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1
            Introduction

         

         When you look at what football actually is, in its rawest form, it is initially hard to see how it has been able to become such a politically and financially powerful tool. It is, after all, only a sport that, like rugby, cricket and tennis, can be picked up by just about anyone. Yet football stands alone today as arguably commanding more respect and wielding greater power among ordinary people than many governments.

         One hundred and fifty years since the laws of association football were first put down in a form that would still be familiar, at least in passing, to most of us, the game has changed enormously. And yet football retains this universality. Yes, clubs have become increasingly removed from the communities that birthed and sustained them, but still fans pour into grounds, hunch over TV screens, and consume content online like never before. And from the Syrian refugees using breeze blocks as goalposts to the glistening multi-million-pound academies of the world’s top clubs, the game still remains, at heart, the same.

         Throughout history, the accessibility and universal appeal of football have made it a powerful tool for fighting back against all forms of oppression, from Didier Drogba and his Ivory Coast teammates calling for an end to the civil war back home to Bundesliga clubs joining together against anti-immigration rhetoric, from players taking a knee against racism to Marcus Rashford challenging the UK government over child food poverty, and from the US women’s national team using their equal pay fight to highlight the gender pay gap to Beth Mead speaking out against Qatar’s ban on homosexuality ahead of the men’s World Cup in 2022. 2

         It is this side of the game that I love reading about, writing about and exploring: how football can be used as a force for good. As a girl growing up in East London in the early 1990s, I could feel the power of the game on every warm day when, with the balcony windows of my family’s council flat open, you could determine the score of the day’s Arsenal men’s match from the cheers that would emanate from the sofas around the estate. A community would be united in celebration, all the ways in which society divides us briefly overlooked.

         Later, it would be in those fleeting moments of match-day euphoria that the self-consciousness I felt in being a woman at a football match would fade into the background. That fade was always brief. A look, a comment, being forced to brush past a tightly packed row of men to get to my seat, or a sexist chant that I would pretend to join in with – all would quickly remind me that I was different. It is perhaps unsurprising then that women’s football is where I have found a home.

         Women are simply one section of society – albeit one encompassing half of the global population – that has used football, and sport generally, to fight for influence and a more equitable society. Most female players would not say that this campaigning drive is what motivates them to play, or at least isn’t why they started playing football. It is not a conscious thing; they are playing football because they enjoy it. But the mere act of playing football is unequivocally a feminist one. 3

         Picking up a ball and heading to a patch of grass violates everything society expects of women – how they should look, how they should behave, how they should exercise, what they should wear and, at its core, how they should feel. For too long women have been made to feel like they don’t belong in sport. I have seen this repeatedly over the years as I have explored the journeys of players from grassroots to elite, as well as in my own relationship with football.

         Growing up, I wanted to be like my dad, wanted to like what he thought was cool. Fortunately, I was blessed with a father who was progressive and embraced and cultivated my love of football. However, he was the exception. In primary school I was the only girl that played football with the boys, the outlier who was shunted into goal, where no one else wanted to play. I wore boys’ football shirts because girls’ sizes and cuts did not exist. As I grew and my body changed, the shirts didn’t quite fit; they were tighter around the top of the hips and there was no room for a developing bust. It increasingly felt like I was expected to grow out of sport.

         My secondary school in Hackney was single-sex, with no boys for me to play against. I felt like I didn’t fit in, but I tried to. PE, which seemed to avoid team sports, was universally hated and so I hated it too. For someone who spent the first eleven years of my life refusing dresses and skirts, suddenly I had to pull on a short, pleated skirt and oversized pants to take part. I hated my body, a body that was stopping me from being welcomed in an arena I was so desperate to be a part of. I was self-conscious, I hated changing in front of my peers and I hated my period too. The more I avoided PE and the more I was driven from sport, the more 4unfit I became and the less welcome I felt.

         There were brief moments when I dipped back in. A handful of Arsenal Ladies players came and ran sessions after school for a couple of terms. I held the keepie-uppie record and revelled in those brief evenings dancing across the sports hall with a ball at my feet, but the damage had been done. Friends were bemused that I would stick behind after school, I had to walk home alone in the fading light, I felt unfit and the sessions were fleeting. I stopped. I became a spectator, in the stands where I didn’t fit in either. How dare I, a young woman, encroach on this overwhelmingly male ‘safe space’?

         Times are changing. We live in a wildly different society to the one which existed at the time of the first forays of women into football, a very different society from twenty years ago when I was fourteen and grappling with the emotions discussed above, even. Women can vote, can divorce, can own property, can work, can be single. Yet even today, women’s football provokes a vitriolic, misogynist defence of this space that many still consider the preserve of men. Why? Because despite the huge strides forward made by women, ingrained prejudices and oppressive views of a woman’s place in society are still very much present. That is seen in boardrooms, in pay packets, in advertising, in the need to prevent women from having the right to choose what grows in their bodies, and far, far more.

         And for some reason, the very idea of a woman pushing back against the system holding her down by entering a place of escapism ‘for men’ has always been a step too far for some. The first recorded official women’s football match 5took place on 9 May 1881 between Scotland and England at Easter Road in Edinburgh, and the disdain from the press and public was palpable. Contempt for clothing, the standard of play and appearance dominated. Oh, how times have changed. Yet goalkeeper Helen Matthews (also known as Mrs Graham) persevered, and the game she organised saw the host nation finish victorious with a 3–0 win. Five days later, in front of 5,000 fans, a second game was abandoned after hundreds of men mobbed the pitch, forcing the players to flee on a horse-drawn bus.

         Through more than a century of setbacks, bans and prejudices since, the resilient women’s game has climbed off its knees time and time again. It has been fought for by women who could have easily given up or swapped into a sport more palatable to wider society. It has been driven both by those that desire change on a political and societal level but also by those who just enjoy the freedom of playing the game. Now, finally, women’s football is seeing the investment and support it has been so lacking for so long. And yet, despite the ideological battles for women’s right to play being won, it still gets attacked like no other sport. The trolls come out in force:

         
            ‘It’s rubbish.’

            ‘The goalkeeping is terrible.’

            ‘It’s not fast enough.’

            ‘Men’s teams would beat them.’

            ‘Women’s football gets too much press coverage.’

            ‘It’s being shoved down our throats.’

            ‘Non-league gets better crowds, but they don’t get as much press.’ 6

         

         Yes, these are the voices of a minority, but it’s a vocal one. And it’s not new. In 1895, the Daily Sketch wrote scathingly of a British Ladies game: ‘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. A footballer requires speed, judgement, skill, and pluck. Not one of these four qualities was apparent on Saturday. For the most part, the ladies wandered aimlessly over the field at an ungraceful jog-trot.’

         Such close-minded attitudes are still all too pervasive today, more than a century later. The fight hasn’t stopped. It may not be the same fight faced by the women of Nettie Honeyball’s era, but football doesn’t exist in a bubble. The prevailing attitudes in football necessarily reflect those in wider society. In a world where women still have to battle for reproductive rights, equal pay, maternity rights, childcare, education, or even the right to drive in some countries, so too have they had to continue to fight for the right to play professional sport, and all that entails, and in some cases any sport at all.

         The US women’s national team has in recent years taken to the courts to force a reluctant federation’s hand and fight for equal pay and funding to match a men’s team they outstrip both on the pitch and in revenue generated – a case that shatters the myth that equality comes naturally with growth, instead highlighting just how ingrained attitudes relating to the oppression of women are in society. They are not the only ones. Denmark, Colombia, Brazil, Scotland, the Republic of Ireland, Argentina and Norway are just some of the countries where female players have gone public 7in their fight for a bigger piece of the pie.

         That Ada Hegerberg, the world’s first female Ballon d’Or winner, was asked if she could twerk on stage following her 2018 victory shows that with every two steps forward there is a step back. At the age of twenty-two she took the decision to hang up her national team jersey in protest of the direction of the domestic game in Norway and the limited opportunities available for girls. Despite her return five years later, there are many battles still to be won.

         Women’s football is improving with every new aspect of professionalism. It is catching up. And to anyone who questions the level of the game we must ask a question. Would any of the men playing professionally today be as technically gifted, as physically fit or as mentally prepared if they had had to wash kits like Arsenal legend Alex Scott; fight fires full time like England goalkeeper Nicola Hobbs; go back to a homeless shelter after training like Reading’s Fara Williams; cope with little to no medical or physio assistance for much of their careers; essentially have to pay to play; or complete six-hour round-trips after work to attend training?

         This new generation of women footballers in countries where professionalism is slowly becoming a reality are starting to be relieved of those burdens. They are being set free, able to explore the uppermost limits of what they can achieve on a rectangle of grass. There is still a long way to go but we are welcoming in the most talented generation – and it’s only going to get better. I, for one, am both desperately jealous of the opportunity afforded to today’s young women and hugely relieved and buoyed by the fact that little girls today are welcome in football, with places to play, kit to wear, boots that fit. 8

         This is a hugely exciting time. Clubs and federations need to sell it as such to boost the lowly domestic attendances that underpin the criticism. The record club attendances set in 2019 in Mexico, Spain, England and Italy – and then smashed again in 2022 – show that where there is a will there is a way. Clubs are investing. Their motivation to do so may not have been entirely philanthropic, nor solely driven by the fight for equality in a more gender-gap-conscious society, but how they have stumbled upon the potential of the women’s game doesn’t really matter. What does matter is that they recognise the quality of the players and the game, and show off their investment. Clubs and federations need to show their fans what they are producing, what they are investing in, and really sell it to them. Not with a few flash posters, or inspirational videos on social media. We don’t need marketing – we need activism. Put the product in people’s faces, in the places where they already absorb the game, and make them fall in love. Otherwise, what’s the point?

         Football is often called ‘the beautiful game’, but it is a ‘beautiful game’ that is increasingly removed from the realities of ordinary people. Ticket prices, jaw-dropping wage demands, more and more tenuous sponsorship deals, the cost of food and drink in grounds, corruption and mismanagement in the game’s governing bodies: all these things are serving to isolate the very fans and communities that built the game. There is a drive to make the women’s game a mirror of the men’s, but do we really want it to be? We have the opportunity for it to be something better. In A Woman’s Game we will chart the rise, fall, and rise again of women’s football, following the circuitous path taken to its current 9heights, its relationship to the fight against oppression, what we want from it, what it can inspire and how we can get it there. This is a history of the game, as played by women, yes. But it is also, at heart, a manifesto for a better game. 10
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13
            1 – In the beginning

         

         On 10 May 1873 the satirical British magazine Punch mockingly warned that women’s involvement in cricket would only lead one way. ‘Irrepressible woman is again in the field,’ it exclaimed. ‘“Ladies’ Cricket” is advertised, to be followed, there is every reason to apprehend, by Ladies Fives, Ladies Football, Ladies Golf etc. It is all over with men. They had better make up their minds to rest contented with croquet, and afternoon tea, and sewing machines, and perhaps an occasional game at drawing-room billiards.’

         The jesters weren’t wrong. The first women’s association football match was played just eight years after these words were written. And in fact, while match reports in the traditional sense only began to appear in the late nineteenth century, there are hints of women’s involvement in football significantly earlier.

         One of the earliest such mentions in British records occurs in ‘A Dialogue Between Two Shepherds’ by the poet and scholar Sir Philip Sidney (1554–86), in which one character says to the other:

         
            A tyme there is for all, my mother often sayes,

            When she, with skirts tuckt very hy, with girles at football playes.

         

         There are also a number of accounts from eighteenth-century Scotland that tell of annual matches played between 14single and married women, with an audience of bachelors casting their eyes over the footballing skills of potential partners. The Rev. Dr Alexander Carlisle wrote of one such fixture in the village of Inveresk in East Lothian in 1795: ‘As [the fishwives] do the work of men, their manners are masculine and their strength and activity is equal to their work. Their amusements are more of the masculine kind. On holidays they frequently play golf; and on Shrove Tuesday there is a standing match at football between the married and unmarried women, at which the former are always victors.’

         Putting aside the reality-TV-style sexual politics, what is interesting about this decidedly working-class form of matchmaking is that the most desirable attributes weren’t looks or femininity, but rather a woman’s physical strength and sporting prowess. In many ways this feels a thoroughly modern attitude, bringing to mind the ‘This Girl Can’ era of sports promotion, with muscles bulging, sweat dripping, make-up removed or smeared and all types of bodies welcomed. But here is an example from over two centuries ago demonstrating that frailty, paleness and slightness have not always existed as desirable features of women. Those views are man-made, products of various societies over the years that have devalued the role of women and placed men at the head of the metaphorical table.

         Beyond Britain’s shores can be found even earlier examples of women’s involvement in sports closely related to the modern game. In China a game called cuju, or ‘kickball’, was played as far back as the Han dynasty, which ran from 206 bc to ad 220. Some aspects of cuju would be recognisable  15to the modern spectator: teams wore different coloured kits and competed to kick a ball into a net. Rather than today’s armbands, however, captains wore hats with straight wings, differentiating them from the curling wings worn by other players. The game was popular among women, as indicated by a poem from the ninth century ad lauding the cuju performance of General Li Guangyan:

         
            Quick as a monkey on the ballfield, with a falcon’s grace

            Three thousand ladies tilted their heads to watch him

            Trampling shiny earrings as they crowded for a view

            Standards bobbed and waved, banners flashed and shone.

         

         And women were not merely spectators to cuju matches: paintings from the Han dynasty depict women with hair up, long sleeves and flowing dresses kicking and flicking balls in gardens. Again, any suggestion of the impropriety of women kicking a ball and daring to take an interest in the universally accessible sport is demonstrably a more modern invention.

         Fast-forward to 9 May 1881 and we have the first formal reporting from a women’s football match, in a game widely considered to have been the first recorded women’s international. The Glasgow Herald described the match, which took place at Easter Road in Edinburgh, simply as ‘rather novel’:

         
            A considerable amount of curiosity was evinced in the event, and upwards of a thousand persons witnessed it. The young ladies’ ages appeared to range from eighteen to four-and-twenty, and they were very smartly dressed. The Scotch team wore blue  16jerseys, white knickerbockers, red stockings, a red belt, high-heeled boots and blue and white cowl: while their English sisters were dressed in blue and white jerseys, blue stockings and belt, high-heeled boots, and red and white cowl. The game, judged from a player’s point of view, was a failure, but some of the individual members of the teams showed that they had a fair idea of the game. During the first half the Scotch team, playing against the wind, scored a goal, and in the second half they added another two, making a total of three goals against their opponents’ nothing. Misses St Clair and Cole scored the first two, and the third was due to Misses Stevenson and Wright.

         

         The match report, which was far more balanced than you perhaps would have expected, also included what is seemingly the first teamsheet of the women’s game. This artefact offers a helpful insight into the women involved in that historic first outing, including the three Hopewell sisters, early counterparts of today’s foremost footballing siblings such as Rosie and Mollie Kmita, Phil and Gary Neville or Ada and Andrine Hegerberg:

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Scotland
            
                        
                        	England



	Goalkeeper:
            
                        
                        	Ethel Hay
            
                        
                        	May Goodwin



	Backs:
            
                        
                        	Bella Osborne

                Georgina Wright
            
                        
                        	Mabel Hopewell

                Maud Hopewell 17




	Half-backs:
            
                        
                        	Rose Rayman

                Isa Stevenson
            
                        
                        	Maud Starling

                Ada Everston



	Forwards:
            
                        
                        	Emma Wright

                Louise Cole

                Lily St Clair

                Maud Riweford

                Carrie Balliol

                Minnie Brymner
            
                        
                        	Geraldine Vintner

                Mabel Vance

                Eva Davenport

                Minnie Hopewell

                Kate Mellon

                Nelly Sherwood






         

         This first match was the brainchild of Edinburgh-based theatre entrepreneur and actor Alec Gordon, who had watched the growing popularity of men’s international football and saw an opportunity to capitalise on the interest by using women players. Working with Charles Scholes, the head of a theatrical empire, and Scholes’s theatre manager, George Fredrick Charles, they drew players from dance and performing circles. The majority of the England side and several of the Scottish team were members of Lizzie Gilbert’s Juvenile Ballet Company, while the remaining Scots were recruited from the Princess’s Theatre house company. Gordon and Charles themselves appear in a later account of the match in the Glasgow Herald as ‘umpires’ managing Scotland and England respectively.

         Today there is a clamouring for society to recognise the potential value of the women’s game, both from an economic and social point of view. Slowly the momentum has 18swung behind the women’s game as the men’s game begins to top out, with the marketplace saturated when it comes to sponsorship opportunities and broadcasting slots. Yet here, in the late 1800s, you have the earliest records of individuals drawing conclusions on the potential of the women’s game far ahead of schedule.

         News of the game would spread across the country, filtering into local newspapers, and even gaining international attention with the New York Sun, Sydney Evening News and Montreal Daily Mail all carrying reports of the game.

         Several reports mocked the quality of the game but it is frankly ludicrous for the women, playing in ‘high-heeled boots’ in their first advertised fixture, to be expected to be playing to the same standard as the men. The Dunfermline Journal noted that more than half of those in attendance, who were clearly unwilling to contextualise the fledgling sport before them, had left before the end; they also reported that the match was apparently played without controversy. The teams would go on to face a very different response in Glasgow the following week, on 16 May, however.

         ‘What will probably be the first and last exhibition of a female football match in Glasgow took place on Monday evening on Shawfield Grounds,’ reported the Nottinghamshire Guardian the following day.

         Over 5,000 predominantly male fans had gathered at Shawfield for the second meeting of the English and Scottish ladies’ sides, but it seemed that the novelty was already beginning to wear off. The Nottinghamshire Guardian reported that: 19

         
            The meagre training of the teams did not augur much for proficiency of play and if the display of football tactics was of a sorry description, it was only what might have been expected, and not much worse than some of the early efforts of our noted football clubs. The costume was suitable, and at a distance the players could scarcely have been distinguished from those in ordinary football matches. The game was continued without interruption till ends were changed, but the chaff of the spectators was anything but complimentary.

            At last a few roughs broke into the enclosure, and as these were followed by hundreds soon after, the players were roughly jostled, and had prematurely to take refuge in the omnibus which had conveyed them to the ground. Their troubles were not, however, yet ended, for the crowd tore up the stakes and threw them at the departing vehicle, and but for the presence of the police some bodily injury to the females might have occurred. The team of four grey horses was driven rapidly from the ground amid the jeers of the crowd, and the players escaped with, let us hope, nothing worse than a serious fright.

         

         Subsequent matches between the two sides took place without incident in Blackburn and Bradford, before things again turned ugly at Cheetham Football Club’s ground in Tetlow Fold on 20 June. The teams were half an hour late onto the pitch, and while the crowd was a paying one, the majority in attendance were reported as having ‘managed to elude the vigilance of the gatekeepers’. Frustrated by the delayed start and ‘after some indifferent play, which lasted something like half-an-hour, the ring was broken into and the wildest confusion prevailed, the players having to make good their escape’. 20

         Under the headline ‘Disorderly Scene at a Women’s Football Match’ the Manchester Guardian was critical of the proceedings:

         
            The score or so of young women who do not hesitate to gratify vulgar curiosity by taking part in what is termed a ‘ladies’ football match appeared last evening for the second time this week, on the ground of Cheetham Football Club, Tetlow Fold, Great Cheetham street. The Club, however, had nothing to do with the affair. The public had been invited by placard to witness a match between ‘eleven of England’ and ‘eleven of Scotland’, the kick-off to take place at half-past seven pm. The players attired in a costume which is neither graceful nor very becoming, were driven to the ground in a wagonette, and, as was to be expected, were followed by a crowd largely composed of youths, rather to avail themselves of the opportunity presented for a little boisterous amusement.

            Very few persons paid for admission to the grounds, but a great multitude assembled in the road and struggled for a sight of what was going on within the enclosure, whilst an equally large number gathered on the higher ground on the other side of the field for a similar purpose. A number of police constables were present to maintain order and prevent any one entering without paying, and for about an hour whilst the so-called match was being played they succeeded. There were frequent attempts, however, to elude the constables. At length a great rush was made by those occupying the higher land, and the football ground was speedily taken possession of by the mob. Apprehending a repetition of the rough treatment they have met with in other parts of the country the women no sooner heard 21the clamour which accompanied the rush than they also took to their heels and ran to where their wagonette was standing. This they reached before the crowd could overtake them, and amid the jeers of the multitude and much disorder they were immediately driven away.

         

         Seemingly unperturbed by the furore and boosted by the healthy gate receipts, the teams still did not stop and would go on to play two games in Liverpool towards the end of June 1881 before the reports of their activity begin to peter out. This was by no means the end of women’s football in the nineteenth century, but it wouldn’t be until 1895 that the fixture that would eventually be recognised by FIFA, the global governing body of football, as the first official women’s football match was played. These early fixtures paved the way, though, and the players and team organisers displayed a determination, a resilience and foresight (in their belief of the potential of the women’s game) that is mirrored throughout the entire history of women’s football.
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            2 – The first official match

         

         
            WANTED, several LADIES to play another Ladies’ Team for a FOOTBALL MATCH during November; share of gate-money; opportunity for practice on private ground afforded.

            — Write, Miss P., 27, Weston Park, Crouch End, N.

         

         So read the advert placed in The Graphic in 1894 that would eventually lead to the foundation of the British Ladies’ Football Club. The house of ‘Miss P.’ belonged to the Smith family, of which Phoebe, one of the team’s early players, was the youngest. Her older brothers Alfred Hewitt Smith and Frederick Smith were, according to various newspaper reports, also involved in running the club.

         The name most frequently associated with the first official women’s team is not that of the Smith family, however, but that of Nettie Honeyball. Honeyball is widely believed to be the pseudonym of a middle-class Londoner called Mary Hutson, who also lived in Crouch End. She acted as a figurehead for the club both as secretary and captain, as well as describing herself in interviews as its founder. Honeyball was also responsible for recruiting the aristocrat and suffragette Lady Florence Dixie, who became president and financier of the team.

         In 1894 the bestselling illustrated weekly magazine The Sketch, picking up on the moves of women into the game, produced a mocking cartoon. In it a huddle of high-class women in dresses surround a fainting referee, while a 23woman heading a ball is tackled rugby-style to the ground, alongside the caption ‘Oh bother the rules’. Elsewhere men leer over ‘the good looking goal-keeper’, and women make the most of the half-time break to fan themselves and do each other’s hair.

         The elite mocked, but there was no stopping the momentum. Honeyball and the Smith family pulled together a group of thirty-plus women keen to be involved and in The Sketch itself, on 6 February, explained the motivations for doing so in an interview. ‘Miss Nettie J. Honeyball is the secretary and captain of what may be fairly described as the sporting sensation of the hour, and, if energy and enthusiasm can command success, then surely is the association already preassured of victory,’ the interview began.

         
            As I saw her in her pretty little study in Crouch End, a thoughtful-looking young lady, with a strong personality, I at once dispelled the suspicion of burlesque that came into my mind. ‘You are quite right,’ said Miss Honeyball, putting aside an ominous batch of correspondence to give me some details; ‘there is nothing of the farcical nature about the British Ladies’ Football Club. I founded the association late last year, with the fixed resolve of proving to the world that women are not the “ornamental and useless” creatures men have pictured. I must confess, my convictions on all matters, where the sexes are so widely divided, are all on the side of emancipation, and I look forward to the time when ladies may sit in Parliament and have a voice in the direction of affairs, especially those which concern them most.’ 24

         

         What is clear, and utterly fascinating, is that the motivation for forming the team went far beyond just a love of the game – although that was, explicitly, the starting point. Honeyball makes clear that she saw the aims of the club much more broadly and believed it could be used as a tool to challenge the outdated views around women in society and further the emancipation of women. The involvement of the feminist Lady Dixie, author of the utopian novel Gloriana, or the Revolution of 1900, in which women win suffrage, would likely have been proffered on the basis of the political impact the club could have rather than its sporting impact.

         Asked whether she anticipated a future in which clubs employed both male and female players, Honeyball replied: ‘Such a consummation is, of course, very far distant, but it is possible. You must remember we do not profess to the strength of men … but we claim the science, and, in my opinion, football is just the exercise to promote health and grace among women.’

         Honeyball could never have predicted that it would be over one hundred years before clubs having women’s teams would be the norm or that in 2022 we would still be a world away from an equal game. Now, there are a host of brands, clubs, sponsors and players reaching towards and seeing the potential in the women’s game that Honeyball, and those involved in the first match not long before, saw and desired more than a hundred years ago.

         Honeyball was confident that her players had the mental fortitude to stand up to any hostility from spectators of the fledgling game, saying: 25

         
            When Lady Florence Dixie consented to become president, she specially stipulated that, if the club were to attain its end, the girls should enter into the spirit of the game with heart and soul. ‘I will have nothing to do with balloon-sleeves and trained skirts, and anything like that,’ she said; ‘don’t court ridicule by ridiculing yourselves.’ Accordingly, we all have our costumes of divided skirts – a sort of blue serge knickerbocker – and the teams will be distinguished by wearing, respectively, cardinal and pale-blue blouses. You will detect no nervousness in the girls when they make their first public appearance. We practise twice a week.

         

         Lady Dixie and Honeyball had been involved in campaigns for gender-neutral clothing and in carrying those principles into their team they were again ahead of their time. Although there have always been fringe movements and campaigns that have attacked the way society has established and maintains gender roles through clothing, it is only in recent years that campaigns such as ‘Let Toys be Toys’ have begun to highlight how traditional gender roles are reinforced through children’s clothing and toys. In the late 1800s these women were using football to advance gender equality.

         Honeyball did not struggle to recruit members to the team, and – barring some ‘bogus applications from young men’ – the advert attracted close to thirty players varying from fifteen to twenty-six in age. They were overwhelmingly from across London but some travelled in from further afield.

         ‘I called all the ladies to a meeting, and we soon proceeded to business,’ said Honeyball. 26

         
            None of them, of course, had previously played, but, like myself, had gained all their experience and love of football from frequent onlooking. Then came the question of ground. The committee of the Oval refused to allow us the use of that ground, and eventually we made arrangements with Mr. C. W. de Lyons Pike to practise and play on the Nightingale Lane enclosure. We have been out so far very regularly, no matter what the weather, and each time the improvement in style is more marked. Mr. J. W. Julian, the well-known half-back [with Tottenham], is acting as coach, and rendering valuable assistance.

         

         She added: ‘Of course, when we first began, complaints were made of stiffness and soreness, but that soon wore off, and you would be surprised to see the energy thrown into the game.’

         The Sketch interviewer concluded: ‘Since interviewing Miss Honeyball, I have had the pleasure of witnessing the members of the B.L.F.C. at practice, and must confess to a feeling of surprise at the amount of ability already attained. Although the occasion of my visit was not favourable, meteorologically, the ladies went about their various duties pluckily and energetically, skill and shooting power making up for any lack of speed and force.’

         In this patronising close it is clear that many of the arguments against women’s football that we hear in the twenty-first century – ‘it’s rubbish/slow/not as good as the men’s game’ – have been ever-present. Moreover, as is often the case today, the journalism at the close of the nineteenth century refrained from contextualising the fledgling sport of women’s football, instead pitting it against the more established men’s game from the off. 27

         The context matters. Women were taking part for the first time and pushing against attitudes that said keeping fit was not for them. Nonetheless they were expected to put on as good a show as men who had been playing for a number of years, and for whom sports, fitness and competition were encouraged and embedded into their day-to-day lives.

         Women had and have always worked. In feudal society, when agriculture was dominant, women and girls would work the fields and farms with their husbands, fathers and brothers. It was not work for a wage, which would have been completely unpalatable to men, but more acceptable feminine chores.

         In the Victorian era, with the onset of industrialisation, working women became much more visible and more visibly separated from the home. As the factories sprang up, women went to work in them, with the textile mills and coal mines in particular drawing on women, a cheaper source of labour as they were paid less, to bolster the workforce. That created a clash between societal expectations of a woman’s place in the world and the necessity of female workers in these new industrialised workplaces. The industrial and economic need was stronger. As a result a new, paid workforce of women was showing signs of independence from men.

         ‘You’ve got people like the match women arm in arm, hundreds strong, singing songs, swearing, being cheeky, being disrespectful to passers-by. This is seen as awful,’ says historian Dr Louise Raw, author of Striking a Light, which tells the story of the famous strike action by women match makers at the Bryant and May factory in 1888. ‘It is not happening far away in the countryside anymore; it is on the 28streets of towns and cities. There are big groups of women workers who become very important.’

         Women were making strides, and the establishment wanted to put that genie back in the bottle. Whether the ruling classes liked it or not, however, women were proving themselves vital to the British economy. Another effect of industrialisation was that the most vulnerable in society suddenly became more visible – instead of starving in the fields, out of sight and out of mind, they were in the cities in unmissable numbers. So the establishment had two problems: women and inequality. Their response was depressingly predictable: ‘It was the perfect solution, as it always has been throughout history. All the social problems that you can see – drunkenness, homelessness, neglected children – it is because Mum is at work for sixteen hours a day. Working women, it’s all their fault,’ says Raw.

         As we have already discussed, women have always had to work. The concept of a ‘breadwinner wage’ (that one person in a household could earn enough to keep the whole family fed and looked after) was, and still is, a myth for the overwhelming majority of society. Employers will not suddenly, magically, become very generous and start paying men enough for the whole family because, well, why would they?

         But it is this myth – that everyone will be able to survive happily on the man’s wage and that that will allow woman back in her natural role at home – that was used to place the blame on working women for society’s ills. If women were in the home then the men would come home for dinner rather than going to the pub, eliminating drunkenness and calming 29down the rowdy working class. If men had a stable home life there would be no need for prostitution. If women were looking after the kids full time then the issue of child mortality (around half of children in poverty in the late nineteenth century died before their fifth birthday) would be solved. So just as modern women’s football begins, working-class women are being absolutely demonised left, right and centre.

         What did it mean to be a lady at that time? ‘It’s an absence of noise, of dirt, of movement, of sex, of drinking, of laughing. It is sitting very, very quietly, very, very still. It’s as far away from the messiness of being human as you can get, it’s horribly repressive and it’s physically restrictive – with the clothing and with the corsets and with the crinolines,’ says Raw.

         ‘So a woman footballer? That’s terrifying. It’s just about okay if a middle-class lady is doing lawn tennis or a bit of croquet because you can wear your long skirt for that, and take in some jolly good exercise so you can rear nice healthy children for the Empire, that’s important.’

         This is why Honeyball, Lady Dixie and others were keen to portray the women players of the late 1800s as having been drawn from the upper middle classes. While the reality was that many of the women involved came from the lower-class world of theatre and dance groups, a façade of upper-class acceptability was key to the effectiveness of their rebellion.

         In the eyes of the establishment, working-class women were rough, immoral and neglectful. The mere idea of them playing football would have been considered unbelievably horrifying. Portraying the most prominent women’s footballers as middle class and married sidestepped those criticisms: these 30were proper, respectable women that had to be taken more seriously.

         This, as with so many aspects of their campaign, was a calculated sleight of hand on the part of the suffragettes. With a nation so in love with football, from the upper classes in their school playing fields to the workers in their factory teams, it was only natural that the attentions of the women’s rights movement would be drawn towards the game. What better way to get right to the heart of the masculine world than with football?

         Such an attention-grabbing tactic was not without its risks, however. The suffragettes faced horrific levels of opposition, including violence and sexual assault from the police and the groups of anti-suffrage men who would go out and attack women on suffragette processions.

         ‘There’s a big risk for these women,’ says Raw. ‘When the early football match in Glasgow is driven off the pitch it’s an echo of what happens later to suffragettes. The Victorian era is seen as a chivalrous time but my God if you step out of line, whether it’s campaigning for the vote or playing football, you soon see that men are entirely prepared to take you out of the category of lady and put you in the category of women – and you could give a good slap to a woman or you could sexually abuse a woman. If you stepped out of line the privileges of your sex got revoked pretty quickly.’

         For the inaugural match of the British Ladies’ Football Club, over 10,000 would turn up to watch. ‘We hope it will be their last,’ declared the London Evening Standard editorial two days later on 25 March 1895. ‘To say football was played would be stating more than the real truth,’ opined 31the paper’s match report. ‘The whole affair was a huge farce,’ said The Sketch’s full-page report of the sixty-minute match in which the ‘North’ team defeated the ‘South’ team 7–1. The Evening Standard continued:

         
            Some of these young persons appeared to possess only an elementary knowledge of the game and its laws, and, for the present at all events, the Club is quite unlikely to attract spectators for the sake of the play. How long it will continue to attract them for reasons unconnected with sport is another matter; but it is significant that a considerable proportion of those present on Saturday left the field at half-time. The laughter was easy and the amusement rather coarse; but these are waning delights, and we shall be surprised if a second display wins even so equivocal a success as the first. The probability is, we trust, that in a very short time the Club will die a natural and unlamented death.

            Neither by training, nor for the most part by constitution, are women adapted for games like football, which are necessarily rough. It is pleasant to find them devoting themselves to active exercises of a suitable kind, which add to their physical charms without in any degree diminishing the greatest of all their attractions – modesty; but it cannot be pretended that football is either a decent or an elegant occupation for girls, and we can only regard the new Club as a passing whim, an ephemeral vulgarity. The fancy shirts and blue knicker-bockers may look very smart and daring when the rival teams are photographed in repose, but they are not set off to advantage when the figures are in motion. If the lady football player wishes to be taken seriously as a sportswoman, she must be told plainly that she is not a success. 32

            By all means, let women have suitable opportunities for recreation and physical exercise, which are as necessary to them as to men; but their own good sense will be sufficient to convince them that football is one of the sports in which they look ridiculous when they fail, and would only become unfeminine if they were by any chance to succeed. A lady in a scrimmage – the thing is unthinkable.

         

         Again, the fledgling women’s game is being compared to the men’s game as opposed to the latter being viewed as a benchmark for the new sport. Interestingly, the suitability of the game for women is being questioned with greater and greater vigour, while the perennial male gaze is explicit in the statement that football is not a good way for women to show off their bodies compared to other forms of exercise that help provide necessary fitness without impacting on modesty or diminishing the ‘physical charms’ of women.

         As with the team of 1881, the predictions of a quick death of the BLFC were premature. The team began to tour and in four months played up and down the country, from Ashton Gate in Bristol to Gigg Lane in Bury, and from Springvale Park in Glasgow to Falcon Cliff on the Isle of Man, with thousands in attendance.

         By the start of the following season in 1896 the press interest was waning and the team had seemingly split, with goalkeeper Mrs Graham confirming to the Hull Daily Mail that a rival team had been set up and Lady Dixie’s patronage was gone (she had pulled her support as a result of her name being used by both teams). But women continued to play up and down the country, sometimes with men helping 33make up the numbers. There is mention of the British Ladies’ Football Club even as late as 1905, with an article in the Norfolk Chronicle headlined ‘Lady Footballers for Norwich’ announcing a charity match to be played between the women’s team and an XI of the ‘stronger sex’.

         However, the early 1900s would prove to be a more barren period for women’s football, with organised matches by and large being replaced by ad hoc ladies’ games at fairs and garden parties, with many matches played against men. ‘A successful and highly amusing football match took place at Blackpool yesterday afternoon, between teams representing “Ladies” and “Gentlemen”,’ wrote the Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail of one such game on 11 January 1906. ‘The “Ladies” were members of the sterner sex, gorgeously attired in all kinds of extravagant costumes, and equally comical and grotesque were the “Gentlemen”. The comic element prevailed throughout the match, although a fair amount of regard was paid to the rules of the game, and the referee, who significantly affected the uniform of police sergeant, was most gallant towards the “Ladies”. The fair ones eventually won by three goals to one.’

         There was more to this dry period, where there seems to be a fairly definitive end to formal matches and a step back to the game being played for entertainment rather than sport, than meets the eye – and we’ll revisit that later on. However, despite the sport’s retreat in the early 1900s women’s football would soon experience a seismic revival that would have an impact far beyond the pitch and would rattle both the footballing and non-footballing establishment.
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