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For Lizzie and Frankie, who in their different ways will find this equally baffling. And for Mum and Dad, Thomas and Rose for their love, friendship and support.
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‘To say that these men paid their shillings to watch twenty-two hirelings kick a ball is merely to say that a violin is wood and catgut, that Hamlet is so much paper and ink.’


J.B. Priestley, The Good Companions


‘If that had gone in, it would have been a goal.’


David Coleman




Introduction


‘Still Martin Tyler for me,’ offered one participant in the conversation.


‘Where do you stand on Peter Drury?’ said another.


‘I like him, but that’s almost a whole other genre,’ replied another. ‘Do you know what, I actually think Jonathan Pearce is quite underrated.’


The discussion went on like this for some time, becoming increasingly heated as people realised just how passionately they felt about their favourite football commentators. Various names were thrown about, with their voices, language and the way they have evolved all discussed in microscopic detail.


And while I should add that this conversation took place between me and my colleagues at The Athletic and as such is not exactly a representation of wider society, the fact is, commentators matter a huge amount to football fans. Maybe a disproportionate amount.


Perhaps it is because we are trusting them to narrate some of the most significant moments in our lives. If we had someone talking over, say, the birth of our children, we might feel similarly protective. (Frankie, if you ever get to reading this one day, apologies that I’m comparing the moment you entered the world with a Peter Drury monologue).


Either way, football commentators are again and again entrusted with capturing the moment and relaying it to millions of viewers who are hanging on their every word. And, as this anthology shows, again and again they deliver. Often with a poetic flourish and rhetorical sophistication that would have had some of the great classical orators nodding in appreciation. The Roman writer and politician Cicero, for instance, might have been bewildered by most of what you’re about to read, but as a man who knew a thing or two about a tricolon, he would have found plenty of common ground with many of the commentators featured in this book.


Even William Shakespeare would appreciate some of the rhythms and wordplay compiled here. Shakespeare did actually make two references to football in his works, including in Act 2 Scene 1 of The Comedy of Errors, when Dromio asks Ephesus: ‘Am I so round with you as you with me, / That like a football you do spurn me thus?’


That kind of imagery has worked its way into football commentary, which shares a surprising amount with its classical forebears.


On a personal level, my fascination with football commentary started as soon as I became obsessed with the sport, aged seven. It wasn’t a conscious thing, but it’s funny looking back and realising how many words and phrases I learned from football commentators. I remember on one occasion at primary school my teacher asking if I could improve on ‘sad’ as an adjective in a story I’d written. I gave it some thought, and after my mind had wandered to whatever end-of-season review VHS I was watching at the time, I offered some alternatives: ‘How about “distraught”? “Forlorn”? Or maybe “disconsolate”?’ I suggested. I like the idea of my teacher Sue thinking how precocious I was, when in fact I was simply parroting what I’d heard from Martin Tyler.


At around this time, my interest in football and commentary led to attempts at imitating what I was hearing. This has been a bit of a recurring theme in my life, but rather than doing so with spoken impressions as came later, at this point I would write my own stories that were based around commentaries on matches in which I was playing professionally, in an imagined future. The level of detail was granular in the extreme, and the matches would often have to be stopped when it turned out one of the opposition players was a long-lost primary school friend of mine, and we would enjoy a warm mid-game embrace.


This book then is, I suppose, my way of saying thank you to football’s commentators for all they have given me. By celebrating their magnificence, be it their wordplay or imagery or the cadence of their voice. It’s also been a great way to finally put that Latin A Level to good use, by applying a similar level of analysis to the words of those watching football that I once used for ancient set texts. And there the doubters were saying it was a pointless subject! Little did they know it would prove to be an invaluable resource when understanding whether Andy Gray was in fact using chiasmus or asyndeton. Messaging my seventy-one-year-old uncle, a former Latin and Greek teacher, to check on this point is one of the more surreal bits of correspondence I can remember having.


Much of the great football commentary does not need to be intellectualised in this way; many of the best moments are simply a visceral reaction to what is unfolding. But others manage to draw out that instinctive, emotional reaction while also inspiring beautiful, poetic verse.


And that is what this is a celebration of. Those moments when it all comes together and we are left with a memorable accompaniment to what is unfolding before our eyes. Sometimes the commentary almost transcends the action in our collective consciousness.


In so doing, the words stand the test of time – some entries in this book go back more than seventy years. And it has been interesting seeing how commentary has evolved in that time – from the evocative David Coleman to the perfectly-pitched Brian Moore to Barry Davies, who felt that brevity was key to his craft. Andy Gray then brought a boundless enthusiasm to proceedings, and it felt at times like he had a direct line to the players, while Peter Drury has established himself as football’s poet laureate.


Everyone quoted in the subsequent pages, and many more besides, has contributed in some way to the canon of football commentary.


So thank you to them all, and to my genius colleague Adam Hurrey, who through the Football Clichés podcast has given me a platform to talk about the subject on a twice-weekly basis. And whose superlative (learned that from Tyler) appreciation and understanding of football commentary has been such an inspiration.


So enjoy it, drink it in, I swear you’ll never read anything like this ever again.





Legacies



Schoolboys’ Own Stuff


Is Gascoigne going to have a crack?


He is, you know …


Oh, I say!


Brilliant!


That … is schoolboys’ own stuff!


Barry Davies



Tottenham 3 Arsenal 1, 14 April 1991, FA Cup semi-final, BBC



One of the greatest moments in arguably football’s greatest competition deserves an appropriately great piece of commentary.


Davies certainly provides that, reacting to a wondrous free kick scored by a twenty-three-year-old Paul Gascoigne at the peak of his powers against their loathed north London rivals, who were going for the double.


First of all, Davies builds up the anticipation of the moment by asking the viewer a direct question, which is engaging, and also makes what we’re about to see feel both unlikely and just about possible. He then gets two goes at answering it – first when Gascoigne takes on the shot, and then again when the ball flies into the back of the net, adding to the feeling that the majesty of the moment is building all the time.


Davies, a Tottenham supporter, provides a final flourish with a pause in the last sentence between ‘That’ and ‘is’ which perfectly conveys the breathlessness of what we’re seeing. The antiquated language, even in 1991, of ‘schoolboys’ own stuff’ adds an extra layer of charm and gravitas.


Your boys took a hell of a beating


We are best in the world! We have beaten England!


England, birthplace of giants


Lord Nelson, Lord Beaverbrook, Sir Winston Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, Clement Attlee, Henry Cooper, Lady Diana


Vi har slått dem alle sammen, vi har slått dem alle sammen! (We have beaten them all, we have beaten them all!)
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