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  My greatest sporting moment? That’s easy. It was the final minute of a school hockey match against Whickham, the only side in the North East who could touch us. It was

  0–0 and they had a short corner. The ball was pushed out, two defenders charged and the ball was stopped for their centre-half, who was called Robson and was in the England youth squad. He

  shaped to strike the ball but in the end decided to flick it. As he did so, the thought went through my mind that he was outside the D. I remember thinking, as the ball rose to my right, that I

  ought at least to dive for it even if he were outside the D. Everything seemed to be happening very slowly. I even remember wondering what the rule was if he had shot from outside the D and the

  ball glanced in off my stick. Looking through the grille of the helmet, I could see the red airtex sleeve of my shirt, my fat white glove, and the black and blue of my stick. I could also see the

  ball, its trajectory taking it a little above the stick. Apparently having all the time in the world, I moved my wrist, angling the stick to intercept the ball. The intersection of post and bar

  came abruptly into view and, about six inches in front of the top corner of the net, the ball slapped into the meat of the stick. I glanced down – and again I remember the mental process

  clearly – and was shocked at how high up I was, and immediately concerned by how much it was going to hurt when I hit the ground.




  It didn’t; one of the few advantages of being a hockey keeper is that the entire front of your body is covered in two inches of stiff foam. I could see the ball spinning loose and, for a

  split second, nobody seemed to be moving towards it. In that moment there was a glorious stillness, a silence. It was a sensation I’d never had before and one that

  I’ve only had once since – when I took a diving catch at short midwicket to end a stubborn ninth-wicket partnership as the Oxfordshire village for whom I was playing won a low-scoring

  match against the BBC. That time, as I saw the ball slap into my left palm, I even thought, This is just like that game against Whickham, before landing on a painful combination of shoulder

  and hip.




  Two instances, twelve years apart. For somebody who has played some kind of sport on average at least once a week for thirty years, it doesn’t seem much, but at least I’ve felt it.

  I’m sure proper sportspeople regularly get that sensation of time slowing down, of being utterly in control. As the Ajax coach David Endt put it, ‘The seconds of the greats last longer

  than those of normal people.’ There is evidence to suggest the memory of control is false, that it is an invention of the brain to explain a reflex reaction that begins in the muscles

  themselves. Wherever it originates, that sensation of control over fractional changes happening extraordinarily quickly seems to lie at the heart of sporting excellence.




  The very best must have it most of the time. That first occasion, I thought it might be a perpetual state, that I might, through practice, have attained some level at which time and my reflexes

  were in harmony. I even expounded at what must have been deeply tedious length on the possibility that night on the minibus to York for a Latin lecture. Nobody cared. I was like the hobbits

  returning to the Shire to find everybody too wrapped up in their own mundane lives to care about my adventures. But who knew what heights I could scale? If I could claw a flick from an England

  midfielder away from the top corner, then what was to stop me making the England squad?




  The next game we played was the following week, away at Hall Cross School in Doncaster. I hadn’t had much to do when, shortly before half-time, their forward turned in a crowded D and

  shot. I was unsighted, but threw myself down, thinking my prone body would provide a barrier. It would have done, but he mishit it dreadfully and the ball slithered through the tiny space between my feet and the post. We went on to lose 4–0 and, by a generous estimate, two of the other three goals were my fault. On the bus back, I was exiled to the front seat

  next to the teacher. That was my dreams of greatness over. It was also the end for me as a goalkeeper. It was never quite the same after that.




  I played on that season but by the time I got to university, after a year of teaching in a Tibetan monastery and washing dishes in a Sunderland pub, I decided I didn’t fancy having the

  ball pinged at me at speeds that left bruising even through the padding for the occasional fleeting moment of glory that nobody cared about and the certainty that, sooner or later, you’d have

  a game bad enough that you wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about it for – well, it’s nineteen years since the Hall Cross game and it still niggles.




  I’ve gone in goal every now and again for Barnes Beavers, the team I play for in the Surrey League, when they’ve been really desperate. On one magnificently hung-over occasion

  against Wanderers at Battersea Park, I had one of those games where the ball hits you whatever you do. Then, ten minutes from time, with a heroic goalless draw in sight, I was beaten by an own

  goal, stiff-limbed, silver-haired, fortysomething Roger diverting a right-wing cross in at the near post as I edged out to clear. I’ve never gone back in goal since: it’s just too

  cruel, too frustrating.




  Maybe that’s why goalkeepers tend to be reflective types, prone to introversion, trying, perhaps, to rationalise why such unfair things happen to such undeserving people. The question, I

  suppose, is whether gloomy prognosticators are drawn to goalkeeping or whether goalkeeping makes them like that.




  Again, cause and effect are hard to align, but goalkeepers tend to be individuals, not necessarily intellectuals, but at the very least people who think for themselves. Generally speaking,

  goalkeepers make for better interviews than other players. Perhaps that’s why when, on the very rare occasions literature considers football, it concerns itself so disproportionately with

  goalkeepers. One of the most popular fictional detectives of the eighties, for instance, was Duffy, a cynical bisexual ex-policeman created by Dan Kavanagh, the pseudonym of

  Julian Barnes, himself an occasional goalkeeper. His 1985 novel Putting the Boot In is also one of the few novels to deal realistically with the world of football, in those days a grim,

  violent place of ersatz glamour in which hooliganism is rife and neo-fascist gangs hand out pamphlets at the turnstiles. Duffy, at least at the start of the novel, is more concerned by another

  threat: that of AIDS. A fastidious man anyway, he spends hours checking his skin for the brown marks he believes indicate infection while fretting about incubation periods.




  Duffy is also a Sunday league footballer, an anxious outsider in the brusque, overtly masculine world of the park game. He is, naturally, a goalkeeper. The opening section of Putting the Boot

  In follows Duffy’s thoughts during a match, introducing the case – that of a player for the third-division London side ‘Athletic’ who has had his Achilles deliberately

  snapped in a car park – as he worries about ‘that speedy little ginge’ on the wing, who has the beating of the full-back.




  Like other keepers, Duffy ‘worried about playing badly, and losing, and letting the side down, and getting kicked, and facing penalties, and getting called a wally’. But his worrying

  went deeper than that.




  

    

      One of the reasons he liked goalkeeping – and one of the reasons he worried – was that he liked things neat. He liked the neat box of the penalty area; he liked

      the way it marked out his territory, his manor. Everything that happens inside this box is your responsibility, Duffy; he felt like some young copper being given his first beat. He also

      liked the way everything in his manor had corners; the penalty area, the goal area, the woodwork; even the netting was made in squares. He liked these right-angles; they reassured him. The only

      thing on his patch that didn’t have corners was the penalty spot. A great big round chalky mess, as if some enormous pigeon up above had decided to unload right into the middle of his

      manor: splat.


    


  




  He is neurotic and he hates penalties, evoking – whether by design or not – the most famous serious film about football, The

  Goalkeeper’s Fear of the Penalty, directed by Wim Wenders. That film, and the Peter Handke novel it’s based on, set the template for the goalkeeper – or, at least, the

  goalkeeper as he is perceived in wider culture, a perception that may or may not be accurate.




  This is a book about goalkeepers and goalkeeping, about goalkeeping as it manifests itself on the pitch but also about how goalkeepers are represented culturally, from the haplessness

  represented in the British films Kes and Gregory’s Girl to the heroism of the Soviet musical Vratar. Although there is some discussion of technical and tactical aspects

  of the position, this is not a coaching manual; rather it’s about how the goalkeeper and the perception of goalkeepers have changed over time and from country to country. It’s about the

  relationship between an individual and the team and about how sport reflects and reacts to the political culture of its time. It’s not an encyclopaedia of goalkeeping – some very fine

  goalkeepers don’t feature or are mentioned only in passing; it’s about those who have most shaped or challenged our perceptions of what it is to be a goalkeeper.




  





   




   




   




   




  
1: THE BRINGER OF FAMINE




   




   




   




   




  Today, the goalkeeper seems eternal. It feels natural that a team should be made of ten plus one, that behind the outfielders scurrying in their 4-4-2 or 4-2-3-1 or strikerless

  4-3-3 there should be an unspoken other, his place so taken for granted that nobody even bothers to refer to it when discussing formations. That, though, is a relatively modern phenomenon. When the

  game that would evolve into football began with the foundation of the Football Association in 1863, there was no such thing as a goalkeeper in the modern sense.




  Early football – in Britain at least – was all about dribbling and scoring goals, and very little to do with organising means of stopping them. None of the many

  mid-nineteenth-century attempts at a set of unified rules – that is, developing a football code that could bring together in the same game sportsmen from different public schools, all of whom

  had their own way of playing what they termed ‘football’ – makes reference to a goalkeeper. The first match played under the rules of the FA was contested by Barnes and Richmond.

  It finished in a goalless draw, despite both sides taking to the field with two backs and nine forwards, the usual formation of the age. Under the early rules, any player could handle the ball by

  taking a ‘Fair Catch’, which permitted them a free-kick if, immediately after catching the ball, they made an impression in the pitch with their boot. Running with the ball in both

  hands or scoring with a throw, though, was not permitted.




  In that, the FA was merely following centuries of tradition. The rules drawn up at Shrewsbury School in 1858 and the Sheffield Rules of 1857 both allow for ‘fair catches’ but make no

  reference to goalkeepers, while the 1887 Harrow Rules, which clearly reflect the game as it had been played at the school for some time, allowed ‘handling’ but

  only to take a clean catch, at which the player had to shout ‘yards’. If he did so, he was entitled to move three yards in any direction without being challenged.




  None of the various games that claim to have been the forerunner of football features a lone player who hung back. Most seem to have allowed all of their players to handle or catch the ball,

  although only some allowed it to be carried, and all seem to have been weighted in favour of attacking rather than defending (even if in some variants goals were scored only a couple of times a

  century).




  Yet, few and insignificant as they may have been, there were defenders, from whom the goalkeeper must be seen to have evolved. In phaininda and harpastum, the ancient Greek and

  Roman games, for instance – which used a small ball and had far more in common with the Cornish variant of hurling than football – slower players were positioned at the back in what the

  physician and philosopher Galen termed the ‘locus stantium’ – ‘the position of the standing players’.




  Our knowledge of both games is limited but by the late sixteenth century another ball game that, it’s logical to assume, had its origins in harpastum had grown in popularity in

  Italy and particularly in Florence: calcio. From the rules set down by the Florentine nobleman Giovanni de’ Bardi, it’s known that teams consisted of twenty-seven players which,

  according to the Vocabolario della Crusca, published in 1612, were laid out as ‘15 innanzi o corridori, 5 sconciatori, 4 datori innanzi, 3 datori e dietro’ – a

  15-5-4-3 formation, but no goalkeeper – although, in a game in which everybody was permitted to handle the ball, all defenders were in a sense goalkeepers.




  Before there could be goalkeepers, of course, there had to be goals, and there was very little consensus in early football as to what that meant. In calcio, for instance, the goal at each

  end spanned the entire width of the pitch. The British tradition, the direct antecedent of modern football, seems generally to have preferred a smaller, demarcated area at either end.




  In his 1801 book Sports and Pastime of the People of England, for instance, Joseph Strutt described a game in Yorkshire. ‘When a match at football is made an

  equal number of competitors take the field and stand between two goals placed at a distance of eighty or one hundred yards from each other,’ he wrote. ‘The goal is usually made of two

  sticks driven into the ground about two or three feet apart.’ No need then, with a goal that slender, for anybody to be designated to stand between the posts. The Eton Wall Game, similarly,

  played on a pitch 120 yards long by 6 yards wide, had goals so small – a door at one end and a marked portion of an elm tree at the other – that to designate a specialist goalkeeper

  from the eighteen- or twenty-man sides was pointless.




  Gradually, through the nineteenth century, there grew an awareness that those who defended deep were performing a particular role, even if it were one that tended not to be much respected. In

  Roman times it may have been the slowest players who played at the back, but in the Victorian school defenders were those perceived as lacking not physically so much as morally. In Football at

  Westminster School, H. C. Benham writes of games that featured goals about twelve yards wide, the space between conveniently located trees at either end of the pitch. ‘The small boys, the

  duffers, and the funk-sticks were the goalkeepers, twelve or fifteen at each end, and were spread out across this wide space,’ he said. ‘If any fellow who was playing out showed any

  sign of “funk” or failed to play up, he was packed off into the goal at once, not for that day, but as a lasting degradation. On the other hand, if any goalkeeper made a good save of a

  goal, he was called for immediately to play out, and thenceforth he played out always.’ There’s a basic logical flaw there, of course, in that as soon as somebody proved themselves good

  at goalkeeping they ceased to be a goalkeeper but, more than that, there was a stigma attached to playing in goal, one that, in Britain at least, appears to linger still beneath the surface.




  All schools had their own rules that depended largely on the pitch available, but the idea of multiple goalkeepers seems to have been common. The Book of Rugby School includes a chapter

  seemingly written by W. H. Arnold, brother of the headmaster Thomas, that was almost certainly source material for the famous match described by Thomas Hughes in Tom

  Brown’s Schooldays. In it, he details a team of forty members of the Sixth playing against 460 others, of whom 260 play in goal.




  The thankless task of being a goalkeeper was clear. In his Recollections of Schooldays at Harrow, Reverend H. J. Torre describes how, ‘It fell to the lot of the small boys to keep

  “base” or goal, which was uncommonly cold work, and when the rush came they generally found themselves on their backs in the mud. The headmaster Christopher Wordsworth (1836–44)

  stipulated that no more than four boys could ‘“keep base” at any one time and for no more than thirty minutes’.




  If anything, the position was even more dangerous at Charterhouse, where football was played not on a grass field, but on a cloister twelve feet wide and seventy yards long. Again, defending or

  keeping goal was left to the fags. ‘The ball very soon got into one of the buttresses, when a terrific squash would be the result, some fifty or sixty boys huddled together, vigorously

  “rouging”, kicking and shoving to extricate the ball,’ wrote E. P. Eardley-Wilmot and E. C. Streatfield in Charterhouse Old and New.




  

    

      A skilful player, feeling that he had the ball in front of his legs, would patiently bide his time, until, perceiving an opportunity, he would dexterously work out the ball

      and rush wildly with it down Cloisters towards the coveted goal. The squash would then dissolve and go in pursuit. Now was the time for the pluck and judgement of the fags to be tried.




      To prevent the ball getting in amongst them at the goal, one of the foremost fags would rush out and engage the onset of the dribbling foe, generally to be sent spinning head over heels for

      five yards along the stones. It served a purpose, however, for it not only gave his side time to come up, but also his fellow Fags encouragement to show a close and firm front. If the boy with

      the ball happened to be well backed up by his own house, they would launch themselves right into the middle of the Fags, when a terrific scrimmage would ensue. The Fags

      would strive their utmost to prevent the ball being driven through, and hammer away with fists at hands grasping the corners of the wall to obtain a better purchase for shoving. One of those

      scrimmages sometimes lasted for three quarters of an hour. Shins would be kicked black and blue; jackets and other articles of clothing almost torn to shreds; and Fags trampled underfoot.


    


  




  As the century approached its midpoint, there came a greater uniformity as to the number of players per side and the size of the goals. In his History of British

  Football, Percy M. Young presents anecdotal evidence that eleven-a-side football was common at Harrow in the 1830s, but the first concrete report of the eleven-a-side game came in 1841 as

  Bell’s Life magazine noted that the Field Game (which, although not exactly football, was clearly closely related to it) had been contested at Eton between two eleven-man sides.




  The size of the goals was even more variable than the size of the pitch. An eleven-a-side match between Eton and Harrow in 1862, for instance, featured ‘bases’ twelve feet apart and

  twenty feet high. The notion of a goal that could reasonably be defended by one man evidently had no currency. The first FA laws, drawn up in 1863, stipulated the goals should be twenty-four feet

  across (as it remains), but made clear that a goal was scored when the ball passed ‘over the space between the goalposts’; there was no restriction as to height.




  After lobbying from the Sheffield club, the foremost of those northern bodies whose version of football had grown up outside the framework of the public schools, the law was changed in 1866 so

  the maximum height of the goal was set at eight feet and marked by a tape; the dimensions haven’t changed since. Sheffield had wanted a crossbar, and the FA eventually saw the advantages,

  legalising crossbars in 1875 and making them compulsory in 1882.




  That there was a desire to impose a maximum height makes sense. The northern game is far less well-documented than that of the public schools but it appears that for

  some time before the unified law-making in the 1860s at least some variants of the game featured a version of a goalkeeper. ‘The goalkeeper,’ the Sheffield rules of 1857 stated,

  ‘is that player on the defending side who, for the time being, is nearest to his own goal.’ It sounds, in other words, like the last-man-back rule often applied in casual

  kickabouts.




  In the public schools, though, the earliest reference to a goalkeeper comes in an account of a game between Uppingham School and Old Boys in the school magazine on 15 December 1865.




  

    

      After some interval the Old Boys obtained a goal. This advantage they seemed determined to keep. The goal keeping of Rawnsley [W. F. Rawnsley, 1845–1927, who was a

      page at Tennyson’s wedding; his younger brother, Canon H. D. Rawnsley, was one of the founders of the National Trust] for our opponents was in excellent style; not so that of the school

      which was loose and defective in generalship . . . the ball was kept in close proximity to the old boys’ goal and, but alas, it evinced a decided repugnance to the space between the two

      posts.




      Meanwhile the minutes were getting very precious and still the old boys were that envious goal ahead. ‘Two minutes more,’ cried the umpire. Now for a last effort. The school led

      gallantly by [C.] Childs was becoming eager and furious. Rawnsley was cool and observant at the goal. No ball passed his ubiquitous hands and feet. Could nothing be done? Was there no pluck

      left to deserve and win success? Yes. A sudden rush, a flying ball, a desperate charge, feet well together, enemy after enemy passed, Childs demonstrating the well-known proverb, the

      ‘right foot in the right place’, Rawnsley’s eye deceived and quickness frustrated and the goal was won.


    


  




  What is noticeable is the change in tone. Here, the goalkeeper is heroic, far from the ‘funk-stick’ of twenty years earlier, which suggests a growing appreciation of

  the importance of his role. In A Century of Soccer, Terence Delaney speculated that it was in 1865 that one of the backs began to be designated as a

  ‘goalkeeper’, with the ten outfielders comprising a ‘goal-cover’, a ‘back’ and eight forwards.




  Only in 1871, though, did the laws finally make reference to a ‘goalkeeper’ as the one player who ‘shall be at liberty to use his hands for the protection of his goal’;

  he was, effectively, a back who had dropped deeper and deeper to become something else, one who retained the privilege of handling – in his own half – after it was stripped from every

  other player. Initially he was allowed to handle anywhere on the field; only in 1887 was that privilege curtailed. ‘The Committee,’ the FA Memorandum for the Guidance of Umpires and

  Referees read, ‘does not consider a goalkeeper to be in defence of his goal when he is in his opponents’ half of the ground, therefore a goalkeeper is prohibited from using

  his hands in his opponents’ half.’ It wouldn’t be until 1912 that the goalkeeper was limited to handling in his own box only – although in practice he left his line so

  rarely, and players were so generally static in their positions, that was probably not such a striking difference from the modern game as it may sound; in fact as soon as goalkeepers did start to

  try to take advantage, the law was changed.




  By the 1870s, then, the role of the goalkeeper was accepted. ‘The formation of a team as a rule,’ Charles W. Alcock, the first secretary of the FA, the inventor of the FA Cup and the

  principal motivator behind the first international fixture, wrote, ‘was to provide for seven forwards and only four players to cover the three lines of the defence. The last line was, of

  course, the goalkeeper, and in front of him was only one full-back, who had again before him but two half-backs, to check the rushes of the opposite forwards.’




  And so was born the goalkeeper, that curious figure, both part of the team and somehow different. He was not, though, that different, wearing the same strip as his team-mates until 1909, and it

  was not uncommon for outfield players to take a turn in goal when required, or to become specialist goalkeepers later in their careers.




  Major Sir Arthur Francis Mandarin, for instance, was renowned as a full-back for Royal Engineers, the club he founded, and also played in goal for Old Etonians. When the

  two sides met in the 1875 FA Cup final, he decided not to play for either. Two years later, Wanderers found themselves without a goalkeeper for the FA Cup final against Oxford University, an

  indication, perhaps, of the lack of seriousness attached to the position – or at least the lack of a sense that it was a specialised position. Lord Arthur Fitzgerald Kinnaird, celebrated as a

  red-bearded hard man and one of the foremost names of Victorian football, although more usually a half, volunteered for the role. Early on, Evelyn Waddington tried a shot from long range which

  Kinnaird seemed to have dealt with, gathering the ball cleanly, only then to step back over the goal line. Oxford appealed for the goal, and the umpires gave it. Wanderers went on to equalise and

  won the game in extra-time, but Kinnaird couldn’t bear the embarrassment and petitioned the FA to expunge his own goal from the records. Remarkably, they agreed, and although the goal has now

  been reinstated, for over 100 years the final was officially listed as having finished 2–0.




  Perhaps the oddity of the goalkeeper, the reluctance to embrace the position or install him as something unique, the suspicion with which he was so often viewed, is only

  natural. In Only the Goalkeeper to Beat, Francis Hodgson, an amateur goalkeeper himself and one who argues the keeper’s corner with remarkable vehemence, points out that the goalkeeper

  is a ‘spoilsport’, the one man on the pitch who ‘is there to do his utmost to prevent the very thing that everybody present wants to occur . . . At root, he is an anti-footballer.

  By being devoted to the prevention of goals he is set against the core of football.’ But it goes deeper than that.




  Most anthropologists agree that football, like the majority of sports, began as a quasi-religious rite. As Young summarises in his history of British football, the game had its origins as

  ‘the dark gods of fertility were served through the ceremonies of ball-play. Thus the ball was driven towards the goal – the sanctified landmark of tree or

  stream. The ball, the emblem of the sun, was carried home as a guarantee of good fortune.’ The annual Shrove Tuesday game in Ashbourne, Derbyshire, for instance, Young says, ‘enshrines

  the ancient invocations to the deities of earth, and air, and water’.




  In many fertility rites, W. B. Johnson pointed out in a piece in the Contemporary Review in 1929, a disc-shaped or globular object is used to represent the sun and is hung in trees or

  buried among crops to symbolise the arrival of the sun to stimulate growth. In some Irish villages, Johnson says, gold and silver balls representing the sun and moon were paraded on May Day, while

  Native Americans in Oklahoma played a version of football to celebrate the harvest, aligning the pitch from east to west to evoke the passage of the sun (frustratingly, he doesn’t specify

  which of the ninety-one Native American tribes in Oklahoma enacted the ritual). The traditional mob football of England follows a similar pattern: the goal was often a tree, while certain games,

  such as that at Scone, required the ball to be placed repeatedly in a hole in the ground (a symbolic burial) for a ‘goal’ to be scored. According to F. K. Robinson in his Glossary of

  Words used in the Neighbourhood of Whitby, it was believed there was a correlation between a farmer’s performance in the Shrove Tuesday game at Whitby and his performance at the following

  harvest, while in Normandy it was thought that the winning side in the Shrove Tuesday game would enjoy a better yield of cider apples than the losing side. As Maurice Marples demonstrates in his

  history of football, there are countless examples of societies in which it was believed that good crops depended on good management of the symbolic ball.




  E. K. Chambers sets out a slightly different variant of the rite in The Medieval Stage, arguing that the ball represents not the sun but the head of a sacrificial beast. Either way, the

  ramifications for the goalkeeper remain the same. If football represents an elaborate fertility rite in which the gods were served by forcing the ball into or against the sanctified landmark

  – by scoring a goal – then logically the role of the goalkeeper – who only, of course, emerged much later – was an aberration; he was the man whose

  job was to stop the rite being fulfilled, to prevent the symbolic sun completing its journey. If the knowledge of those primal rites lies deep in the psyche of the game, then the goalkeeper is a

  symbolic prophylactic, the destroyer of harvests, the bringer of famine.




  That is one reason why the figure of the goalkeeper should evoke unease, but its origins are submerged in the game’s past, understood, if it is understood at all, only subconsciously.

  There is, of course, a much more obvious incongruity about the keeper’s role, which is that he will have least to do when his side has played best and will be at his best only when the rest

  of the side has in some way failed. He is like the lifeguard or the fireman, to be thanked in times of crisis even as everybody wonders why the crisis arose in the first place.




  Perhaps Ted Ditchburn, the former Tottenham goalkeeper, captured that inevitability of disregard best in his almost elegiac contribution to the 1951 collection My Greatest Game. ‘I

  pass on to the occasions when a keeper can really shine,’ he wrote.




  

    

      And unfortunately for your own team, these periods come when your side is usually having a bad game so that you are given plenty to do. No keeper can really get warmed up

      unless he is worked hard. To make one or two good saves a match is most goalkeepers’ usual habit, but to give such a show as will have the crowd roaring and yelling, the poor keeper has

      to be subjected to a rain of shots and a storm of attacks. This is a sad state of affairs, I must confess, for it assumes you won’t shine unless your side is overrun; and though it is

      possible to finish on the winning side when you have given a brilliant display, more often than not you are bound to finish on the losing end.


    


  




  Ditchburn was at least speaking in a time in which goalkeeper was a recognised position and his unique, if unsettling, role accepted. In was only in the late 1870s and early

  1880s, though, that the goalkeeper was really acknowledged as a significant member of the side. Typically, it was another of the players who began life as outfielders who

  began the process of making the position respectable.




  James McAulay, who would be the first to be accorded the title ‘the Prince of Goalkeepers’, was highly enough regarded as a centre-forward to make his international debut in the

  position. He scored for Dumbarton in the 1881 Scottish Cup final, which they lost 2–1 (and then 3–1 when the game was replayed following a protest) and played at centre-forward in the

  final the following year as Dumbarton lost to the same opposition. Dumbarton’s goalkeeper John Kennedy, who played in both those finals, then suffered a catastrophic loss of form, prompting

  McAulay to take his place. He was in goal as Dumbarton won the 1883 Scottish Cup final against Vale of Leven and went on to win a further eight Scottish caps as a keeper before his work as an

  engineer forced him to move to Burma in 1887. ‘It was as a goalkeeper that his greatness was revealed on taking up the position,’ a piece marking his emigration in the Glasgow

  Herald insisted. ‘Intrepid, cool to the point of nonchalance and maker of innumerable saves with hands and feet.’




  The impression McAulay made was clear from the 1887 book Athletics and Football, written by Montague Shearman, the founder of the Amateur Athletics Association and later a judge.

  ‘Perhaps the most important position on the whole field is that of the goalkeeper,’ he wrote, in radical contrast to what had gone before. ‘He must have a cool head, a quick eye

  and hand, and the longer reach he has with his arms the better. Although, too, he has only to defend the space between the posts, and all his work has to be done between the posts or within a few

  yards of them, he must be ready to display the greatest possible activity within his limited circle . . .’




  Shearman may have gone further than others, but he was reflecting a general trend. By the mid-1880s, the goalkeeper was respected enough that companies began to manufacture specialist equipment

  for him. Geo. G. Bussey of Peckham, manufacturers of ‘gymnastic apparatus and every requisite for British sports and indoor and outdoor games’, for instance, advertised goalkeepers’ gloves in its catalogue alongside ‘shin guards’, ‘football ear guards’, ‘ankle guards’, ‘football players’

  bags’ and ‘football belts’. They were available in either ‘buff leather and black rubber’ for 5/- a pair or, if you wanted to splash out, ‘white leather and red

  leather’ for 5/9. From the illustration, they look remarkably modern – more modern, in fact, than the cotton and dimpled rubber available in the 1970s. The backs, presumably the leather

  part, are ventilated and resemble a driving glove, while the fronts, the rubber part, are two-tone, four fingers in one colour and the thumb and lower part of the hand another. Shearman went

  on:




  

    

      It is sometimes little short of marvellous to see goalkeepers like Arthur, of the Blackburn Rovers, or McAulay, the Scottish international, stop shot after shot in rapid

      succession, turning from side to side without ever losing presence of mind or balance of body. The goalkeepers of today have no easy task when the forwards have learnt to pass to one another in

      the jaws of the goal; and the best that can be said of modern goalkeepers is that they have proved themselves equal to the task. Doubtless players in this position were as plucky and as

      resolute in the days when Kirkpatrick kept goal for more than half an hour to the end of a match while one arm was hanging broken from his shoulder; but the modern players have better tactics

      to contend with and are equally successful in their defence.


    


  




  Kirkpatrick was one of the great figures of early football. Sir James Kirkpatrick, eighth baronet of Closeburn, Dumfriesshire, was private secretary to Lord George Hamilton,

  first Lord of the Admiralty, and goalkeeper and captain of Scotland when they faced England at The Oval in 1870. Some regard that fixture as the first international but as the Scotland team was

  drawn only from those living in London, it is not accorded full international status. A regular for Wanderers and his county, the Football Annual for 1875 described him as ‘a

  goalkeeper [who] is always excellent and Surrey owes much to him in that position’ while the 1879 edition said that he was ‘a very useful goalkeeper; fields

  well, and does not lose his head’.




  Although he played fifty-eight games in eleven seasons for the club, he was rarely available for FA Cup ties. He did, though, umpire the first FA Cup final, in 1872, and played in every round in

  1877–78 as Wanderers reached the final against Royal Engineers. It was that game that sealed his legend. Sometime in the second half – Shearman’s suggestion that more than half an

  hour remained is challenged by Derek Warsop in his 2004 book on the early FA Cup finals; he reckons fifteen minutes from time more likely – Kirkpatrick made a save in a goal-line skirmish,

  breaking his arm in the process. With no substitutes available he refused to go off or even swap positions with another player and wander about on the wing, insisting on playing on, ensuring

  Wanderers won 3–1, their last FA Cup final success and Kirkpatrick’s swansong for the club.




  The Arthur to whom Shearman refers, meanwhile, is Herby Arthur, a seven-time England international who won three FA Cups with Blackburn Rovers between 1884 and 1886. Whatever his talents between

  the posts, though, Arthur is probably most often recalled these days for his role in the first major instance of corruption in football. In 1898, in a piece in Football News, a goalkeeper

  spoke of an incident that had occurred a few years earlier. Although he wrote anonymously, he said that he was an England international, that he had played for a club from Lancashire starting with

  B and that the incident had happened before a Cup semi-final while training in ‘a town noted for its cutlery’. He claimed that ten days before the game, he received a letter

  ‘asking my terms to throw the match away’. He reported the issue to the club secretary and thought little more about it.




  A couple of days later, he was walking through the town when he bumped into ‘a sporting publican’. The goalkeeper was an abstainer but ‘he would have me go into a wayside

  public house to drink success to the result and after drinking a lemonade my mind was a complete blank’. When he came round he was in a small room ‘in the company of two

  powerful-looking men’. Through the window he could see only rough moorland. When they left him, locking the door, the goalkeeper took out his ‘strong

  pocket-knife’ and chiselled away at the mortar of the window until he could take it out and make his escape.




  Hearing the noise of a train in the darkness, he headed for the sound until he came upon a small station. Once there, he roused the stationmaster and was given a sofa to sleep on. The following

  morning, the goalkeeper sent a telegram to the club secretary who came to collect him, at which point one of the kidnappers appeared. The stationmaster overpowered him and, in a panic, he confessed

  the plot. The centre-forward had been nobbled and the second-choice goalkeeper was injured; the publican had made a sizeable bet on B— losing; all he needed effectively to guarantee the

  result was to put the first-choice keeper out of the picture as well. Faced with the evidence, the publican owned up, fled B—, paying £20 to charity and £10 to the club for

  expenses. The goalkeeper urged the club to take pity on the centre-forward, who of course went on to play brilliantly as the club won both semi-final and final.




  The story, it must be said, doesn’t sound overly convincing – in fact, it reads more like one of Enid Blyton’s less plausible tales than a genuine account of danger and

  skulduggery – while the attempts at anonymity are laughably transparent. Only two clubs starting with B had won the FA Cup by 1898: Blackburn Olympic in 1883 and Blackburn Rovers in 1884,

  1885, 1886, 1890 and 1891. Only one England goalkeeper played for any of those sides: Herby Arthur. The only question then, if the story is taken at face value, is to which of the three finals in

  which he played he was referring. A best guess would be 1885, when Blackburn beat Old Carthusians 5–1 in the semi-final in Nottingham, or 1886 when they beat Swifts 2–1 in Derby; it

  makes sense to have trained in Sheffield (assuming that is the cutlery town referred to) for games in the east Midlands; less so for a match in Birmingham, which is where they played their 1884

  semi-final.




  Whether true or not, the anecdote highlights the other problem with goalkeepers, the other reason why they so often evoked mistrust: they were seen as corruptible. If you were going to fix a

  game and were only going to pay off one player, then of course it would be the goalkeeper. Who, after all, has more direct influence on whether goals are scored or not? Who

  really understands the art enough to know whether a moment’s hesitation in coming for a cross, a fumbled catch or a delayed dive is bad play or foul play? Goalkeepers have always been targets

  for the fixers.




  Long before his confession, Arthur had gained notoriety for an incident in a game against Burnley in December 1891. In dreadful conditions, Burnley led 3–0 by half-time, despite

  Arthur’s attempts to kid the referee that the third of the goals had gone narrowly wide by scooping it back onto the pitch from the outside of the net and shaping to take a goal-kick.

  Blackburn offered to concede the game, but Burnley insisted on playing on, something Blackburn were so reluctant to do that four of their players hung around in the dressing room and missed the

  restart. Joseph Lofthouse of Blackburn and Alexander Stewart of Burnley then clashed and were both sent off, at which the rest of the Blackburn team decided to join them in leaving the field.




  The rest of the Blackburn team, that is, apart from Arthur, who stayed out in the cold and the rain to take on Burnley alone. ‘The affair,’ Rambler wrote in the Lancashire Evening

  Express, ‘was not totally void of the comical . . . The referee blew his whistle for play to proceed, and Burnley threw the ball in from the touchline, that being where the row had

  occurred. Arthur ran towards his goal surrounded by opponents, and I wondered what he would do. When within a few yards of the mouth he stopped and, turning coolly, appealed for offside. Roars of

  laughter greeted him from all quarters of the pitch.’ The referee, a Mr Clegg, gave the free-kick, which Arthur, highlighting the absurdity of it all, rolled into his own net, at which the

  game was abandoned. The FA suspended Lofthouse and Stewart and introduced new legislation banning players from leaving the pitch without the referee’s permission.




  What is more generally significant about Shearman’s account of the position, though, is the fact there is no mention of diving: he seemed to think the most admirable

  thing was for a goalkeeper to keep his balance. Perhaps understandably it took time for the goalkeeper, having at last been invented, to start doing goal-keeperly things

  like flinging himself about in his goalmouth. That Kennedy, the man McAulay replaced in goal at Dumbarton, was nicknamed ‘Diver’ seems relevant in that regard; he, presumably, did dive,

  but it was considered so unusual that it was something that defined him.




  The great Austrian journalist Willy Meisl, himself a goalkeeper of some repute, wrote in his 1956 book Soccer Revolution that the first time he saw goalkeepers deliberately diving for

  balls was in 1899. ‘In that year,’ he said, ‘the first English professionals came over [to Austria], Southampton FC. They beat the Viennese city XI 6–0 and their goalkeeper,

  [Jack] Robinson, showed for the first time how to tackle low shots by flying through the air with the greatest of ease.’ As a result, that type of save was known in Austria – in the

  first half of the twentieth century at least – as a Robinsonade. ‘After the match,’ Meisl went on, ‘Robinson gave an exhibition. His goal was bombarded simultaneously with

  six balls and he saved most of the shots.’




  Meisl’s book was written in response to England’s ‘decline and fall’ as a football nation – as he put it – something hammered home by the 6–3 defeat to

  Hungary in 1953, the first defeat England had suffered at home to continental opposition. The goalkeeper of that side, Gyula Grosics, who was widely considered a pioneer of leaving his line and his

  box, also credited Robinson as one of the two principal models for continental Europeans. ‘It was Moon of the Corinthians, Robinson, and many other world-famous English goalkeepers who had

  been the pioneers of this art and they showed the way for all Europe’s goalkeepers,’ he wrote. ‘The fact that the Hungarians were good pupils has been amply proved by them and can

  be measured in the achievements of their goalies. Let me just mention the names of Ferenc Zsák and Ferenc Plattkó from among my excellent predecessors, who have not only mastered the

  motion style of English goalies but had developed it to some extent.’




  Moon never toured, so he can have been known purely by his reputation. ‘The standard of goalkeeping [in the 1880s] . . .’ F. N. S. Creek wrote in his

  History of the Corinthian Football Club, ‘was generally poor, especially on wet grounds, when long shots frequently “slipped through the goalkeeper’s fingers.” The

  one exception to this rule was W. R. Moon . . . Moon was originally a full-back; but once when the Casuals were playing against Cambridge, they were a goalkeeper short and Moon kept goal to such

  good purpose that Cambridge did not score and England’s future goalkeeper was discovered.’




  Jack Robinson himself wrote a lengthy article in Gibson and Pickford’s four-volume 1905 history Association Football and the Men who Made It, outlining what he considered the key

  attributes of the goalkeeper. The first decade of the twentieth century saw a number of similar pieces on the theory of football, as the sport gained enough credibility to be discussed and analysed

  with a measure of seriousness.




  Like many of the other guides to goalkeeping, Robinson began by discussing size:




  

    

      They say a good big horse is better than a good little horse. A lot of these sayings are only half true. The one I have quoted does not hold true for football.

      I know several good big goalkeepers at the present time who, in my opinion, would have to yield the palm to the good little goalkeeper of Middlesbrough, [Tim] Williamson.

      Nevertheless, the old Latin saying in medio stat virtus sums up my views as to the height of the good custodian. It goes without saying that the little man is at a big disadvantage in

      dealing with high shots. On the other hand, the over-tall man finds great difficulty in stopping the ‘daisy-croppers’. I know one goalkeeper who is positively brilliant in dealing

      with shots sent in at any height above his knees, yet he has given away as many as five goals in a match because the opposing forwards had for their motto, ‘Keep them low.’ The

      ideal height to my mind for a goalkeeper is five feet nine to five feet eleven inches.


    


  




  The argument remains relevant today, even if the perceived ideal height of the goalkeeper has increased.




  ‘You must in addition,’ Robinson went on, ‘be robust. I know from only too painful personal experience that the man in goal must be a compound of steel

  and gutta percha. You may be a weakling in other positions on the field and yet dodge damage, but in goal you are waiting for it and expecting it all the time – and you get it not

  infrequently.’




  He lists other attributes – good eyesight, good and rapid judgement, ‘courage and pluck’ – and then adds intuition, something on which he expounds at length.




  

    

      Whilst you are not actually defending, do not mope about like a sore-footed bear. Regard your opponents and study them. You note the tricks that the left-wingers or the

      right-wingers play, the tactics they adopt to beat your halves, to which man does the centre-forward mostly play, and the hundred and one little happenings which the game produces. Your

      judgement pieces these little things together, and forms a verdict as to what the result of a certain set of contingencies would be. But all this judgement and piecing together of things is

      simply the building up, unconsciously, of intuition, and intuition comes to your rescue when judgement would be slow-footed. You read of goalkeepers hypnotising the opposing forwards; in fact I

      have myself been credited with a certain mesmeric influence in that direction. The forward is blamed for shooting, as if spell-bound, right into the hands of the goalkeeper. Do not blame

      hypnotism for such a result. It was only intuitive knowledge on the part of the custodian. He knew that the ball would come in a certain way, and he was there to meet it.


    


  




  While he may have been scornful of the notion of ‘hypnotism’, Robinson was superstitious, insisting on having a nail hammered into the back of every goalframe and

  hanging his watch from it. What he was advocating, which in essence is the practice of anticipation developed a few years earlier by the Morton and Scotland goalkeeper Harry Rennie, is something

  that was part of a far wider trend: the goalkeeper began as part of the team, as one of the backs, and then was segregated from them; Robinson, though, insists that the

  goalkeeper should not regard himself as cut off from the rest of the game, should not merely be a figure standing apart, reacting when the ball comes to him.




  Robinson also advocated a careful diet. ‘Eat well,’ he wrote, ‘but never be gluttonous. Don’t spend your time and money in the many light-refreshment rooms which flourish

  in our towns, to the ruination of many a good digestion. Sweets, ices, pastry and other such rubbish are not natural foods and indulgence in eating them is bound to clog the muscles and produce

  shortness of wind.’ That said, he himself loved rice pudding and would insist ‘no pudding, no points’ if there was ever a suggestion he should forgo his favourite pre-match meal.

  On one occasion when he did, he leaked eleven against Sunderland.




  Moderation may have been the key for Robinson, but it was the last thing associated with the most famous goalkeeper of the era, William ‘Fatty’ Foulke, a man whose

  heft created a legend that still endures. ‘A goalkeeper,’ the Woolwich Arsenal keeper James Ashcroft wrote, ‘must not carry too much flesh. The great Foulke may be instanced as an

  argument against my contention, but it must be remembered that the old Sheffield United man is a law unto himself. Take a thousand men of Foulke’s bulk and you would not find one to compare

  with him for a moment in the matter of rapid agility and rapid action.’




  Actually, Foulke was not quite unique. He had his precursor in the – considerable – form of Mordecai Sherwin, a wicketkeeper for Nottinghamshire in the summer and a goalkeeper for

  Notts County in the winter. He was 5’9” and almost 17st, but in the Athletic News James Catton described him as being ‘very nimble, as quick a custodian as he was a

  wicket-keeper’. In one game, the Blackburn Rovers outside-right Joseph Lofthouse – although ‘sturdy and skilful’ – decided to prove a point against Sherwin. ‘He

  charged him, and rebounded. Sherwin said, “Young man, you’ll hurt yourself if you do that again.” Undeterred, Lofthouse returned to the attack, but Sherwin stepped aside with the

  alacrity of a dancer, and the Lancashire lad found out how hard was the goalpost and how sharp its edge.’




  It was Foulke, though, who came to define the extra-large keeper. Born in April 1874, the illegitimate son of Mary Ann Foulke, he was brought up by his grandparents in Blackwell in Derbyshire

  and, as most in the area did, started his working life down the pit. He played in goal for Blackwell and got his break in a friendly against Derby County, in which he excelled and, mistiming a

  punch, smacked the Derby forward John Goodall in the face, knocking out his two front teeth.




  Derby offered him a contract but, acting on the advice of his brother, who insisted playing hard to get would secure a bigger wage, Foulkes turned them down. Sure enough, having been alerted to

  Foulke’s talent by a referee who’d officiated in another Blackwell game, Sheffield United approached him, offering Foulke £5 as a signing-on fee and Blackwell £1 for each

  day that remained of the season. As he left the room where Foulke had signed the contract, Sheffield United’s representative Joseph Tomlinson passed Derby officials returning with an improved

  offer.




  Turning professional did nothing to curb Foulke’s appetite. In 1896 he weighed 14st 12lb; by 1899 he weighed 19st 8lb; by 1902 it was 22st 8lb; by the end of his career he was said to be

  up to 28st. Photographs show his transformation from strapping 6’4” athlete to an otherworldly roundness; in black-and-white shots, his striped Sheffield United shirt worn with

  voluminous shorts makes it appear as though he were wearing dungarees, like some grotesquely oversized Tweedledum. In its report on the 1899 FA Cup final, in which Sheffield United beat Derby

  4–1 at Crystal Palace, the Sheffield and Rotherham Independent detailed ‘the ripple of amused wonder as Londoners surveyed the dimensions of the United Mammoth as he stalked

  majestically to his place between the goalposts’.




  Foulke may not have been especially mobile, but he was blessed with sharp reflexes and great power, being able to punch and throw the ball further than most players could kick it. He was also a

  charismatic eccentric, loved by crowds for his unpredictability and the sense he gave that he didn’t take football all that seriously. He did seem to take himself

  relatively seriously, though, and after that final, as he collected his medal from the Leader of the House of Commons, A. J. Balfour, who was soon to become Prime Minister, he told him that he

  didn’t think he was up to the job.




  Hilarity and controversy followed him around, adding to his legend. In February 1897, for instance, on a weekend on which neither side had an official fixture, Sheffield United played Sheffield

  Wednesday in a friendly at Bramall Lane, a game that drew a crowd of around 6,000. Just after half-time, the Sheffield Daily Telegraph reported, ‘Brush sent in a long, dropping shot,

  which went straight for goal, and Foulke jumped up to clear. He missed the ball and caught the crossbar, snapping it clean in two.’ Foulke was left sprawled on the ground, tangled in the

  netting. ‘Another bar had to be requisitioned,’ the report went on, ‘. . . to the great delight of the crowd, who indulged in sarcastic remarks about the carpentering efforts . .

  . The first bar which was brought proved too short, and a second had to be brought which was fixed up amid loud cheers.’




  Two years later, at the time of the Boer War, Sheffield United played against a touring team of black South Africans. Bored with the lack of action in his own half, Foulke charged forward and

  scored twice. And in a game against Chelsea in 1905, after it had been decided that the colour of his shirt clashed with that of the home team, he came out wrapped in a white bath towel.

  ‘Nobody is fonder of fun or “divvlement” than I am,’ he said in an interview with the London Evening News in 1907.




  

    

      I don’t mind admitting that I think I had as much as most men during my football career. To my mind almost the best time for a joke is after the team has lost.




      When we’d won I was as ready to go to sleep in the railway carriage as anybody. All was peace and comfort then! But when we lost I made it my business to be a clown. Once when we were

      very disappointed I begged some black stuff from the engine-driver and rubbed it over my face. There I was sitting on the table and playing some silly game, with the

      team all around me, laughing like kiddies at a Punch and Judy show, when some grumpy committeeman looked in. Ask the old team if a bit of Little Willie’s foolery didn’t help to

      chirp ’em up before a big match.


    


  




  Foulke, though, also had a temper. Once in a railway carriage, he was tucking in to some bread and cheese with a Spanish onion when a curate, sitting opposite him, tried to make

  conversation. ‘My friend, I see that you are an epicure,’ he said. Foulke looked stunned, and replied, ‘Oh, am I? Then you’re a —’ ‘The final word,’

  Athletic News reported, ‘was more unparliamentary than that which Mr Bernard Shaw employed once in Pygmalion and Galatea.’




  Foulke presumably simply hadn’t understood, for at other times he was happy to make light of his eating. At Chelsea, for example, he once ate his own breakfast and that of each of his

  team-mates before they’d come down from their rooms. ‘I don’t care what you call me,’ he said unapologetically, ‘as long as you don’t call me late for

  dinner.’




  A larger-than-life joker he may have been, but Foulke’s short fuse got him into trouble. In 1897, for instance, in a game against Everton that Sheffield United won 4–1, he was

  accused of bundling over Laurie Bell, the Everton centre-forward, rubbing his face in the mud, then hauling him up when the trainer came on. He insisted he’d accidentally fallen on top of

  Bell and, fearing the force of the impact might have killed him, he picked him up ‘as tenderly as a baby’.




  The controversies kept coming. In September a year later, in a game at Trent Bridge, he lashed out at a Notts County winger, prompting a pitch invasion that held up the game for several minutes.

  The following month, he was involved in a clash with the Liverpool centre-forward George Allan who had, supposedly, declared before the game that he intended to ‘knock Foulke into the back of

  the net’. Irritated by his constant physicality, Foulke finally snapped when Allan charged him as he cleared a shot from Tom Robertson. According to the Liverpool Football Echo,

  ‘the big man, losing his temper, seized Allan illegitimately and turned him upside down,’ planting him headfirst in the mud. The referee awarded Liverpool a

  penalty. Andrew McCowie scored to equalise and Liverpool went on to win. Foulke and Allan, meanwhile, at least if the media of the time are to be believed, conducted a protracted feud that added an

  edge to games between Sheffield United and Liverpool. Foulke claimed it was blown out of proportion, even insisting that Allan had tumbled over him and the fact he’d finished face down in the

  mud had been an accident.




  Perhaps the most notorious incident came after the 1902 FA Cup final. Sheffield United led Southampton 1–0 when, in the closing seconds, Harry Wood broke through to equalise. He looked

  offside, but after consultation with his linesman, the referee Tom Kirkham decided the ball had come off a United player and Wood was thus onside. United were disgusted, as were their fans, and as

  the players left the field there was a kerfuffle as police tried to create a path for them to reach the dressing rooms.




  Lord Kinnaird, by then the president of the FA, gave a speech in which he singled out Foulke for praise. As he was doing so, though, at least according to legend, Foulke was stalking naked round

  the dressing rooms, hunting the referee. Kirkham, the story goes, had taken precautionary action by locking himself in a broom cupboard and escaped only as a crowd of onlookers, including the

  secretary of the FA, pulled Foulke away. Given that Kirkham happily refereed the replay a week later, though, the anecdote is probably, at the very least, embellished.




  Yet there was still ill-feeling. James Catton, who went by the pen-name ‘Tityrus’ and was one of the great early sportswriters, found the Sheffield United defender Peter Boyle

  waiting for him, demanding to know if he’d blamed him for Southampton’s equaliser. Catton admitted he had. Boyle raised his fists. ‘Just at the crisis . . .’ Catton wrote,

  ‘who should step out of his cubicle, or dressing-box, but good Master Foulke, 19st 7lb of perfect nakedness. He looked down at me, and with his lusty voice and a smile which would have set a

  Quaker’s meeting in a roar, said: “I’m your man for a fight. You’re just about my weight. As I was under 5ft and scaled less that 11st in the

  Turkish Bath, the reader can imagine this sally was the restorative of good humour.’ A Billy Barnes winner eleven minutes from time gave Sheffield United a 2–1 win.




  Foulke admitted that he felt his size made him a target. ‘You might have thought,’ he said, ‘that forwards would steer clear of such a big chap. Some did, but others seemed to

  get wild when they couldn’t get the ball into the goal and I suffered a lot through kicks administered when the referee wasn’t looking.’




  His size also tends to obscure what a good goalkeeper he must have been. Foulke played only once for England, in a 4–0 win over Wales in 1897, a game in which he had few opportunities to

  show what he was capable of, but in 1896–97 Sheffield United conceded only twenty-nine goals in thirty games, and the following season only thirty-one, the lowest and third-lowest tallies

  recorded in the decade after the league was expanded from twelve teams to sixteen.




  As Foulke’s form began to waver as he passed thirty, Sheffield United in 1905 accepted a £50 offer from Chelsea, then of the Second Division. Foulke soon became a celebrity in the

  capital, his attendance at music-hall events being announced from the stage as the social invitations flooded in. His popularity and impact on the wider culture are undoubtable. At around the time

  of his move to Chelsea, the Amalgamated Press started producing football stories for its weekly boys’ papers. Some of the most popular ones were written by A.S. Hardy, the pen name of Arthur

  Joseph Steffens, who clearly drew on contemporary figures for his fiction. The first team he wrote about, in his most popular football tales, was called the Blue Crusaders; it doesn’t take

  much unravelling to work out who the inspiration was for their goalkeeper, the large, jovial but quick-tempered William Fowke.




  Foulke was also an inspiration behind Stiffy the Goalkeeper, a music-hall figure played by Harry Weldon who was the most popular fictional footballer before the First World War. He first

  appeared at the Palace Theatre, Manchester, in December 1906 as part of a sketch called ‘The Football Match’ written by the impresario Fred Karno – the

  man credited with inventing the custard-pie-in-the-face-gag – and his writing partner Fred Kitchen. ‘An attempt to bribe certain members to lose the match is afoot,’ an early

  review explained, ‘and the attempt is watched by a detective, who bears no resemblance to any detective ever seen at Scotland Yard, and whose idea of finding out the delinquents is to watch

  the action closely from the fragrant precincts of the smoke-room. The chief person to be bribed is Stiffy, the goal-keeper, whose integrity, however, in spite of his many oddities of conduct, is

  proof against temptation. What his prowess may be on the field does not really matter; it is enough for the audience that his true vocation is that of a comedian and the extent of his fitness for

  the stage is demonstrated with ample effect by Mr Harry Weldon.’




  This was the goalkeeper as the player most vulnerable to corruption, but Stiffy’s character soon grew. Weldon was an Everton fan and he and Karno began to introduce real-life elements as

  Stiffy’s character outgrew the regular sketch. ‘Stiffy was a character study – full of burlesque, perhaps, but never satirical,’ the critic Hannen Swaffer wrote. ‘A

  lesser comedian than Harry Weldon would have failed to have realised the character and, instead of applauding, the gods would have hissed.’




  Stiffy, as John Harding notes in Issue Seven of The Blizzard, was far from a heroic figure, often doing little other than eat and drink. ‘Stiffy’s Song’ captures

  perfectly his ludicrous, hapless persona:




  

    

      Hark to the shouting, Stiffy is the man they’re cheering.




      Stiffy is the best goalkeeper that ever let a ball go through.




      They said this morning that by a hundred goals they’d beat me




      But they didn’t know the man they had to deal with




      ’Cos we only lost by forty-two.


    


  




  Yet for all he would mock them, Stiffy won a great following among footballers, who would take seats in the front rows at performances. Then came the ultimate seal of approval:

  Foulke donated a pair of his shorts for Weldon to wear on stage. Stiffy, perhaps, was the first significant cultural representation of the goalkeeper and his character,

  which was portrayed as preposterous, gluttonous and corruptible. It was not an auspicious start.




  As his fame increased, Foulke became increasingly temperamental, walking off the pitch if he felt his defenders weren’t giving their all, and engaging in regular physical confrontations

  with forwards, many of whom found themselves picked up and dumped on the ground. Nonetheless, in his first season at Chelsea, he kept nine clean sheets in a row and also saved ten penalties,

  perhaps in part because of his trick of positioning a ball-boy either side of him behind the goal to create the illusion that the goal was even more filled than it actually was. Chelsea, though,

  missed out on promotion and Foulke was sold on to Bradford City.




  There the manager, Peter O’Rourke, would make him collect his wages via a narrow gate as though to mock his bulk. Foulke lasted just a season before retiring in 1907 at the age of

  thirty-three. He suffered rheumatism and, having spent much of what he’d earned, he was reduced to making a paltry living on the beach at Blackpool, charging holidaymakers a penny to test

  themselves against him from the penalty spot. Legend has it that he contracted pneumonia while doing so – and it is true that he may have contracted pneumonia from a chill caught after he was

  caught in a downpour at Sheffield races – but the prime cause of his death was another job he took on. He became landlord of the Duke Inn on Matilda Street in Sheffield and began drinking to

  excess. He died on 1 May 1916, the week compulsory conscription was introduced, of cirrhosis of the liver and a fatty heart. He was forty-two.




  Penury – often leading to premature death – was a common theme of the early keepers. It was Brian Clough’s mentor Harry Storer who noted that football was a game in which

  nobody ever said thank you, but football was an ungrateful game from the beginning. James Trainer was arguably the most talented goalkeeper of the 1880s, but he seemed always suspicious of the

  sport. He worked as a coach-builder in Wrexham before finally being persuaded, aged nineteen, to turn out for his local club.




  His ability was obvious, but within a year he was facing a ban from the game after a fierce FA Cup tie against Oswestry in which he was alleged to have insulted the

  referee. The Football Association expelled Wrexham from the competition and called on the club to discipline Trainer but, before they could, he had accepted an offer of 30/- a week during the

  season and 13/- during the summer to play for Great Lever in Lancashire. Two seasons later Bolton offered 50/-, gave him a £5 signing-on fee and packed him and his girlfriend off to the Isle

  of Man until the start of the 1885–86 season. Great Lever were not impressed. ‘I hope when he’s coming home his boat will go down,’ said their chairman, ‘and everybody

  will be saved excepting him.’




  Trainer’s boat survived the curse, and he spent two seasons at Bolton before so impressing the great Preston North End in a friendly (in which, puzzlingly, he conceded twelve) that they

  signed him, describing him as being ‘safe as a sandbag’. Trainer thus became Preston’s goalkeeper for the 1888–89 season, and let in only fifteen goals in twenty-two matches

  as they went unbeaten in clinching the inaugural league title. He went on to win twenty caps for Wales and later became a director of Bolton. Like so many goalkeepers, though, there was a shadow

  across his soul. He separated from his wife, with whom he had ten children, in 1904, and became involved in a business enterprise putting on football exhibitions at London Olympia. When that

  failed, he was banned by the FA and he spent his final days hanging around the team hotel before Wales internationals, trying to scrounge money. He died in poverty in 1915, aged fifty-two.




  Probably the greatest pre-war goalkeeper of them all also died horribly young the following year, not in poverty, but amid the chaos of the Somme. Leigh Richmond Roose

  wasn’t just a fine goalkeeper; he redefined the position, both in terms of how it was regarded and in how it was played.




  The early goalkeepers were caught in a paradoxical position. On the one hand, they were subject to repeated physical assault, virtually unprotected by the laws of the game.




  ‘There was at Eton,’ Gibson and Pickford wrote of the early nineteenth-century game,




  

    

      a most delicious regulation that read as follows: ‘Should a player fall on the ball or crawl on his hands and knees with the ball between his legs, the umpire must, if

      possible, force him to rise, or break the “bully” or “rouge”.’ What a picture might be drawn of an old-style player, filled with a burning zeal to pierce the

      enemy’s lines and a fine disregard of danger, crawling painfully along with the ball between his legs, the prey to numerous kicks and plunges, and resisting with his utmost strength not

      only the unlawful attempts of the opponents to upset him, but also the rule-sanctioned prowess of the umpire, whose limitations are so aptly described by the phrase ‘if possible’. A

      Foulke or a [Jack] Hillman, given the law under such conditions, would have been a formidable engine of attack, while there is no modern referee whose size and power would in the least avail

      him to force an athletic nineteen-stone player to rise. The crawling method has often been adopted by goalkeepers of later days, and it is on record how [Ned] Doig, a champion of the Sunderland

      club, in a great match, so held the ball on the confines of his goal, and resisting successfully all the efforts of the trained band of antagonists to rob him of it for some minutes, finally

      rolled with it to the side of the goalpost and safely delivered himself of his responsibilities by pushing it over the goal line.


    


  




  Yet at the same time they carried the same connotations of inadequacy present in Galen’s reference to the slow men of the defence and Benham’s to the funk-sticks of

  Westminster. Goalkeeping, implicitly, was for those without the pluck or the wherewithal to play outfield. In that, they didn’t always help themselves. Having noted – quite rationally

  – the need for a ‘steely nerve’, the Woolwich Arsenal goalkeeper James Ashcroft wrote in J. A. McWeeney’s 1906 Football Guide, or How to Play Soccer that the

  goalkeeper ‘must stand very frequently on damp grass, shivering with cold and inviting an onslaught from pneumonia or the influenza fiend. If you are constitutionally

  strong you can laugh at damp, colds in the head and rheumatic twinges.’ It seems an extraordinary thing to worry about: yes, watch out for flying boots and stray elbows but, most of all, make

  sure you wrap up warm: there is something sickly, almost contemptible, in Ashcroft’s words. Roose stopped all that: people accused him of many things, but weakness wasn’t one of

  them.




  Born on 26 November 1877, the fourth son of a preacher in Holt, north Wales, Roose moved to Aberystwyth when he was seventeen to study medicine. He became goalkeeper for the university side and

  was noted from the off for his willingness to leave his goal, acting almost as an auxiliary defender, something that simply hadn’t happened since a defender had become a goalkeeper in the

  1860s. As his Sunderland team-mate George Holley would later put it, ‘He was the mould from which all others were created.’




  Roose also developed a habit of bouncing the ball up to the halfway line – which meant evading the challenges of opposing forwards that would have been far more robust, far more akin to

  rugby, than anything in the modern game – and launching kicks at the opponent’s goal, taking advantage of the rule that allowed him to handle the ball anywhere in his own half. This was

  the goalkeeper getting his own back: it was as late as 1892 that the rule had been changed to allow players to charge the goalkeeper only ‘in the act of playing the ball or while obstructing

  an opponent’; before that he was seen as fair game with or without the ball, almost as though, because he could handle, he was regarded as a rugby player and so subject to rugby’s

  rules.
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