are further trivialised (and sexualised) in the role of ‘unofficial 
cheerleaders’ in contrast to the players who are presented as ‘patriots at play’ (Vincent 
et al., 2011: 626). Several studies of the wives and partners of sportsmen from a variety 
of professions (Gmelch and San Antonio, 2001; Sheedy and Brown, 1998; Thompson, 
1999) have demonstrated that the lives of the women concerned were subsumed by their 
husband’s or partner’s career. In this way these relationships replicate the traditional 
division of labour within the family identified by Connell which sees ‘certain kinds of 
work as domestic, unpaid and usually women’s, and other kinds as public, paid and usu-
ally men’s’ (1987: 122). Clayton and Harris identified this cultural stereotype in a second 
typology, ‘The Devoted and Supportive Wife’, suggesting that it is ‘increasingly impor-
tant that the male athlete’s partner is seen and, moreover, is seen to be beautiful, feminine 
and wholly supportive of her man’ (Clayton and Harris, 2004: 327).

In her study of the construction of gender in baseball, Ferrante argued that although 
the role of the woman ‘is to bring comfort, meaning and identity’ to the male player 
(1994: 247) she is also afforded the role of the sexual temptress and so if the man fails in 
his contest with other men, ‘he is justified in blaming not himself but the woman, for it 
was she who interfered with his pure godlike state’ (Ferrante, 1994: 249). This contradic-
tory narrative was identified by Clayton and Harris (2004) in media coverage of Victoria 
Beckham. Vincent et al. (2011) also found evidence of this contradictory narrative con-
structed around Beckham, and to a lesser extent other so-called ‘WAGs’, in their analysis 
of coverage of the 2006 World Cup. The coverage juxtaposed the women’s conformity 
with emphasised femininity with criticism directed at them for ‘invading a traditionally 
masculine space’ (Vincent et al., 2011: 622) leading to the identification of the ‘space 
invader’ typology.

Sexualised and passive (re)presentations of femininity have also been found at the 
intersection of football, fandom and gender. Rubin (2009), who looked at the coverage 
of female fans at successive World Cups between 2002 and 2010, argued that the 
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‘masculinisation’ of football stadia ‘caters to, supports, nurtures and reproduces “real 
men”, who look around and see other men behaving in “masculine” ways that are mutu-
ally recognised and celebrated’ (2009: 270). The media employs an embedded habitus 
similar to those used to report on players’ partners to reinforce this masculinisation of the 
space within the football-stadia. In the main, female fans were ignored, but when they 
were portrayed it was either in the passive role of the ‘WAG’ – attending the tournaments 
only as the partner of a male fan – or in a highly sexualised manner. This sexualisation 
was achieved by ignoring the majority of women who dressed in the same manner as 
their male counterparts and instead focusing on those wearing revealing attire. This was 
crucial, Rubin suggested, because ‘If “ordinary” female fans are acknowledged, then the 
link between football, fandom and masculinity is broken’ (2009: 272). In her post-femi-
nist analysis of the (re)presentation of female fans at the 2014 World Cup, Toffoletti 
suggested that ‘women are invited to construct themselves as sexually autonomous and 
empowered’ (2017: 466). This sexualised performance of fandom is shown to be an 
expression of self-aware individualism divorced from the wider cultural inequalities 
which marginalise female athletes. As such, the ‘sexy sport fan’ femininity ‘differs from 
existing narratives of the sexualised female sport supporter such as the groupie, whose 
sexuality is interpreted as servicing the needs of players’ (Toffoletti, 2017: 466).

Gendered identity/Theoretical framework

In the context of the (re)presentation of women in male sport the most fruitful theoretical 
model is Connell’s neo-Gramscian concept of gender power relations. Connell (1987, 
2000, 2002, 2005) argues that at any point in time there is a range of masculinities and 
femininities operating within a socially constructed gender hierarchy. While acknowl-
edging masculinities are contextualised, Connell argues ‘hegemonic masculinity’ occurs 
when the most idealised masculinity ‘claims and sustains a leading position in social life’ 
(2005: 77). This hegemonic masculinity, which Connell (2000, 2002) posits is white, 
western, heterosexual and aggressive, becomes normalised and other forms of masculin-
ity are, by contrast, subordinated, damagingly stigmatised and marginalised. This is 
exemplified by Connell’s argument that homosexual men are ‘expelled from the circle of 
legitimacy’ through a ‘symbolic blurring with femininity’ (2005: 79). Crucially, this 
demonisation is afforded cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) within society because, ‘pop-
ular versions of masculinity and femininity […] are repeated and become commonplace, 
universalized, so that they feel “natural” and acceptable, whereas in reality they are pre-
ferred, constructed images’ (Hargreaves, 1994: 163).

However, Connell argues, ‘The notion of “hegemony” generally implies a large meas-
ure of consent’ (1987: 185) from other masculinities because ‘most men benefit from the 
subordination of women and hegemonic masculinity is the cultural expression of this 
ascendancy’ (1987: 185). Therefore, hegemonic masculinity is not just constructed in 
relation to subordinated masculinities but also in relation to what Connell (1987) called 
‘emphasised femininity’, which she associated with white, heterosexual, feminine 
women. Connell used the term ‘emphasised femininity’ as opposed to ‘hegemonic femi-
ninity’ because, she argued, in a patriarchal society no femininity can be hegemonic as 
all femininities are compliant with, and dominated by, masculinity and ‘constructed in 
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the context of the overall subordination of women to men’ (Connell, 1987: 186–187). 
The ‘emphasised’ image of femininity may be less marginalised than other femininities, 
such as lesbianism, but it is still ‘defined around compliance with this subordination [to 
men] and is oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of men’ (Connell, 1987: 
183).

Several criticisms have been made of Connell’s thesis, key among them the notion 
that her definition of hegemonic masculinity is attributional, negative and universal 
(Jefferson, 2002), which leads to a concentration on a stereotyped masculinity that fails 
to recognise the nuances of male behaviour in relation to women and other men in differ-
ent scenarios. This critique has value and in their reformulation of the concept of hegem-
onic masculinity, Connell and Messerschmidt acknowledge that the focus on men within 
the study of hegemonic masculinity has led to the asymmetrical relationship between 
masculinity and femininity being overlooked. This, they argue, is problematic because, 
‘Gender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are socially defined in contra-
distinction from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity’ (2005: 848). 
Therefore, they suggest that any study of hegemonic masculinity must recognise ‘the 
agency of subordinate groups as much as the power of dominant groups’ (2005: 848).

Methodology

Qualitative textual analysis was used to examine how the narratives constructed within 
newspaper coverage of Euro 2016 reinforced the notions of emphasised femininity. Hard 
copies of the down-market, so-called ‘tabloid’, newspapers Daily Mail, the Daily Mirror, 
The Sun and the Daily Star and their respective Sunday counterparts1 were analysed for 
a period of 40 days from 2 June, the day of England’s final ‘friendly’ pre-tournament 
warm-up match and eight days before the tournament’s start, until 11 July, the day after 
the tournament final. These newspapers, which all have national geographical reach 
within the UK, were chosen because of the space they devote to sport, and in particular 
football. Their ownership is spread across four companies2 and the papers’ readerships 
are drawn from a cross section of demographic groups. The majority of the Daily Mail’s 
readership are women, over 55 and from the ABC1 demographic categories (upper mid-
dle class, middle class and lower middle class). The Daily Mirror’s readership is mostly 
male, over 55 and from the C2DE social categories (skilled working class, working class 
and non-working). The readerships of The Sun and the Daily Star are also mostly male 
and from the C2DE social categories, however the majority are under the age of 55. The 
Daily Mirror is to the left of the political spectrum while The Sun, the Daily Star and the 
Daily Mail are to the right of the political spectrum.

Furthermore, The Sun and Daily Mirror, and to a lesser extent the Daily Mail, have 
been the subject of previous analyses of the gendered narratives employed in media texts 
focused on the England men’s football team (Clayton and Harris, 2004; Harris, 1999; 
Vincent et al., 2011). Mirroring this research allows useful data comparisons that will 
hopefully identify what, if any, changes have occurred.

The newspapers were read twice and articles and comment pieces which included text 
and/or photographic imagery concerning women, be they players’ partners, female fans 
or models, and football or Euro 2016-related content were identified. This generated a 
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total of 115 articles which were organised by newspaper and date. The transcripts were 
re-read twice with the aim of identifying dominant and/or contradictory narratives. To 
facilitate this, a constant comparison methodology using two levels of coding – open and 
axial – was used to inductively interpret the emerging themes and relationships (Corbin 
and Strauss, 2015; Cresswell, 1998). The codes that emerged from this process were 
subsequently interpreted using Connell’s notion of relational gender power dynamics 
(1987, 2000, 2005). While the use of Connell’s theories provided an important theoreti-
cal framework, it is important to acknowledge that this approach, as with any interpreta-
tion of social constructs, is not without its limitations. The use of existing theories to 
organise the analysis meant that certain themes relating to the gendered discourses were 
given greater prominence than others, which in turn potentially excluded alternative 
interpretations of the data set.

Results

Footballers’ wives and girlfriends, female fans and models were portrayed as hyper-fem-
inine, glamorous and decorative, often being objectified in sexualised ‘bikini’ or ‘lingerie’ 
photos. The players’ partners, who were featured most often, appearing in 91 (79.1%) of 
the articles, were also cast in passive and subordinate domestic roles and the attitude 
towards them was at times disparaging or critical. The analysis revealed that previously 
identified classifications – the ‘pin-up wife’, the ‘devoted and supportive wife’ (Clayton 
and Harris, 2004) and the ‘space invader’ (Vincent et al., 2011) – were all still relevant. 
However the analysis found that the first two classifications were also evident in the cov-
erage of female fans and models. To acknowledge this extension the classifications were 
relabelled the ‘sexualised pin-up’ and the ‘supportive cheerleader’ respectively. A new, 
fourth classification – the ‘domesticated mother figure’ – also emerged.

The Sun generated 56 articles, the Daily Star 31, the Daily Mirror 16 and the Daily 
Mail 12. The most prevalent category, was the ‘sexualised pin-up’ which was found in 84 
(73.0%) of the 115 articles. As detailed in Table 1, it was also the most prevalent category 
in each individual newspaper. Significantly it featured least often – in just five articles 
(5.9% this category) – in the Daily Mail, the one paper with a higher female than male 
readership. It must be acknowledged that the boundaries between classifications were 
not rigid and in some articles women were portrayed as one or more classifications at the 

Table 1. Amount of articles per classification.

‘Sexualised pin-up’ ‘Supportive 
cheerleader’

‘Domesticated 
mother figure’

‘Space invader’

The Sun 43 17 2 1
Daily Star 26 19 1 1
Daily Mirror 10 4 3 1
Daily Mail 5 4 0 4
Total 84 (73.0%) 44 (38.2%) 6 (5.2%) 7 (6.1%)

Note: The total per cent figure is greater than 100% as some articles appear in more than one category.
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same time. The most prevalent crossover was between the ‘sexualised pin-up’ and ‘sup-
portive cheerleader’ categories which appeared combined in 26 articles (22.6%). 
‘Domesticated mother figure’ was the only classification which did not have a crossover 
with the ‘sexualised pin-up’ classification.

The following section outlines the four classifications in detail. Unless stated other-
wise, the quotes cited represent a broad cross-section of meanings representative of those 
found in a variety of articles. To fully represent the gendered narratives running through 
the coverage of the tournament, the analysis utilises, where appropriate, ‘tabloid speak’ 
(Watson, 1998: 46), such as double-entendres, puns and sexualised language.

The sexualised pin-up

In articulating the ‘pin-up wife’ classification, Clayton and Harris noted that the (re)
presentation of footballers’ wives in the English press during the 2006 World Cup 
‘bolster[ed] hegemonic notions of women as idyllically feminine, sensual figures exist-
ing solely at and for the pleasure of men’ (2004: 325). These characteristics were simi-
larly evident during Euro 2016. While players’ partners featured in 73.6% of the articles 
in this classification it was also evident in the (re)presentation of female fans, particu-
larly in combination with the ‘supportive cheerleader’ classification, as discussed below, 
and female models. The ‘sexualised pin-up’ was most prevalent in the The Sun and the 
Daily Star, which both have a decades-long tradition of printing semi-nude or topless 
pictures of ‘page three’ models (so called because of where they featured within the 
papers). The category featured in 83% of the articles in the Daily Star, 76% of the articles 
in The Sun and 62.5% of the articles in the Daily Mirror – all papers with a mainly male 
readership. By contrast, the Daily Mail, which has a mainly female readership, featured 
this category in just 41% of the articles.

In the week preceding the tournament both the Daily Mirror (Hope, 2016) and the 
Daily Star published articles which profiled the players’ ‘gorgeous other halves’ (Moore, 
2016), presenting them in glamorous and/or sexualised images. The Daily Mirror also 
gave each woman a ‘Wagometer rating’ out of five. Significantly, the lowest score (one 
out of five) was reserved for Zoe Riozzi, the partner of Ross Barkley, a nursery nurse 
who shuns publicity. Riozzi’s style is described as ‘practical’ as she ‘wears her hair 
scraped back and no make up to work’ (Hope, 2016). The photo used of her was unstaged 
and unglamorous – she was pictured in her work attire – and was relatively unflattering 
in comparison to the photos of other women used (which featured them in ‘glamorous’ 
attire whether staged or unstaged). As a consequence Riozzi, who failed to conform to 
the norms of emphasised femininity found in the dominant sexualised (re)presentation of 
a ‘WAG’, was symbolically penalised by her low score.

On 6 June, four days before the start of the tournament, The Sun began a daily feature 
entitled ‘The Beautiful Game’ which featured pictures of the partners of footballers from 
a variety of nations appearing at the tournament. The images were glamorised and pro-
vocative, showing the women in bikinis or lingerie. These were often juxtaposed with 
photos of the relevant players in action. Again, the emphasised femininity of the photos 
was reinforced by the words which accompanied them. For example, the brief article 
alongside a picture of Ann-Kathrin Brommel, who is married to German player Mario 
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Gotze, in black lingerie began with the words ‘Strip, strip hooray’ (Doran, 2016) while 
the following day a revealing image of Viktoria Varga was accompanied by text which 
calls her ‘upfront’ and comments on her ‘striking formation’. Thus the focus on the wives 
and girlfriends of players ‘reinforce[d] the heteromasculine social capital of the’ players 
(Vincent et al., 2011: 622) while the situating of the images on page three,3 a traditional 
location of sexualised images of women within the British tabloid newspaper milieu, ‘is 
suggestive of their sexual implication’ (Harris and Clayton, 2002: 408).

Another, related strategy to reinforce players’ ‘heteromasculine social capital’ is to 
foreground their virility by focusing on their sexual eminence. In a front page lead head-
lined ‘ON ME BED, SON’, which continued on page seven, the Daily Star (Lawton, 
2016a) reported that following the Vardys’ recent wedding, ‘Becky is plotting a 72-hour 
sexfest so her husband maintains his sensational scoring form’. This ‘affirmation of het-
erosexuality and, moreover, an active sex-life’ (Clayton and Harris, 2004: 324) is funda-
mental to the production of hegemonic masculinity both for the individual player (Jamie 
Vardy) and footballers in general. In a similar vein to The Sun’s ‘The Beautiful Game’ 
series, the story was illustrated by sexualised images of Vardy in lingerie, suggestive of 
bridal wear. Further examples of the stereotyped narratives of the ‘sexualised pin-up’ 
evident in the text of the papers can be found in Table 2.

It has to be recognised that many of the photographs used, particularly of players’ 
wives and girlfriends but also of female models, were staged. Women’s willing participa-
tion in the production of such imagery, albeit for pecuniary gain and/or increased public-
ity, reflects the emphasis in contemporary media and advertising which portrays women 
as actively celebrating sex-object status (Gill, 2007). Using Gill’s concept of a post-
feminist sensibility in the context of sport, Toffoletti suggests that ‘portrayals of women 
as passive objects for male consumption have largely given way to images of women as 
“choosing” to present themselves as active and sexually desiring subjects’ (2017: 466). 
However, it is important to acknowledge that women are rarely in control of either the 
manner in which the images are used or the sexualised meaning attributed to them. It is 
such lack of control that continues to cause concern that the women are ‘complicit in 
their own domination’ (Bullen, 2014: 24). As such, as Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) 
argue, there is a danger in focusing only on the practices of men in the construction of 
hierarchical gender relations dominated by hegemonic masculinity and it is important to 

Table 2. Examples of ‘sexualised pin-up’ narratives.

‘Phwoarr, Phwoarr two formation […]’ Daily Star, 7 June, p. 25
‘Cracking Carla […] the racy brunette […] the red-hot beauty […]’ Daily Star, 19 June, p. 3
‘Up front Victoria Varga displays the striking formation […]’ The Sun, 3 June, p. 9
‘Corking Claudine […] shows in this lingerie shoot she’s still in 
craic-ing shape’

The Sun, 13 June, p. 7

‘[.…] Charlotte, 37, displayed her impressive form in shiny black 
lingerie […]’

The Sun, 25 June, p. 17

‘Beauty Queen ice maidens’ Daily Mail, 27 June, p. 24
‘Carla’s a Euro vision for fans […] the Bordeaux beauty […]’ Daily Mail, 22 June, p. 83
‘Shore thing: Sarah on the sand’ Daily Mirror, 6 July, p. 3
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acknowledge that in reality ‘the concept of emphasised femininity focused on compli-
ance to patriarchy’ (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005: 848).

The ‘supportive cheerleader’

The ‘devoted and supportive wife’ classification identified by Clayton and Harris (2004) 
was also evident in the coverage of Euro 2016 in which footballers’ partners were again 
portrayed ‘not as women, with lives and minds of their own, but merely as “tools” for 
increasing the self-esteem and morale of the nation’s football team’ (Clayton and Harris, 
2004: 327). Match reports in the sports sections were complemented by reports in the 
news sections focused on fans and their reactions. These were regularly illustrated by 
pictures of the players’ partners in the stands cheering the success of their menfolk or 
consoling them in the aftermath of defeat. The focus on the footballers’ partners in this 
passive, supportive role served to reinforce the players’ privileged status within the hier-
archical gender order where women become more-or-less anonymous apart from when 
they are ‘identified in the stands’ simply because of the relation they have with a sports-
man on the field of play (Thompson, 1999: 176). Following England’s victory against 
Wales, several papers featured pictures of the players’ partners celebrating supplemented 
by captions including words like ‘support’ (Lines et al., 2016a) ‘jubilant’, ‘Roo-joice’, 
‘thrilled’ (Parker and Reilly, 2016) and ‘cheers’ (Lawton, 2016b), which reinforced the 
subordinate representation of the women. After England were knocked out of the tourna-
ment, Rooney and Vardy were shown with their husbands and their supportive roles were 
reinforced by captions employing words like ‘Comforted’ and ‘Consoled’ (Lines et al., 
2016b). (Further examples of the ‘supportive cheerleader’ narrative can be found in 
Table 3.)

Twenty-six of the 44 articles in this classification (59%) crossed over with the ‘sexu-
alised pin-up’ category. Following England’s defeat to Iceland The Sun (Fairburn, 2016) 
pictured the player Dele Alli receiving ‘a consolation kiss’ at the side of the pitch from 
‘his stunning WAG’, Ruby Mae. The use of the determiner ‘his’ implies male ownership, 
as does the fact Mae was described as both ‘Dele-cious’ and ‘Dele-ctable’ – puns on the 
player’s name. The article, which ran across approximately one and a third pages, empha-
sised Mae’s feminine attributes and physicality by mentioning that, ‘at the same time [as 

Table 3. Examples of ‘supportive cheerleader’ narratives.

‘Pole dancer: Sexy Poland fan’ Daily Star, 10 June, p. 28
‘Cracking Carla Howe shows she will be right behind Roy’s boys in 
her Three Lions kit’

Daily Star, 19 June, p. 3

‘Take Hart: Kimberley, Joe’s wife, thrilled at win’ The Sun, 17 June, p. 9
‘Nail biter: […] Coleen watch[es] anxiously from stands’ The Sun, 28 June, p. 4
‘A bevy of WAGs at the game included […]’ Daily Mail, 12 June, p. 4
‘Tonight it will be the turn of Iceland’s WAGs to get behind their 
men […]’

Daily Mail, 27 June, p. 24

‘Home side: Rebekah Vardy and Coleen Rooney cheer’ Daily Mirror, 17 July, p. 8
‘Vard luck: Jamie comforted by wife Rebekah’ Daily Mirror, 29 July, p. 13
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the kiss] she gave everyone a flash of her impressive 32C cleavage’. It also played upon 
her conformity to the stereotypical tabloid image of a ‘WAG’ mentioning her work as a 
‘lingerie model’ and including five photos of her in lingerie or swimwear. Lastly, the 
article said that, ‘[Alli] might be going home without a trophy but at least he has her on 
his arm’ thereby portraying Mae as a pseudo-trophy for Alli and a symbol of his virility 
even in his hour of defeat.

The crossover between ‘sexualised pin-up’ and ‘supportive cheerleader’ also extended 
to fans and models. Coverage of male fans in all papers pictured them fully clothed, 
whereas by contrast the coverage of female fans foregrounded scantily clad women who 
conformed to Connell’s notions of emphasised femininity (1987). In a voyeuristic photo 
spread entitled ‘We can see you peeking out’, The Sun focused on female fans watching 
their teams from the stands while wearing ‘Patriotic cropped tops’ (Moyes, 2016). The 
sexualised nature of the images was reinforced by captions which coupled the women’s 
support for their national teams with possession of a ‘sexy’ body. For example, the cap-
tion beside a female Russian fan wearing a figure-hugging top and pink hot pants read 
‘Kits out for the Vlads’, a play on the football terrace chant directed at women, ‘get your 
tits out for the lads’ (sung to the tune of Guide Me, Oh Thou Great Redeemer) which ‘is 
a blatant display of heterosexual masculinity’ (Luhrs, 2014: 52). The brief article accom-
panying the photos ended with the words ‘Maybe we should start calling it the Beautiful 
Dame…’ (Moyes, 2016) reinforcing the fact that the primary focus was the women’s 
appearance and not their patriotism. Thus the women were presented for the gaze of the 
papers’ male readership while the (re)presentation of them reinforced the notion that 
football fandom was a masculine pursuit.

The ‘domesticated mother figure’

Although closely linked to the ‘devoted and supportive wife’ classification identified by 
Clayton and Harris (2004), the ‘domesticated mother figure’ category added another 
dimension by (re)presenting the wives and partners of some players – although not fans 
and models – as performing traditional feminine social roles and duties. However, sig-
nificantly, the ‘domesticated mother figure’ category was the only one which did not 
crossover with the most prevalent category: ‘sexualised pin-up’. In her analysis of the 
coverage of the 2014 World Cup, Toffoletti identified a move away from the (re)presen-
tation of female football fans in traditional feminine social roles (such as mothers or 
wives) in favour of an expression of femininity through ‘the possession of a desirable 
feminine body’ (2017: 465). This ‘decoupling’ was also in evidence in the coverage of 
Euro 2016 where the media foregrounded either the women’s displays of sexuality (‘sex-
ualised pin-up’) or traditional feminine social roles (‘domesticated mother figure’) but 
never conflated the two.

During the tournament Coleen Rooney, the wife of England captain Wayne Rooney 
with whom she has three sons, was described in the Daily Mirror as a ‘high profile WAG, 
who prides herself on being a good mum’ (Lines and Vaz, 2016). She became embroiled 
in a row over whether the couple’s eldest son Kai, aged six, should have been taken out 
of school to attend England’s games at the tournament. For the purposes of this article the 
issue is not whether the decision was right, but that it was (re)presented as Coleen’s 
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alone, in her feminine, domestic (unpaid) role. This reinforced the notion that Wayne 
Rooney had no part to play in his son’s schooling, allowing him to focus on his mascu-
line, public (paid) role as a high-profile footballer. Charlotte Jackson, the wife of Wales 
manager Chris Coleman, was (re)presented in a similar role as she ‘juggles football and 
family’ (Retter, 2016: 14). The focus on Jackson, who was at the time nearly eight months 
pregnant, was entirely on her domestic responsibilities; looking after the couple’s young 
son and moving house, thereby allowing Coleman to ‘put his team first’ (Retter, 2016: 
14). This was juxtaposed with a quote from Jackson saying that while Coleman has ‘an 
amazing football brain’ he will ‘forget three or four things’ if she sends him out with a 
shopping list, further reinforcing the gendered division of labour within the family unit. 
This foregrounding of Jackson’s domestic role meant that it was not until the 26th of 29 
paragraphs that the article acknowledged that she is ‘successful in her own right’ as a Sky 
Sports presenter.

‘Domesticated mother figure’ was the only category that did not appear in all the 
newspapers as it was not in evidence in the Daily Mail which, with a right-wing political 
leaning and a high female readership, ‘seems to focus on marking out footballers’ wives 
as a group to be denigrated’ because they display characteristics, such as conspicuous 
consumption, which are at odds with middle-class femininities (Bullen, 2014: 72). To 
perpetuate this discourse it seems the Daily Mail is reluctant to publish stories which (re)
present players’ partners performing roles at odds with the papers’ negative stereotype of 
the ‘WAG’, in this instance motherhood.

The ‘space invader’

Although at Euro 2016 the players’ partners were not as visible as a decade earlier, having 
been warned not to reveal their locations following a series of recent terror attacks across 
Europe (Boyle, 2016), the ‘space invader’ classification identified at the 2006 World Cup 
by Vincent et al. (2011) was still in evidence in seven of the 115 articles (6.1%). Even 
before the tournament began, in an article headlined ‘Vanity, vulgarity & vacuity’, Daily 
Mail columnist Jan Moir wrote how at the 2006 World Cup ‘it was not the poor perfor-
mance of the [players] on the pitch that was blamed for the failure—it was the distracting 
behaviour of their WAGs [and] today’s crop are even WORSE’ (2016: 26).

Following defeat to Iceland, the Daily Mail re-articulated the narrative that the pres-
ence of the players’ partners was in some way to blame for England’s exit from the 
tournament. ‘Some will point to all the distractions’, wrote Robert Hardman before ask-
ing, ‘what were the wives and girlfriends doing in France?’ (2016: 16). In the same edi-
tion of the paper, another article suggested that, ‘England’s flops’ were distracted by, 
among other things, ‘pouting WAGs’ (Gysin, 2016: 14). Although all the papers analysed 
featured stories in this category, the majority (57%) were found in the Daily Mail which, 
as stated above, regularly vilifies women who conform to the ‘WAG’ stereotype. In con-
trast The Sun, the Daily Mirror and the Daily Star, which have higher working-class 
readerships than the Daily Mail, acknowledged the ‘WAG’ as an aspirational figure. For 
example, the Daily Star symbolically crowned Coleen Rooney – the only player’s part-
ner present at both the 2006 World Cup and Euro 2016 – the ‘Queen of the WAGs’ 
(Moore, 2016: 24) thereby casting footballers’ and their wives as a pseudo-aristocracy.
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Although Rooney was the player’s partner who had been in the media spotlight the 
longest, Rebekah Vardy, who is married to Leicester City’s Jamie Vardy, was the most 
prominent at the latter tournament, in part due to her regular activity on the social media 
platform Twitter. In the build-up to England’s last-16 match with Iceland it was reported 
that some England players had asked Vardy’s husband to ‘persuade his wife to tone down 
her angry Twitter rants’ (Lawton, 2016c: 6). The micro-blogging site was less than four 
months old at the start of the 2006 World Cup, meaning that the last time the players’ 
partners travelled to a tournament they could not use it as a tool with which to bypass the 
English media and express themselves or control their image(s) whereas the popularity 
of Twitter in 2016 empowered Vardy to do this. It must be noted that the criticism of 
Vardy was not because of anything in particular in the content of her Twitter output (for 
example, she made no criticisms of the England team) but instead simply because she 
was vocal in the discursive space created by social media. Significantly she was not criti-
cised for her tournament diary in The Sun which suggests Vardy’s perceived transgres-
sion was her active negotiation of her own identity on Twitter which meant she was no 
longer subsumed by the subordinate role of ‘supportive cheerleader’ which players’ part-
ners are expected to play. Furthermore, the short article about Vardy’s Twitter use was 
accompanied by a photo of her in lingerie, reinforcing both the dominant classification 
of women found in the analysis – the ‘sexualised pin-up’ – and also the contradictory 
discourse identified by Ferrante (1994) in her study of baseball, where women were 
afforded the dual roles of bringing comfort and support to their menfolk while also being 
sexual temptresses who are to blame for the players’ failure.

Concluding remarks

These findings suggest that despite improvements in the coverage of female athletes, 
coverage of other women associated with sport, particularly female non-athletes (re)
presented in coverage of men’s football, remains highly resistant to change and continues 
to demonstrate entrenched gender ideologies and dominant representations of femininity. 
This provides a stark contrast between the English popular press’ (re)presentation of 
femininity in the discursive space around men’s football which sees it promoted as a 
masculine sport with women given subordinate, decorative and highly sexualised roles 
and the ‘pretty and powerful’ discourse (Bruce, 2016) which has begun to emerge in the 
coverage of sportswomen. This study has shown that during Euro 2016, the discursive 
strategy employed by the English popular press repeatedly utilised images and narratives 
of women, be they players’ partners, fans or models, which conformed to the subordinate 
characteristics of Connell’s notion of emphasised femininity. This article does not pur-
port to be definitive. Further research could be undertaken to test the validity of the four 
outlined classifications in other media, particularly online. It is worth noting that during 
the tournament a range of websites including Sports Illustrated, the website of the 
American magazine, and caughtoffside.com, the self-titled ‘world’s most popular inde-
pendent football blog’, ran features ranking female fans and the female partners of male 
players according to their conformity to stereotypical emphasised femininity. The typol-
ogy could also be tested in future coverage of other sports events in which players’ wives 
or girlfriends and female fans receive coverage. It is worth noting that on 28 June, which 
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was both the day after England’s defeat to Iceland and the day after the start of the 
Wimbledon tennis tournament, The Sun replaced the ‘The Beautiful Game’ with a similar 
feature – ‘Sets Appeal’ – which utilised similarly eroticised pictures of the partners of 
male tennis players (as well as eroticised pictures of female tennis players). This sug-
gests that at the very least the ‘sexualised pin-up’ classification is not unique to 
football.
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Notes

1. According to circulation figures for May 2016 – those available immediately prior to Euro 
2016 – The Sun sold 1.7m copies, the Daily Mail sold 1.5m copies, the Daily Mirror sold 
778,650 copies and the Daily Star 508,838 copies.

2. The Daily Mail is owned by DMGT, the Daily Mirror by Trinity Mirror, The Sun by News UK 
and the Daily Star by Northern & Shell Media.

3. The feature was occasionally moved to later pages to accommodate coverage of other events, 
for example, the murder of MP Jo Cox.
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