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For Tom. And for Dad.




INTRODUCTION


Football makes people do strange things. It makes me do strange things. Things that non-addicted souls would look at and ask ‘but why?’ And, like true addicts, we do these things over and over again, always chasing the next hit. We do them for the love of football.


Still now, I turn up for games of football in the depths of winter, when anyone with a firmer grip on their sanity would stay inside. The thermometer might well be below zero and the snow might be piled up around the pitch but, if the pitch is playable and everyone is ready to go, then so am I.


I once dragged myself up before dawn, jumped on flights across Europe and stayed in a stranger’s spare room to see a European Cup final contested by two teams, neither of which I supported. The atmosphere was electric but the game was dreadful.


As a child, I insisted to my parents that wearing a full football kit and drawing on a moustache was a suitable costume for fancy dress parties. I spent my last pennies on football stickers, forgoing chocolate and sweets. Week after week, in the pursuit of completed sticker books. I’ve repeated this behaviour as an adult, pretending when someone asks that the stickers are for my not-yet-old-enough son.


There are plenty of other stories. The point is that football has ended up mapping out my life. For example, I can remember as a nine-year-old the excitement of staying up late with my dad to watch Liverpool v Roma in the European Cup final, hooked on every second and mesmerised by Grobbelaar’s wobbly legs. Fast forward a couple of years and just back from an eye-opening school trip to France, a new feeling of utter despair was gripping me as I watched Maradona’s hand and feet knock England out of the World Cup.


Then there was sneaking off to see AFC Bournemouth play Manchester United in the fifth round of the FA Cup in 1989. We had to be secretive on that February day because dad had only two tickets, so we couldn’t let my brother know what we were doing. A little over 11 years later, I was playing football on a Brazilian beach. A side of 20-something Brits overcame a bunch of younger locals thanks to the triumph of organisation and passing over flair and determined yet doomed dribbling. Jump to 2015 and, with my fifth decade approaching, I was on another beach, with my brother, witnessing my local club’s greatest ever moment. After an entire history spent in the lower leagues, the Cherries had won promotion to the promised land of the Premier League and were celebrating on Bournemouth sands. A historic day that was one of my dad’s very last.


I’m pretty certain this happens the world over: lives wrapped in football. I have the good fortune to play football every week with guys from every corner of the earth. They all have football moments that they will never forget. You’ll find their stories scattered throughout the book. This is mine:




FOOTBALL MOMENT


I don’t remember much about the first 112 minutes of England’s game against Belgium at the 1990 World Cup. And watching the game back, I’m not surprised. It was a turgid match with Belgium providing most of the barely memorable moments. They should have won. But with the game heading to penalties, in the 113th minute, substitute David Platt, a relative unknown to this viewer, scored a sensational volley to win it. England fans went mad, including a bunch of football-mad 15-year-olds crowded round a small television in a friend’s bedroom. It was a moment of uncontrolled joy, which looking back was so joyful because it was laced with an enormous dose of disbelief. I didn’t realise it at the time, but you don’t get many of these.


Johnny, England







A BRIEF HISTORY OF FOOTBALL


“Playing football is very simple, but playing simple football is the hardest thing there is.”


DUTCH FOOTBALL LEGEND JOHAN CRUYFF


When did it all begin? Who gets credit for inventing the beautiful game? Well, that isn’t entirely clear. There’s mention of tsu chu, involving a leather ball filled with feathers and hair, in China around 200 bc; kemari, which featured players standing in a small circle trying to keep the ball off the ground, in Japan in ad 600; episkyros, a much more physical pursuit than its Far Eastern equivalent, at roughly the same time in Greece; something called Shrovetide football, akin to mob football where hands were used as much as feet, in the Middle Ages in England; and calcio, comprising 27 players whose focus was fighting as much as football, in Italy in the 1500s. Let’s just say it’s a global game. But one thing is certain: the modern game, as we know it, was born in 1863 and the fun hasn’t stopped since.


A TIMELINE OF MODERN FOOTBALL






	1862

	Notts County, the oldest professional football club, is formed






	1863

	The rules of Association Football are drawn up in England






	1869

	Goal kicks are introduced to the game






	1870

	The position of goalkeeper is officially recognised






	1872

	Corner kicks are introduced to the game






	1872

	The first international takes place: Scotland plays England






	1874

	Shin pads are introduced and teams change ends at half-time






	1877

	The duration of a match is set at 90 minutes






	1890

	Goal nets are used for the first time






	1891

	Penalty kicks are introduced






	1893

	The first three-figure transfer: Willie Groves to Aston Villa for £100






	1904

	Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) is founded in Paris






	1923

	The first Football Association (FA) Cup final at Wembley: Bolton v West Ham






	1930

	The first World Cup takes place in Uruguay






	1937

	Football is televised for the first time: highlights of Arsenal v Arsenal Reserves






	1939

	Shirt numbering becomes compulsory






	1951

	 The use of a white ball is permitted for the first time






	1960

	The European Championship is founded






	1960

	The first live English Football League game is broadcast on TV






	1965

	Substitutions are permitted in the English Football League






	1970

	The game sees its first red and yellow cards






	1979

	Trevor Francis becomes the first British £1-million footballer






	1991

	The first women’s football World Cup takes place in China






	1992

	The English Premier League is born






	1992

	The Champions League replaces the European Cup






	2002

	The World Cup takes place in Asia for the first time






	2010

	The World Cup is held in Africa for the first time






	2012

	Goal-line technology is first used






	2014

	Vanishing spray and goal-line technology make their debut at the World Cup






	2016

	A fourth substitute in extra time is trialled in the Copa América final and at the 2016 Olympic Games






	2016

	Goal-line technology is introduced for all European Champions League games






	2016

	Video refereeing is trialled in an international friendly between France and Italy






	2017

	An additional substitute is allowed in extra time in the quarter-finals, semi-finals and final of the FA Cup in England






	2018

	FIFA hopes that the World Cup in Russia will be the first tournament to see video referees help on-pitch officials with ‘game-changing’ decisions







A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD


While football had existed in various forms for centuries, it wasn’t very organised. Steps had to be taken to turn the chaos into something more cultured, into a spectacle that was fairer, and whose joy could be shared far and wide. Association Football was the result, with the first laws drawn up in 1863 with the purpose of ‘embracing the true principles of the game, with the greatest simplicity’.


WHEN PRESTON RULED THE WORLD


The first football league competition was held in England between the autumn of 1888 and the spring of 1889, and Preston North End dominated it completely. The Lilywhites, as their fans call them, were on top of the world – they were invincible, unbeaten over the entire 22-game season. They won the year after, too. Since then, things haven’t been quite so good, but they’ll always have that season in the sun.


And what a season it was. It took until 2003–2004 for another team, Arsenal, to emulate Preston and go a whole English Football League season without loss. The Gunners had to play nearly twice as many games, but let’s not get bogged down in detail. The Lilywhites were one of the 12 founding fathers of the league and you can only beat what’s put in front of you, and that they did. They put seven past Stoke City and five past Burnley, Derby County, and Wolverhampton Wanderers at home, and seven past Brighton & Hove Albion on the road. Two Preston players led the top scorers’ table, with John Goodall just pipping teammate James Ross thanks to a goal-a-game record.


Incredibly, Preston won the FA Cup in the same season, becoming the first English team to claim the coveted Double. They did it without conceding a goal, too: they rattled three past Bootle, two past Grimsby Town, two more past Birmingham City and one past West Bromwich Albion, before beating Wolves 3–0 in the final at the Kennington Oval in London in front of over 27,000 fans. How do the Arsenal Invincibles compare? They lost in the semi-finals. Close, but no cigar.


England manager Alf Ramsey to striker Rodney Marsh:


“If you don’t work harder I’ll pull you off at half-time.”


Soon to be ex-England striker to manager Alf Ramsey:


“ Crikey, Alf, at Manchester City all we get is an orange and a cup of tea.”


THE SECOND COMING


Talk to fans of a certain age group and you’d think that football didn’t exist before the advent of the Premier League. Before this juggernaut came rumbling into view, there was just darkness, lurking in which were horrors such as really short shorts, mullets and limited media coverage.


It’s not true, obviously, but the Premier League did usher in a new era of football and, with the help of a sports channel belonging to a certain Australian media tycoon, turned it into the behemoth we look upon today. And it’s not just a British we: visit virtually any city in the world and you’ll spot the shirts of Manchester United, Liverpool, Arsenal, Chelsea and others. There’s a reason for that: the rise and rise of the Premier League.


Before 1992, watching football on television wasn’t always so easy. The number of televised games was limited to one or two a week, if you were lucky, and as far as highlights went, you had to pay attention to the listings and hunt down specific programmes at certain times to get a glimpse of the action. And if your team was playing in the week, watching the match took some serious dedication and the ability to stay up late (past the greyhound racing and showjumping). You couldn’t just turn on the box and breezily flick around until you found something you wanted to watch. Four or five top-flight games over a weekend? Soccer Saturday? Super Sunday? Monday Night Football? For that kind of joy you had to wait for the World Cup.


The make-up of English football has changed in other ways since the arrival of the Premier League. The extra money has enabled more and more domestic clubs to look further afield for talent and they have grabbed this opportunity with both hands: the league now has the second-largest proportion of overseas players in Europe (Cyprus is first). The merits of this evolution are much debated: for all the Cantonas, Zolas, Henrys and Bergkamps, there are the Boogerses, Bogardes, Bebés and Brolins. Furthermore, the England team hasn’t been much cop of late, a decline which some argue is a result of the lack of opportunity for young home-grown players. Nevertheless, it has created an insatiable appetite around the world for the league.


Talking of hunger, the influx of Premier League riches means that today top footballers become millionaires almost overnight. Not too long ago, the footballing wage was largely a modest one: in 1958, the maximum a footballer could earn was £20 a week; now Wayne Rooney gets paid £300,000 a week. Transfer fees have also gone through the ceiling: from £1 million for Trevor Francis in 1979 to £93.2 million for Paul Pogba in 2016. And let’s not forget other Premier League moves such as £59.7 million for Ángel Di María, £51 million for Kevin De Bruyne, £50 million for Fernando Torres, £49 million for Raheem Sterling, £47 million for John Stones, £44 million for Mesut Özil and £39.5 million for Sergio Agüero.


So, in a way, 1992 was year zero: before that it was a game that a lot of fans would no longer recognise.
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WHAT A GOAL!


[image: ]   The first Premier League goal was scored by Brian Deane for Sheffield United against Manchester United in 1992. The Blades beat the Red Devils 2–1.


[image: ]   The 10,000th Premier League goal was scored by Les Ferdinand for Tottenham Hotspur against Fulham in 2001.


[image: ]   The 20,000th Premier League goal was scored by Marc Albrighton for Aston Villa against Arsenal in 2011.


[image: ]   The 24,000th Premier League goal was scored by Kieran Gibbs for Arsenal against Tottenham in 2015.







93.2


The most expensive player in the world is Paul Pogba. Manchester United signed the French international from Juventus in August 2016 for £93.2 million, topping the £86 million Real Madrid paid Tottenham for Gareth Bale in 2013. The Italian side made a very healthy profit on the midfielder: he cost them just £800,000 in 2012. Where did he come from? Manchester United.







THE LANGUAGE OF FOOTBALL


“ If that had gone in, it would have been a goal. ”


LEGENDARY FOOTBALL COMMENTATOR DAVID COLEMAN


Watch a few games, or spend some time contemplating the post-match analysis of ex-pro pundits, and it quickly becomes clear that football has its own language. There may be a trend towards more intelligible commentary – stand up Gary Neville and Danny Murphy, among others – but there’s still no escaping the unique, often illogical vernacular. For newcomers, there’s a lot to translate. Here’s a start.


A BACK FOUR


This is a reference to a team’s defensive players when it is playing four of them. Normally a back four comprises a right back, two centre backs and a left back. However, sides can also play with three or five defenders (a back three or a back five).


A SWEET LEFT FOOT


This isn’t a reference to a foot that generally conducts its affair in a good-hearted way. Or one that tastes sugary. It means that the owner is capable of displaying an above-average level of skill with said foot.


A SITTER


A sitter is a really easy opportunity to score a goal and is normally preceded by the words ‘missed a’ in reference to a player’s failure to take this simplest of chances. Is there any sitting down involved? Well, the fans may feel that the player might serve their team best if they take a seat on the bench.


BACKS AGAINST THE WALL


Teams are often said to have their backs against the wall. There are no physical walls to speak of. The term refers to a side that is being put under a lot of pressure by their opponents and having to defend desperately.


BOOK HIM!


Not for a shampoo advert, a reality TV programme or an after-dinner speaking gig. When someone shouts (and it is usually shouted) ‘book him!’ they want the referee to give the player in question a yellow card. To do so involves the referee writing the player’s name in their book.


BURY IT!


If you hear this at a game, it isn’t an instruction to dig a hole and put the ball in it. If a fan is shouting this, they are imploring a player to score a goal. Commentators are often heard to say, ‘He should have buried it,’ when referring to a missed chance.


BUSINESS END OF THE SEASON


This term refers to the last month or so of a domestic football season. This is the time when teams win trophies, achieve promotion, qualify for European competitions and suffer relegation. This is the business that’s happening.


DEAD BALL SPECIALIST


Not an expert in rendering balls lifeless or any kind of footballing sadist, but a player who excels at taking and scoring penalties and free kicks or can deliver a corner kick with pinpoint accuracy. A dead ball is one that isn’t moving.


FALSE NINE


A false nine is a football player: a real one rather than an opportunistic fan that has somehow got themselves in a team line-up. The term refers to a striker who drops deep into midfield rather than playing in the traditional centre-forward position further up the pitch.


FERGIE TIME


Sir Alex Ferguson may have retired but Fergie time lives on. When a generous or excessive amount of time has been added to injury time at the end of a game and a team scores in this period, they are often said to have scored in Fergie time.


HAT-TRICK


There’s no one pulling a rabbit out of a hat here. In fact, there are no hats or tricks at all. This term is used when a player scores three goals in the same match. After scoring a hat-trick, the player usually gets to take the ball home.
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For a defender to score a hat-trick is eye-catching in itself, yet when West Ham United centre back Alvin Martin bagged a trio of goals in a league game against Newcastle in 1986 he did something even more incredible: he scored past three different goalkeepers. The No. 1s (official and emergency) were Martin Thomas, Chris Hedworth and Peter Beardsley.





HANDBAGS


If you hear mention of ‘handbags’ in relation to a football game, it doesn’t mean anyone is sporting the latest designs from Lulu Guinness, Gucci, etc. It means two players are involved in a fight that isn’t really a fight – shouting and pointing rather than punching.


HIT THE WOODWORK


There’s no violence towards misshapen pencil cases of our school days here, although something does normally get a good whack. When you hear this it means a player has struck the post or crossbar with the ball. The frame of the goal used to be made of wood – hence, woodwork.


HOSPITAL PASS


This is a pass no player wants. It is an under-hit pass that subjects the recipient to a potentially bone-crunching tackle, usually unavoidable, from an opponent that could send either player to A & E.


HUGGING THE LINE


When wingers stay close to the edge of the pitch, or the touchline, when playing, they are said to be hugging the line. Players are often encouraged to do so in an attempt to stretch the game and gain an advantage over opponents. Any bromance is incidental.


MAN ON!


Not a reference to the famous ballet or an instruction to lift someone rugby-style high into the air, but a warning, normally delivered at a high volume by either a teammate or the crowd, to a player in possession of the ball that an opponent is fast approaching and a tackle is imminent.


NUTMEG


If you hear the shout ‘megs!’ during a football game, this is no culinary reference. The nutmeg – rolling the ball between an opponent’s legs and collecting it the other side – is one of the most humiliating tricks someone can pull on a football field. It is also one of the most enjoyable.


PARK THE BUS


There are no actual buses or parking involved here. When a team is said to have parked the bus it means that they have adopted an ultra-defensive strategy that involves doing anything to stop the opposition scoring a goal.


PRAWN SANDWICH BRIGADE


This is a slur coined by the famously combustible Roy Keane. The prawn sandwich brigade is a group of fans that attend games essentially to enjoy corporate hospitality (including said snacks) rather than to support a team. They lack passion and commitment.


PUT IT IN THE MIXER


Nothing to do with cement or food, though it’s all about an end product. The mixer on this occasion is the penalty area and the instruction here is to play a long ball into it in the hope a striker might score.


ROUTE ONE


When a team plays route one football it means they are trying to score goals by kicking long, high balls towards their opponent’s goal. This unsophisticated strategy is not held in very high regard but is often used to good effect.


ROW Z


A player can always find Row Z even if a ground isn’t big enough to have such a tier. If a striker hits Row Z with a shot it means that their attempt has sailed so far over the top of the goal that it will reach the furthermost row of seating.


SHANK


There’s no lamb involved here, but maybe a dog. A dog’s dinner to be precise. When you hear the term in football it means a player has woefully miskicked the ball, sending it in completely the wrong direction.




FOOTIE FACT


The longest team name in football belongs to Dutch side Nooit Opgeven Altijd Doorzetten Aangenaam Door Vermaak En Nuttig Door Ontspanning Combinatie Breda, whose title comprises 86 letters. They are more commonly known as NAC Breda. Also worth a mention are Welsh side Clwb Pêl-droed Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch (70 letters) and German club Verein für Leibesübungen Borussia Mönchengladbach (45 letters).





SQUARE IT!


There’s no square to talk of here, just a straight-ish line. This is an instruction to pass the ball sideways across the pitch to a player in a more advantageous position. Sometimes it is heeded, sometimes it is not.


SQUEAKY BUM TIME


This is the time at the end of a game when one team is hanging on, often desperately, for the final whistle and the result they need. Usually a matter of minutes, this period is normally extremely tense and hugely exciting.


TIKI-TAKA


Not a colourful child’s game or tapas dish, but a style of playing football based on keeping possession by means of highly accurate short passing and movement. Not a new phenomenon but has been big recently in Spain. Now suffering something of a backlash.


TOE PUNT


When a footballer uses the end of his or her boot, rather than the laces or instep, to take a shot at goal, it’s called a toe punt, or toe poke. This method of striking a ball is often maligned as rudimentary and unsophisticated, yet it can be highly effective.


TOTAL FOOTBALL


This is football at its most fluid: an attack-orientated style of playing in which players can swap positions at will. Defenders can play as forwards and vice-a-versa. The most famous proponent of this sublime strategy was Dutch footballing master Johan Cruyff.


UNDER THE COSH


When a football team is said to be under the cosh, the players aren’t being beaten viciously by an opposing side or fans. Instead, the team is being put under severe pressure by their opponents and having to defend almost without pause.


VOTE OF CONFIDENCE


There’s not always a vote involved and often there’s little confidence to be clung to. If a manager on a bad losing streak is given one of these by their chairman, it usually means that he’ll be sacked shortly. Hence, this phrase is often preceded by the words ‘the dreaded’.


WET WEDNESDAY NIGHT IN STOKE


This phrase is often heard in following context: ‘But can they do it on a cold wet Wednesday night in Stoke?’ This is a question often asked of foreign players, usually those from warmer climes. It doesn’t have to be a Wednesday or Stoke; the implied criticism is that the player will struggle against a physical side away from home in difficult conditions.
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Scottish football fans are used to games being postponed because of bad weather, but in 1979 supporters of Falkirk and Inverness Thistle had to wait a very long time to see their teams play a Scottish Cup tie. Originally scheduled for 6 January, the match wasn’t decided until 22 February, some 47 days later. It was cancelled a record-breaking 29 times. Falkirk eventually won 4–0.





“They’re the second best team in the world, and there’s no higher praise than that.”


KEVIN KEEGAN




THE WORLD CUP


“ Good afternoon. Shouldn’t you be at work?”


BBC PRESENTER DES LYNAM’S FIRST WORDS TO THE CAMERA WHEN INTRODUCING ENGLAND’S GAME AGAINST TUNISIA AT THE 1998 WORLD CUP. KICK-OFF TIME? 2 P.M.


The English Premier League, La Liga in Spain, the Bundesliga in Germany, the UEFA Champions League: they have the football, the stars, the glamour and the money, but the World Cup still trumps them all. For one month every four years, the world eats, sleeps and breathes football.


THE WORLD CUP BEGINS


Unsurprisingly the World Cup has changed a lot since its grand launch in 1930. The inaugural tournament in Uruguay bears little resemblance to the meticulously organised, super-sponsored competitions we consume today. For a start, teams were hardly falling over themselves to play. For all the success of the Olympic football tournaments in the 1920s and the efforts of FIFA President Jules Rimet, who threw all his energy behind creating a global competition for his organisation, no one wanted to take part. It’s fair to say that the World Cup got off to a slow start.


Everyone at FIFA got excited when the competition was announced, two years before when invitations were sent out. So far so good. Except FIFA hadn’t counted on a somewhat sniffy reaction from Europe’s football associations. Initially, everyone said thanks, but no thanks. The cost of travel was the widely cited excuse, but the reason for the lacklustre response wasn’t entirely financial: the Home Nations were mired in a period of arch snobbery and felt the competition was beneath them.


Eventually some arm-twisting from Rimet resulted in four teams making the trip: Belgium, France, Romania and Yugoslavia. They joined Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru and the USA, as well as the host, Uruguay, who were all, unsurprisingly, keener to make the much shorter journey. The tournament was played by 13 teams across three venues, all in the capital Montevideo, and comprised 18 games, with Uruguay defeating Argentina 2–1 in the final, 17 days after the first ball had been kicked. Compare this with the 2018 World Cup in Russia: 32 teams, 12 venues across a very large country, 65 games and 31 days.


It would take a while before the English FA got over themselves, the South Americans got over being snubbed by the Europeans (there were retaliatory boycotts in 1934 and 1938) and teams stopped pulling out for sometimes spurious reasons (‘Olympic football is more important’, ‘We don’t want to wear football boots’, etc.). But by 1982 the World Cup had been expanded to 24 teams and in 1998 to 32, by which time the tournament was truly a global affair that everyone took seriously.


Will the World Cup get any bigger? Arguably it doesn’t need to, but common sense has long been out of fashion when considering such things. A 48-team tournament has been approved by FIFA and there's talk of making it even larger.




FOOTIE FACT


Brazil became the fifth country to host the World Cup for a second time in 2014, following Italy (1934 and 1990), France (1938 and 1998), Mexico (1970 and 1986) and Germany (1974 as West Germany and 2006).







36.8


The FIFA World Cup Trophy is 36.8 centimetres high and weighs 6.1 kilograms. It replaced the Abel Lafleur-designed Jules Rimet Trophy, which was given to Brazil in 1970 when they completed a hat-trick of tournaments. The old trophy was slightly smaller (35 centimetres) and significantly lighter (3.8 kilograms).





THE WINNERS TAKE IT ALL


Winning and losing. The joy of victory and the fear of defeat. What else is the World Cup, or indeed any football tournament about? That’s why we watch, even if it means getting up in the middle of the night or pleading with the boss to get out of work early.


When it comes to being joyful, it’s the Brazilian fans who have the most reasons to be happy, not just because of the way their team play the game (or used to at least), but because they’ve walked off with football’s ultimate crown a record five times. Plus they’re the only side to win it on four different continents.
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