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            CHAPTER 1:
THE HISTORY OF SOCCER
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            Football is one of those games that feels like it’s been around forever.

         

         For example, I think we can safely say that there were a lot of rocks just lying about the place during the Stone Age, hence the name: The Stone Age. Owing to the fact that quite a few of them were almost certainly:

         [image: ] a) roundish

         [image: ] b) getting in the way

         [image: ] c) small enough to hoof at your little brother, it’s very possible that football was first tried out by bored velociraptors or sporty mastadons.

         
            [image: ]

         

         9Having said that, it was first played by actual Human Beings in China in a nice civilised way more than 2000 years ago as a game called Cuju. Then it went to ancient Greece and Rome before popping up in England calling itself ‘foteballe’. By which time it was not civilised; matches lasted days, involved hundreds of players, goals nearly three miles apart and so much fighting that it was banned by Edward II in 1314.

         However, as a king, people rarely ever listened to Edward and they weren’t about to start now, so football continued to be played in a rough and very violent way until the sixteenth century. It was at this moment in Stupendous Sports history that a schoolboy called Richard Mulcaster began to write excited letters home about playing a game with what Eton headteacher William Horman described at the time as ‘a ball full of wynde’ (pumped up, nothing to do with farts), that had set positions, a referee, coach and rules:

         
            ‘not … shouldring one an other so

barbarously …

by the chiefe use of the legges’

            meaning: play with your feet, try not to kill your classmates. 10

            This was all, presumably, instead of Master Mulcaster of Eton getting on with his Greek homework, which would definitely have made King Edward (had he still been alive) very angry indeed. Fast forward a couple of hundred years and it was a combination of British schoolboys and the invention of trains that made the modern game what it is today.

            
               [image: ]

            

            [image: ] Schoolboys, because they will do almost anything to avoid doing any actual work – so making up games is always going to be popular.

            [image: ] And trains, because you need something faster than the school donkey to get you to matches in places with other kids.

         

         Cambridge Rules and Sheffield Rules were 11the first form of competitive soccer developed so people from different clubs and schools could be a hundred per cent sure they had all turned up to play the same game.

         
             

         

         However, it’s important at this point in our story to say that football isn’t just amazing because it’s really old but also because if it wasn’t for football, most other team games involving balls wouldn’t exist at all! This includes (in no particular order): rugby, Gaelic football, Australian rules football, American football (yup), underwater football, something called jorkyball (if you only have three friends) … and babyfoot, which everybody agrees is brilliant, so it is a sport as far as we at Stupendous Sports are concerned.

         COOL QUOTES

         
            ‘Winning doesn’t really matter as long as you win.’

            – Vinny Jones (member of Wimbledon FC’s infamous ‘Crazy Gang’ during the 1990s and holder of the fastest ever yellow card record at three seconds into a match)

         

         Nowadays football is easily the most popular sport in the world. According to FIFA, there are 12over 250 million players playing in 200 countries with over 3.5 billion fans – nearly half the people in the world, whatever their gender, and even next-door’s dog – with players of every age and ability!

         As the biggest sport on planet Earth, it is very powerful. How players behave and the things they say, on and off the pitch, are listened to by millions. Football players are often more famous than presidents and pop stars. And getting richer by the minute.

         In fact, the average premier league footballer’s salary climbed from £45 a week in 1961 to £60,000 a week in 2020. And the highest paid players are on nearer £400,000 a week, which is enough money to buy a Ferrari every couple of days and still have change left over for takeaways and sweets and the odd house.

         
            [image: ]

         

         13Some people think this is a good thing – mainly the very rich and famous football players themselves (and their mums) – other people think it’s a very bad thing. The rest of us just think it’s a thing and get on with playing the game with our mates and having fun watching it on the telly.

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Football was banned in a lot of countries – officially in Scotland, on and off, until 1906.

            Football, association football and soccer are different names for the same thing.

            Women have been playing association football almost as long as men. However, during the First World War, women’s football was possibly bigger than the men’s game. And on Boxing day 1920, Dick, Kerr Ladies against St Helens Ladies was watched by a gigantic 53,000 people at Goodison Park, with more than 14,000 more spectators locked outside the stadium. The ladies were proper celebrities. And none more so than Lily Parr. Almost six feet tall with one of the most powerful kicks in the game – she even broke a goalie’s wrist once, when they tried to stop her shot at goal. 14

         

         
            A FUNNY THING HAPPENED

            There is evidence that football was played in many parts of the world. In 1586 an English explorer called John Davis came across a tribe of Inuits from Greenland playing the game, stopped his ship and joined in.

         

         
             

         

         Great dates

         
            1174 (roughly) First mention (by William FitzStephen) of modern football.

            1526 The royal footwear collection recorded that Henry VIII owned one of the first pairs of football boots.

            1824 World’s first football club formed in Edinburgh.

            1857 One of the oldest professional football clubs, Sheffield FC, formed. Several other clubs also claim to be the first professional football 15clubs, including Notts Country, Cambridge and Crystal Palace.

            1871/2 The Football Association Challenge Cup (FA Cup) became the first important competition. The final was played at the Oval cricket ground.

            1872 First International between Scotland and England: 4000 spectators watched a no-score draw.

            1891 Penalty kick first introduced: Germany deliriously happy.

            1894 The British Ladies’ Football Club formed. First match watched by over 11,000 spectators.

            1904 FIFA founded by France, Belgium, Denmark, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland.

            1908 Football first played competitively in the Olympic Games.

            1930 First Men’s Football World Cup in Uruguay, won by Uruguay (4-2 against Argentina).

            1991 First Women’s World Cup in China. 16

         

         
            SPOTLIGHT ON PLAYERS

            MESSI

            Captained Argentina, most capped player for his country, winner of seven BALLON D’OR, scorer of over 750 professional goals, FIFA Men’s player of the year … all round smartypants basically. I was lucky to see Messi play once in Barcelona. It was a match against REAL MADRID and I was in the perfect position to see Messi score a goal – except from where I was sitting (I was right behind him) he didn’t stand a chance – it was an impossible shot. There was literally no way through two defenders and the goalkeeper. But I was wrong: Messi did something with his feet, his hips, his hands … it was like a magic trick which fooled me and the defenders, before slotting the ball casually into the back of the net. I’ve never seen anything like it. If that had been me, I would have done a breakdance, followed by cartwheels and somersaults for the next five minutes and phoned my mum, but Messi just gave a slight smile and 17waved at the fans. All in a day’s work.

            
                

            

            Messi is not the strongest defender, or the fastest attacker, or the best jumper (he’s a bit short, to be fair). But he’s arguably the best player in the world today and definitely one of the best to have ever played the game.

            WHY?

            Well, there’s his dribbling ability.

            Not the fastest runner without the ball, but there are very few players who are better at dribbling, especially with his ‘magic’ left foot. He keeps the ball close and moves like lightning … but most incredibly he makes it look EASY.

            PATIENCE

            Because of his reputation, other players will stop him getting into the game by swarming about Messi like angry bees as soon as he gets anywhere near the ball. Messi will often seem out of a game for most of it … then, just when no one is expecting it, he’ll strike.18

            INTELLIGENCE

            Like all the best players, he can see what is happening in a game without looking and sometimes before it happens. Being able to tell where to put a pass or run into space before anyone else is a big advantage.

            ACCURACY

            
                

            

            One of the reasons he’s scored so many goals is not how hard he kicks the ball but how it is nearly always ON TARGET. Unlike most of us, you very rarely see him hoof it half a mile over the goal or so wide of the posts it hits a cameraman in the face.

            
                

            

            He is a lot of people’s favourite player, including David Beckham.
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            CHAPTER 2:
MEET THE PLAYERS
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         Positions in football aren’t as fixed as in some sports, like rugby or American football (which shouldn’t really be called football, because it’s mainly played with your hands). This means that not all the positions in football are used every time you play, which also gives teams more choice when they decide to have attacking or defending formations … or ‘hang about sort of in the middle’ formations.

         Not having fixed positions is one of the reasons football is so fast moving and exciting.

         That said, every team needs a goalkeeper and then a few defenders to make sure the goalie isn’t left all on their own for ninety minutes, then you need forward players or goals don’t get scored, and that leaves a large empty green bit in between everyone that you need to fill up, so we have midfielders.

         There are usually eleven players on each team (including the goalkeeper), and apart from utility players – clever clogs who can play anywhere on the pitch – most players are quite specialist. 20

         STUPENDOUS SPORTS TRUMPS (based – more or less – on 4-4-2 system, see page 65)

         1. GOALKEEPER

         
            [image: ]

         

         A good goalkeeper needs to be as agile as a cat that’s just found itself a cramped cupboard full of poisonous spiders, whilst also being very tall and with hands you can easily see from space. It also helps if you don’t mind being kicked in the face by muddy boots, hit in the face by soggy balls, or having strikers on the other team shout in your face. You’ll also spend most of the game jumping about on the spot like you’re trying to look over a garden fence … but this just to stay warm.

         Truth is, unless you don’t like running, it’s a 21tough position to play. But save a penalty kick and you’ll shine brighter than the sun.

         DEFENDERS

         2. RIGHT BACK AND 3. LEFT BACK

         
            [image: ]

         

         22Sometimes called a Full Back, you need to be very good at running backwards, forwards and sideways – often all at the same time. Positioned closest to the touchline, at the back, your role is defensive when the ball is with the other team and attacking when your side has possession.

         If a team is playing more Centre Backs (see next card), then the position is sometimes turned into a Wing Back and made more of an attacking position.

         So, apart from running about a lot, good Full Backs need to have an excellent idea what is going on in the game at all times.

         You need to be smart and tough.

         4. CENTRE BACK AND 5. ANOTHER CENTRE BACK

         
            [image: ]

         

         23A lot of teams these days just line up three Centre Backs and they become the last line of defence, or ‘stoppers’. However, that’s making something incredibly complicated and skilful sound simple. Centre Backs not only need to be brilliantly agile – so they can ruin a midfielder’s or forward’s day by stopping them from scoring show-off goals and looking amazing – they also need to be strong and work together like a machine. Plus they need to be as good in the air as any attacker.

         So basically a basketball player, crossed with a rugby forward, who happens to be really good at ballet.

         MIDFIELDERS

         6. AND 8. CENTRAL MIDFIELD

         
            [image: ]

         

         24At home, Central Midfielders can probably do complicated algebra, unblock the toilet, bake a cake, put up shelves and teach the dog circus tricks. All at once. On the pitch you’re in the thick of the fight: you’re defending, making plays, keeping the team’s formation, attacking. If football was a fight, a Central Midfielder would be the one on a cool horse right in the middle of everything waving a huge axe about … yelling.

         You need to have great tactics, as many of the ‘plays’ (quick attacking tactics) come from the Central Midfielder, but you need to be just as happy defending or passing good balls to the forwards so they can grab all the glory.

         It’s a position that can be changed into being a Defensive Midfielder AKA Holding Midfielder, which doesn’t mean you’re allowed to hold onto anything (ball, nice people’s hands, passing attacker’s pants). Spoiling attacks with feet that stick to the ball like they’ve been superglued to the leather is one of the main things you’ll need to be able to do.

         The main job is to keep the ball a) in the attacking zone (other side’s half) and b) out of the defending zone (your half).

         You also need to be super fit. In any match, a 25Central Midfielder can run over seven miles (that’s 11km if you’re running in Europe). But you also need to have very good all-round vision as you’re the glue that binds the team’s defence and attack.

         If Central Midfielders had super powers, you wouldn’t need any backs or goalies. Unfortunately not all of us have been genetically modified into invincible soccer robots, so most Central Midfielders have to work very hard at skills like tackling, passing and dribbling (with the ball).

         7. AND 11. RIGHT MIDFIELDER

         
            [image: ]

         

         Sometimes (actually, quite often) known as a Winger, they are players who don’t mind being on 26the edge of the game because what they love to do best is sprint down the outside like they’re powered on rocket fuel, trick a defender into running the wrong way, and finish up by crossing the ball into the goal area with all the deadly precision, speed and accuracy of a prehistoric terror bird that’s just spotted a bunny rabbit.

         You need to be patient, because there’s not a lot going on for you sometimes, then incredibly quick to react when an opportunity arises. This is because you can be sure that a good Full Back will be trying to stop you doing what you enjoy most: that’s creating goals or even taking a shot at goal yourself – usually from a tricky angle, which just makes it all the more incredibly satisfying when you score.

         ‘7’ is often considered the magic shirt number.

         COOL QUOTES

         
            ‘To be the ultimate team, you must use your body and your mind. Draw upon the resources of your teammates. Choose your steps wisely and you will win. Remember, only teams succeed.’

            – Jose Mourinho 27

         

         FORWARDS

         9. STRIKER

         
            [image: ]

         

         Strikers come in all shapes and sizes. Frankly, it doesn’t matter if you’re a little old lady with a shopping trolley, a blob of sentient jelly or a pufferfish – if you can keep a cool head under pressure when (up to) a few million fans are shouting at you and several defenders the size of trolls are trying to run you over and still score a goal, then you’re a striker. You’ll also need to work on an amazing goal celebration, like a trademark.

         Speed onto the ball and precision as you kick or head it are essential, but you also need to have the 28offside rule tattooed onto your brain with a laser. You can be a ‘poacher’, a player who positions themselves well forward and doesn’t assist the build-up play (otherwise known as a ‘goal hanger’); a ‘target man’ – good for tall players who can win battles in the air against defenders when their ‘strike partner’ puts the ball up; or a ‘deep-lying player’, which means you suck defenders away from other players, so they can score instead.

         Most likely to be the biggest hero or vilest villain at the end of a game.

         10. CENTRE FORWARD

         
            [image: ]

         

         Yup, you guessed it, the Centre Forward is basically another Striker. They’ll usually have 29skills the other (or main) Striker does not have, for example they are good in the air or skilled at stopping defenders getting their grubby feet on the ball whilst the other attackers get in position. However, when all is said and done, they are there because they can be relied on to get the ball in the back of the net at the slightest opportunity.

         Centre Forwards are the humble geniuses we cheer on a freezing afternoon when it feels like your feet have turned to blocks of ice and your hands have gone a worrying shade of blue. But we don’t mind because they remind us that football is fantastic.

         SOME OTHER POSITIONS

         Football is a fast, fluid game and a team manager has lots of options when deciding what positions and formations will be used for that season or even a specific game. This is based on the skills of the players they have, the team they’re playing against and what strategy and tactics they want to use (see Chapter 4).

         Here are some other possible positions they can choose:

         SWEEPER

         As the game has become more cunning, Sweepers have been invented. To begin with, their job was 30to stay right back with the defenders and ‘sweep’ up any loose balls from a tackle, then hoof it up the pitch, as far away from the goal as possible. However, now they’re expected to be able to ‘play make’: this means pass accurately at distance to midfielders or run with the ball up the pitch to form a devastating counter attack, which makes them more like a Defensive Midfielder.

         ATTACKING MIDFIELDER

         The manager might decide that a team’s midfield needs more offensive ability (as in attacking ability, not calling out rude names and swearing). An Attacking Midfielder will have all the same capability of a normal midfielder but perhaps with better long-range passing and striking skills.

         COOL QUOTES

         
            ‘Many people say I’m the best women’s soccer player in the world. I don’t think so. And because of that, someday I just might be.’

            – Mia Hamm 31

         

         INSIDE FORWARDS

         Basically, this is a Winger who won’t do what he or she is told. A team will play an Inside Forward or Winger but never both, as their roles are very similar. The only difference is that an Inside Forward won’t spend so much time running up and down the touchline like one of those robotic cameras used in big matches. Instead they’ll position themselves closer to the centre and be more of a scoring threat.

         SECOND STRIKER

         We’ve all been there: the ball goes forward, someone shoots for the goal and it bounces off the crossbar or off someone’s face and lands at your feet. Quite a lot of people (author included) would get totally over-excited at this point and kick the ball as hard as they could – right over the goal and into the car park.

         But not if you’re a Second Striker! Before the Goalkeeper can scoop it up or the Full Back can clear it, you’ll take it on the half volley and score. To everyone’s huge relief and mad joy. 32

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Longest goal in professional football

            Newport County’s goalkeeper, Tom King, scored a goal against Cheltenham in 2021 from his own box. It went an incredible 315 feet (96.01 metres) before landing in the back of the net of a very surprised goalkeeper, Joshua Griffiths.

            But Sporting Lisbon defender Ronny gets the prize for the strongest kick, which has been measured at 221 km per hour (more than 137 miles per hour). Scary.

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            
33A FUNNY THING HAPPENED

            Any player who manages to score four goals in the same match would normally be thrilled with their achievement – as would all the fans, the rest of the team and their mum.

            Unfortunately for Aston Villa defender, Chris Nicholl, two of the four goals he scored on 20th March 1976 were own goals for Leicester City. To make his mistakes all the more obvious, he was the only person who scored in the entire ninety minutes – the match finishing in a 2-2 draw. That said, giving an interview after the match, he seemed pretty cheerful.

            
                

            

            ‘The third goal, Leicester’s second, was a cracker. Best goal I ever scored. A diving header. No goalkeeper would have saved that. Fortunately my fourth equalised for [Aston] Villa, so that was a relief.’ 34

         

         
            SPOTLIGHT ON PLAYERS

            RONALDO

            If robot geniuses were to design a goal-scoring machine, it would probably look and act quite like Cristiano Ronaldo, but perhaps without quite so much spitting.

            
                

            

            Already the top goal scorer of all time (see page 99), it’s just possible the Portuguese player might end his career on 1000 professional goals. Unbelievable.

            
                

            

            So how does he do it?

            REALLY HARD WORK

            Sorry but it’s true. Ronaldo is probably the hardest-working player on the planet – even at 37 (pretty ancient for a footballer), he can jump higher than a lot of basketball players (FACT) and 35has the physical strength to muscle past the toughest defenders. He’s got an eight pack and legs like a pit pony.

            MENTAL STRENGTH

            But having a gym membership card is not enough … again, in spite of his successes, he is super competitive and is STILL pushing himself to the limit every time he goes out on the pitch.

            SMART

            He’s always been clever enough to know that having great kicking and dribbling skills is not enough: Ronaldo not only learns from the (few) mistakes he makes but has always said his main goal when he goes out on the pitch (apart from the actual goal), is to ENJOY HIMSELF.

            
                

            

            Success and self-belief might make him seem a little big headed at times but if anyone deserves to think they’re a FOOTBALL SUPER CYBORG, it’s Ronaldo.
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