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            A NOTE ON THE TEXT

         

         Worldwide, the game of football has many names: calcio (Italy), futebol (Brazil), Fußball (Germany), and Kopané (Czech). Among English-speaking communities, the United States knows it as ‘soccer’, but in the United Kingdom, English supporters will always talk about ‘football’.

         In 2023, the New York Times conceded that ‘Real fans call it football. Using “soccer” identifies you, immediately, as an interloper: at best a neophyte, at worst a fraud. Or, worse: an American.’

         In The Penalty Kick, which was researched, written and published in Britain, I refer only to ‘football’. American readers beware.

          

         Robert McCrum
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            Prologue

            18 December 2022

         

         Someone, somewhere, is kicking a football, possibly to take a penalty. It’s a moment of truth that can sometimes take your breath away, and the climax to a story about a young goalkeeper from Northern Ireland that’s become one of the game’s fairytales.

         Ah, football!

         Willie McCrum was an inheritor of means who believed in fair play but ruined his family and died a pauper. ‘This man,’ Gary Lineker once said, in ironic homage, ‘has a lot to answer for.’ Among the sepia shadows of the past, there’s also a god-fearing McCrum, with an Old Testament beard, who shares my name, a resilient optimist who believed in doing the best he could with what he had, a progressive innovator and church-going workaholic who – never mind football – was too busy for recreation. This personal history holds a mirror up to more than a hundred years of the game, but also harbours a father-son relationship that could have been torn from the pages of a late-Victorian novel, a scenario, provoked by the collision of family with football, which also happens to be true.

         On TV, the penalty kick looks like someone belting a ball at a nearly open goal in the merciless humiliation of a doomed defender. Actually, the odds xiiare not quite as bad as they seem. Global statistics suggest that approximately one third of such shots will fail. And that’s the hook. For the spectators, it’s an enthralling agony which will propel us to the brink of some excruciating sensations: joy, dread, hope, dismay, rage, and exhilaration, as if Time itself stood still.

         Every second of the penalty kick is a drama as suspenseful as a five-foot putt at the eighteenth hole, or a Wimbledon matchpoint. People have gone into a similar kind of rhapsody about cover drives in cricket, but that’s light verse compared to this spectacle. No other sporting moment distils such a fear factor, in which the penalty box becomes, according to one writer, a ‘chamber of truth’. When the whistle blows for that spot kick, the fate of the earth seems to hang in the balance during a fleeting passage of single combat whose outcome might bless or curse either protagonist.

         It’s 18 December 2022. Psychological moments in sport rarely come much bigger or better than this, the climax of the World Cup Final, France vs. Argentina, in Qatar. After extra time, with both sides punch-drunk, the score is tied, 3–3. Inside the stadium, a sea of blue-and-white, flecked with tricolores, there’s uproar; the suspense is unbearable. Once the inevitable shootout begins, it’s over to the gladiators: competing kicks from each team.

         First up, the superstar French striker, twenty-three-year-old Kylian Mbappé. Television captures him steadying himself, after a very deep breath, cheeks xiiipuffed in nervous exhalation, a sportsman masking the moment with an edgy half-smile. Then, in a thrilling gesture of self-confidence, with the ball at his fingerends, just before he steps forward to take the penalty, as if in the sunrise of eternity, this great player kisses the ball like a plaything, en passant.

         In the past, footballs were weapons more than toys. As one sportswriter has put it, ‘The old leather ball, classically struck by an instep encased in the old leather boot, generated a noise that only the Royal Artillery could have replicated.’ Mbappé’s ball is no bruiser, but a distant relative, many times removed, of the great leather beasts of yore. As airy as thought, this Derbystar Deliciae Platearum is a miracle of aerodynamic ingenuity, tailor-made for the mind-games of the penalty kick. On the toe of a great striker – spinning, drifting, dipping, or looping – such a multi-coloured sphere becomes a thing of magic, a trick to tease and tantalise.

         Tonight, Mbappé has already scored a hat-trick. He’s the first player, since England’s Geoff Hurst in 1966, to achieve this feat in a World Cup final. He will shortly score again, but to no avail. France are about to join the catalogue of title holders who lose. Mbappé’s ruthless efficiency is followed by Lionel Messi’s audacious shot. He just rolls the ball beneath the goalkeeper’s nose, in a teasing display of sang-froid. There are international sports analysts with careers devoted to the psychology of the penalty kick. Now xivthe shootout becomes a masterclass in what English players call ‘shit-housery’.

         Next, no. 20, Kingsley Coman, for France, gets bamboozled by some outrageous gamesmanship from the goalkeeper Emiliano Martínez, who defies the odds to make a brilliant save. (‘The box is mine’, he boasts afterwards.) With team confidence surging, the Argentine striker Dybala, no. 21, slots it home down the middle, as cool as you like. Then no. 8, Tchouaméni becomes visibly rattled by Martínez’ antics with the ball, and hits the post. France are 2 down, and there’s no way back. Once Paredes (no. 5) has smashed the ball past Hugo Lloris, Kolo Muani, no. 12, for France, holds steady to score. Now, as Gonzalo Montiel makes that long, lonely walk down mid-field, the pressure is intolerable. But he calmly sends Lloris diving … the wrong way.

         Game over: Argentina 4, France 2. In Qatar, bedlam. In Buenos Aires, a crazed fan gallops bareback on a white horse down the crowded Avenida 9 de Julio. On national radio, a veteran broadcaster is celebrating his newest nervous breakdown like a banshee: Arg-Arg-Arg-Arg-enteeeeeen-aaaaaaa!

         The British pundits are gasping. Pixie-eyed Gary Lineker, a former England striker, commentating for the BBC, has been known to joke that football is a simple game: ‘Twenty-two men chase a ball for ninety minutes and, at the end, the Germans win.’ Not tonight. Having declared that he’s ‘never seen anything like it’, he hails a Final for the ages. Alan Shearer, xvanother renowned ex-striker, chimes in: ‘We’re breathless.’ He also judges it ‘an unbelievable Final … I don’t think I’ll ever see anything like it again.’ After this, Rio Ferdinand, his colleague in the commentary box, announces that he feels ‘blessed’, adding that he will ‘tell my grandkids I was here’. Off-camera, the aftermath of a great match has become a wall of noise.

         Among rival French and Argentine supporters, massed in the Lusail stadium, a secular cathedral of sport, tears of desolation or joy streak the painted faces of the faithful. Lineker is still summarising. ‘Somewhere in this script, someone made it into a drama,’ he says. Lineker once took TV cameras to venerate the grave of the half-forgotten amateur who first conjured this duelling moment; he knows his football history. These kicks, super-charged with such positive and negative electricity, combine box-office with football mythology.

         Amid so much ecstatic storytelling, Mbappé’s stolen kiss gets lost. But I can’t help thinking that Willie McCrum from Co. Armagh might have recognised the French player’s tender act of superstition. My neglected ancestor devoted some of his best years to improving the game of football in the 1890s. The penalty kick was his brainchild, a peculiar contribution to the conduct of the game. Every nuance of this World Cup shootout – a great conflict reduced to a visceral moment of catharsis – would have made perfect sense to my great-grandfather. He might have been astonished to witness this extraordinary climax televised in xvisuch a stadium, but the fundamental things apply. A kick is just a kick.

         ‘You could not make it up,’ says Lineker, almost lost for words in Qatar. For many like him, this is the real thing: a game that tells us who we are, and what we feel, in a casual but gripping commentary on the story of our lives.

         Perhaps he’s remembering his own magic boot. (Lineker holds the England record for goals in World Cup Finals.) Actually, ‘making it up’ might not be the worst strategy. If this game is partly a metaphor, there’s plenty of room for creative digression and competing narrative strategies. Even as a matter of life-and-death, the power of a global sport to promote seductive versions of luck, risk and redemption is more than metaphorical, however. There’s history here: The Penalty Kick is a football story about Ireland, game theory and a fervent young keeper.

         Penalties come in different guises. From 1891 to 2022, you can find many other kinds of penalty-kick drama in the mirror of history. Sepp Herberger, Germany’s national coach during the 1930s and 40s, had it best. A pragmatist, obsessed by his team’s performance, and not much else, who somehow survived the rise and fall of the Third Reich, Herberger once said of football: ‘The ball is round. The game lasts ninety minutes. This much is fact. Everything else is theory.’

         Mbappé’s kiss tells another story.
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            PART ONE: 1891–1966

         

         
            ‘The suspense is terrible. I hope it will last.’

            – Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest2
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            Chapter One

            Mbappé’s Kiss

         

         Powerbrand

         ‘Everything is theory,’ said the German, but Mbappé’s kiss tells us that football is more serious than that. Theory, or money, or global sponsors (Adidas, Coca-Cola, Wanda, Hyundai/Kia, Qatar Airways, Visa and Qatar Energy): football is about so much more than merely playing the ball. The modern game lies at the secret heart of a greater Game – the skein of everyday life that’s woven from memory, history and events; childhood and school; family, work and friendship; plus money, TV and the marketplace. To some fans it’s a way of life, a habit of being, and the most sublime obsession.

         Football shirts, socks and boots; aprons and shower curtains; rulers, kitchen towels, sleeping bags, travel mugs, napkins, tablecloths, toffee tins, first-aid kits, memo pads, book bags, pencil sharpeners, key chains, fridge magnets, ring binders, address books, envelopes, wastebaskets and even garden gnomes: such are the ephemera that define the gaudy global commerce of football. The World Cup’s money-tree has promoted countless other products, too. In 2022, consumer electronics (Vivo), dairy and soy food (Mengniu), 4home-and-away kit (Hummel) and footwear (Puma; Nike), contributed to the phenomenon advertisers call a ‘powerbrand’, where the sport’s global status seems so natural that we take every aspect of its role for granted. (In 2015, the seamy side of this omnipotence fell under the spotlight with the dramatic prosecution of some shocking revelations about FIFA corruption.)

         This all-conquering game, in its various guises (football in the UK; soccer in the US; calcio in Italy; Fußball in Germany), often claims a worldwide audience of billions. In the most impetuous versions, this can become a figure that exceeds the world’s actual population by a factor of four or five. From the wilder shores of hyperbole, it’s also been claimed that Striker, America’s World Cup mascot, had an audience of more than a trillion viewers. In truth, only God is the game’s undisputed rival on earth: more people across the planet will pray in church than go to football matches. The Pope may be just a deputy, but his audience more than equals those damned to football.

         Leave the Almighty to His inscrutable mysteries, follow Mammon, and you’ll encounter a monetised vocabulary, commensurate with the sport’s global reach, that can be expressed in billions. Football’s contribution to the British economy, for example, is more than two billion in sterling. (In 2023, the emergent American ‘soccer’ market was reliably reported to yield $3.02 billion.) Qatar 2022, meanwhile, is expected to surpass revenues of $6.5 billion, topping the earnings 5of every previous tournament, a figure four times the turnover generated in Korea and Japan during 2002.

         The headline to this story is unequivocal. Football promises the Midas touch of unprecedented rewards. An era of unaccountable riches has also blessed the sport with star players of extraordinary quality and panache. The torch carried by Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi has now passed to Kylian Mbappé and Erling Haaland. Sadly, these prodigies have been accompanied by casino salaries, a rigged market and the ominous reverberations of financial scandal, especially in any negotiations surrounding the administration of the World Cup.

         FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) remains on probation. To some, at the domestic league level, a spendthrift free-for-all has provided astounding entertainment while betraying the essence of the sport itself. It’s claimed that the purchase of multi-million-pound superstars makes the game soulless. Among the purists of the game, a tide of sleaze has severed the bond of trust between the clubs and the public. Worse, a virtuous eco-system defined by social mobility and athletic prowess has been trashed. According to this reading, a football community ruined by reckless cashing-in is in urgent need of reform.

         It wasn’t always like this. Football began among the poor and outcast, in a meadow. Those encounters were rough and lawless: the origins of world football are as brutal and basic as a sodden leather ball. But it’s 6one of the game’s more remarkable qualities that it has always been on the lookout for a better, modern story. That quest takes us deep into an old debate about hearts vs. brains, physical prowess against tactical cunning. At the end of the last century, the philosopher Alistair Macintyre once wrote: ‘You can’t know what to do until you know what story you’re part of.’ As in so many arenas of popular culture, football’s narrative used to be simpler, straighter and easier to regulate.

         In the age of Tik-Tok and X/Twitter, football as a Powerbrand projects a sleek, super-choreographed account of itself, in many iterations of fantasy. As creatures of a storytelling species, we spectators respond to football’s rival tales: inspired by archetypical characters, incessant conflict and competition, the frisson of jeopardy and many minor miracles of performance. Whatever the fans believe, however, this is not written in the stars. The so-called ‘beautiful game’ has no divine right to its self-image, and its sport was not always this glossy.

         Ancient history records many examples of games with balls. However, it was not until medieval times, when team-sponsored ball games began to flourish in the Celtic societies of the far-west in Europe (Ireland, Brittany and parts of Normandy) that a recreation with some, but not all, of the characteristics of contemporary football began to emerge. At first, in the wild and thuggish parts of the British Isles, it was mainly mayhem. In 1314, an English law enacted in the name 7of Edward II denounced ‘a great uproar in the city, through certain tumults arising from great footballs in the fields of the public, from which many evils arise’.

         In the nineteenth century, that ferocious crucible of the industrial revolution, a new, and occasionally darker, violence was released. Before the formation of the FA (The Football Association) in 1863, football was not merely raw, but dangerous. In Northern England (including Ulster) during the 1880s and 90s, the game was bloody, and occasionally lethal. Shameless cheating, punch-ups and brawls, sometimes culminating in pitched battles, were typical of late-Victorian matches, but the FA could not decide how to judge such crimes and what, exactly, should be the proper sanction. The matter remained unresolved. Today, that’s a lost world. Only the traditional ferocities inspired by Glasgow’s Celtic vs. Rangers fixtures linger as a reminder of those times.

         Celtic vs. Rangers contests that ended in riots used to be commonplace. Within living memory, one Old Firm game in 1975 provoked no fewer than two attempted murders, two meat cleaver and one axe attack, nine stabbings and thirty-five common assaults. Underlying this violence was the fact that Celtic are Roman Catholic and Rangers Protestant. (Similarly, on Merseyside, traditional expat-Irish divisions animate an old Liverpool vs. Everton rivalry.) Meanwhile, in Ireland itself, where the penalty kick was conceived, ancient tribal and religious loyalties once inspired the 8Irish punk band Pope Paul and the Romans (sometimes known as the Bollock Brothers) to sing ‘Why Won’t Rangers Sign a Catholic?’ In that arena, religion, sport, and politics were indistinguishable. Out of this maelstrom, an eccentric and fervent spirit of modernisation would inspire this young Scots-Irishman, a public-spirited amateur footballer from Ulster with complicated aspirations to Britishness, to launch his mission to pacify ‘the fields of the public’ for future generations.

         The Fields of the Public

         ‘The Ancients knew the ball, but football is born of modernity,’ writes the sport’s historian David Goldblatt, entertaining the paradox that, just as the game was disappearing from the popular customs of English village life, it would be rescued from obscurity by the elite footballing fraternity of privileged young amateurs such as William McCrum. By the middle of the Victorian century, sports such as rowing, cricket and especially football, had become integral to ‘the curriculum and ethos of the public school’. Only one question remained: what sort of football? Was it permissible, for instance, to handle the ball? Rugby School, with an oval-shaped ball known as a ‘quanco’, had one answer, while Eton College had another in the Field game.9

         Football, as we know it, had still not become the modern game; it remained a sport for toffs. As Goldblatt writes in The Ball is Round, it was ‘a minor recreational pastime for a very narrow stratum of Victorian society.’ A few elite clubs, such as the Corinthians, in crisp white shirts and dark shorts, and renowned for their ‘sportsmanship’, nurtured the flame of the amateur ideal with disdain for modernity. Still, aristocrats and professionals, gentlemen from the public schools and players from the factories, would compete on the same pitch. The coming trend – horrors – was towards professionalism, but the DNA of English amateurism was braided into the game’s deepest traditions.

         In the sport’s history, this became a turning point. By the 1880s, the football that was now being played on the playing fields of Britain’s elite schools, and also across its Northern industrial heartlands, had become a work-in-progress, driven by the quest for goals (corner kicks came in 1873; crossbars in 1875; and nets in 1891). Although still in search of its modern identity, football had begun to promote its unique quality: a raw, thrilling and innate simplicity. Even in its late-Victorian colours, it was always easy to follow, inexpensive and adaptable, suited to almost any environment, from the beach to the backyard.

         The theatre director Peter Brook used to argue that theatre will always respond to an ‘empty space’. Similarly, football, which can flourish on side streets, cul-de-sacs or waste ground, was becoming both sport 10and theatre, a game that gave its spectators an unambiguous outcome, shaped by the scoring of goals. Now, in the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the fusion of an industrial economy with popular culture into the beginnings of modern football would commence an important transition. Brawling on the pitch was one thing, but the joy of scoring would become the nobler challenge

         The brilliance of the penalty kick – set down in Rule 13 – was the result of luck as much as calculation. Prima facie, it offers terrible odds. The zone defended by the goalkeeper is just twenty-four feet wide by eight feet high, and presents a target which, at close quarters, most dispassionate observers would consider impossible to miss. Professional keepers, indeed, will say that a yard inside each post is out of reach, and indefensible. But that’s where an unexpected psychological advantage comes in. Unknown to its creator, the kick itself became such a psychological challenge that about thirty-three percent of all penalties would be missed/saved. Few gamblers would welcome such percentages, but Willie McCrum was addicted to the thrill of risk. His bold new rule was the work of an amateur goalkeeper who was happy to be centre stage.

         From the first, for almost a hundred years, the spot kick defined by Rule 13 was always spell-binding. Shots on goal, which always appeal to a football crowd scenting triumph or defeat, derive their magic from this simple fact: a penalty kick is, simultaneously, 11a deed of attack and defence. Goalkeepers will have their defensive strategies, in which luck must play an important part; strikers have only one ambition – ‘to stick it in the back of the net’. Both protagonists face imminent doom; each is contending with a public kind of potential failure to which rival spectators can never be indifferent.

         In retrospect, the penalty-kick rule was the game’s first step towards a tighter dramatic structure, with an added element of theatre – extra characters, a narrative twist to the free flow of either half, and even more suspense. In the re-shaping of football’s basic narrative, during the transition from Victorian to Edwardian England, despite the Corinthians’ opposition, the penalty kick was adopted with increasing enthusiasm. Slowly, the ill-repute in which it had first been held among amateurs and gentlemen would fade, though not entirely, as we’ll see.

         During the twentieth century, the dilemmas of the penalty kick developed a life of their own. A hundred years of avid football, worldwide, would inspire countless competitive theories, innumerable myths, and a repertoire of apocryphal tales, provoked by the psychology of the moment. Eventually, on television, in the real time of the penalty shootout, it became even more exciting (to some fans, infuriating). In 2019–20, the introduction of VAR (video assistant referees), would add yet another twist, with the sting of controversy. However, in the life of the global game, it was 12the introduction of the climactic shootout in August 1970 that transformed the drama of the penalty into a notorious mix of curse and fairytale. The fates of footballers could be made or broken in a few seconds. The career of Gareth Southgate, for instance, would become emblematic of the contemporary player’s simple, but treacherous, rendezvous with the spot kick.

         A Religion in Search of a God

         Remote tremors of that Corinthian disdain continued to shape sporting attitudes towards the penalty kick in its late-twentieth century guise. In 1983, the Nobel Prize-winning novelist Mario Vargas Llosa announced, in Making Waves: Essays, that the game was the epitome of a contemporary paradox, intense yet ephemeral or, as he puts it, ‘non-transcendent, innocuous’. This, declared Vargas Llosa, in a pointed allusion to the shootout, was a comparatively new phenomenon, ‘an experience where the effect disappears at the same time as the cause. Sport,’ he continued, in a dithyrambic aside, ‘is the love of form, a spectacle which does not transcend the physical, the sensory, the instant emotion, which unlike a book or a play, scarcely leaves a trace in the memory and does not enrich or impoverish knowledge.’ To Vargas Llosa, that was its appeal. ‘It is exciting and empty.’

         Vargas Llosa is one of literature’s supreme all-rounders, 13at once a novelist, essayist and sports writer, but he’s not alone in his critique. In 1996, the sports journalist Simon Barnes, writing in The Times, thundered: ‘Penalties are not football. They are not even, as television people are always telling us, great drama. They are cheap melodrama. Melodrama is based on ridiculous exaggeration. Melodrama is bad art as penalties are bad sport.’ David Goldblatt has no time for this. ‘People say, It’s cheap drama. I say, “Bring on the cheap drama”.’

         By the World Cup of 2022, however, penalty kicks had been purged of almost all traditional negativity, a point acknowledged by one American correspondent: ‘In most cases,’ declared the New Yorker after the Final, ‘a penalty shootout feels like an unfair denouement. But somehow, tonight, it didn’t.’ In Qatar, the New Yorker was in no doubt about the significance of a World Cup that had just culminated in such a cathartic climax. Never mind some fierce pre-tournament disputes about the ethics of Qatar’s bid, and the abuse of human rights in the Gulf, this was – the magazine judged – ‘the best World Cup final I have ever seen, that perhaps anyone has ever seen – a match stuffed full of so many remarkable incidents, so much tension, such dramatic momentum swings, such joy. It was football played con brio.’

         The 2022 Final had been a thriller, but there were few complaints on the night. Had its climactic shootout compromised the sacred spirit of the beautiful game? 14Not at all. If anything, such penalties seemed integral to the encounter. After a century of football, the modern game was inspiring a new kind of commentary among the high priests of football culture, who were enthralled by its existential significance. To Manuel Vázquez Montalbán, it was nothing less than ‘a religion in search of a god’. Was it a casino, or a secular church? Competing tides of opinion would ebb and flow.

         Exciting and empty? Cheap melodrama? Bad sport? The search for God? In academic circles, football – at once a metaphor and a cult – has become the subject of obsessive game theory, a subject for earnest, sometimes anguished, discussions about this ‘unfair denouement’. In the twenty-first century, the weaponised penalty kick of the shootout has become part of football’s story, a televised moment of competitive intimacy in a sporting event shared by billions that speaks to an age of dread, and especially to a generation super-conscious of risk and uncertainty.

         It’s here that I find past and present, family and football, becoming fused into another, more relatable story that’s closer to home. Some people claim that football is driven by the heart and the wallet. Every line of The Penalty Kick is interwoven with love and money, but my story is fundamentally Irish. In Milford, County Armagh, a community once devoted to the manufacture of the finest Irish damask linen, there was a ragged pitch, and a muddy goal mouth, which once 15witnessed a lot of rough play. In this village, the proprietor’s son would modernise the future of the game he loved in the spirit of the society in which he’d come of age. To appreciate the unintended allure of this mini-drama, or to understand its peculiar DNA, and its place in contemporary Association Football, we have to go back to Northern Ireland, to a time long before the Troubles, to the days of Sherlock Holmes, Gilbert and Sullivan, and even that outrageous but enchanting show-off, Oscar Wilde, whose ‘The suspense is terrible. I hope it will last’ might have been coined to describe the spectators’ experience of Rule 13.

         Enter Willie McCrum, centre stage, a character in search of himself, an amateur and an outsider in a divided world. In Ireland, English football during Victorian times was principally the sport of Protestant unionists. Roman Catholic nationalists played Gaelic football (GAA), a game not dissimilar to Australian Rules football. Hurling – an outdoor team sport of old Irish origin – was another kind of ball game, sharing several features with Gaelic football, notably the field, and the number of players (fifteen). In some nationalist neighbourhoods you could get beaten up (or worse) for playing football. The penalty kick is unintelligible without an appreciation of this solitary young man in knickerbockers whose sporting mantra was ‘Keep your eye on the ball’.
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