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Foreword


Jamie Carragher


When we’re preparing for Monday Night Football on Sky, I’m praying that the guys on The Totally Football Show haven’t already touched on what we’re going to talk about.


There are lots of football podcasts out there and they all give you different things. Some are just about laughing and joking, but I don’t want people just having banter. I want information. I want something I can listen to and learn from. And I hear things on The Totally Football Show and think ‘I hadn’t thought about that, that’s interesting, maybe I could develop that.’ The more information I get, the better prepared I am.


Monday Night Football is a show we try to have a laugh with, but the football is always the most important thing. That’s what The Totally Football Show does too. And the calibre of people that are on the podcast is incredibly high – they see and talk about things that other experts just don’t, which is why I listen to it.


I played over 700 games in my career, won the Champions League, the UEFA Cup, the FA Cup and a few other trophies, but I’m not a believer in the idea that only people who have played the game can understand it or give an opinion on it, so I also don’t see the guys from The Totally Football Show as being outside the game. Not at all.


I think we’re all in the game, whether you’re a supporter, player, manager or coach. Of course, if you have played the game, you can talk about your experiences of being in situations that only a few others have shared – what it feels like being part of a big game, what it’s like playing in front of the Kop, that sort of thing.


But I think it’s important for people in my position to listen to the opinions from people who weren’t players, because sometimes footballers make the mistake of thinking ‘they haven’t played the game so they don’t know as much as me.’ To be honest, I’ve played with a lot of footballers who hardly know anything about football. 


I’d rather listen to a podcast featuring people who are really interested in analysing the game, or dissecting why a team are struggling, rather than just having ex-players on for a laugh and a joke and just giving the odd opinion. 


I have strong opinions, but sometimes it’s nice for someone to just open your eyes to something. Even if it doesn’t change your mind, it’s good to have your opinions challenged. The Totally Football Show does that for me. It gives me exactly what I want.


The Totally Football Yearbook does that too. It will bring you everything you hear on the podcast and more. Expect information, something you can learn from and something to challenge your opinion – all without too much banter. I hope you enjoy it.
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Welcome to The Totally Football Yearbook 



James Richardson


Hello reader. You’re probably thinking, ‘those Totally guys are great, but why have they gone and made a yearbook? Didn’t those go out with filter tabs and Brian Moore?’


The first answer is of course: money. And when I say ‘money’, let’s be clear: I mean ‘our love for you and this beautiful sport’, which is the only currency that truly matters to us at Totally.


The second reason though is good old-fashioned pashun – our desire after this most unusual of seasons to simply get the whole thing down on paper. To document all the magic and madness, before the whole pack of aces, kings and Mike Dean wildcards gets shuffled up and dealt again to tell a whole new extraordinary story. 


Now that’s cleared up, let’s talk a little about what awaits within these pages!


The Totally Football Yearbook features all your team Totally favourites. There’s Daniel Storey on the future of the game and why despite everything, sigh, he’s feeling optimistic. 


There’s Duncan Alexander – think HAL with a whimsy circuit – bringing his unique cocktail of stats and cultural references.


There’s Tom Williams taking you through a remarkable year in the Champions and Europa Leagues in what could have been the swansong for those competitions had it not been for those lads on the Fulham Road!


And there’s a panoply of The Athletic’s gleaming team of experts on hand to take you through the ups and downs of every single Premier League team. 


Want to hear Dom Fifield lament the state of his beloved Crystal Palace? Me too, and we can if you hurry up and buy this book.


Elsewhere, Nick Miller joins The Totally Football League Show’s Adrian Clarke to tell us all about the EFL, while the brilliant Katie Whyatt has the story of the WSL season, plus a profile of Chelsea’s manager and goose behaviourist Emma Hayes. 


Scotland, did you say? You’re not wrong. This was the year Rangers finally knocked Celtic off their perch, so JJ Bull from The Totally Scottish Football Show and The Athletic’s Jordan Campbell explain how they did it, and what went wrong at the other lot. 


And of course, there’s our lovely Euro boys. Paris-born-and-bred Julien Laurens tells us about an actual title race in France, where his PSG got their pantalons pulled down by plucky Lille, and André Villas-Boas got his suitcase stolen by an angry mob.


Munich’s own Rafa Honigstein explains how Bayern remain the tightest outfit since his every October, how Julien Nagelsmann will shake things up on their sideline, and how Schalke plumbed new depths.


Alvaro Romeo talks Leo’s Burofax, jailed presidents, Bilbao bagging a cup, El Cholo, and other essential tales of La Liga. 


And James Horncastle tells us of another quiet year in Serie A – how Inter knocked an old lady over and everyone cheered, and why the nerazzurri reign could be very short indeed. 


When you’ve got through all that, try the quiz. In fact, feel free to skip straight to it right now! There’s 100 juicy questions so you can stage your very own edition of Inter Totally Cup, our podcast quiz contest! Remember, no Googling. 


In short, it’s the most comprehensive account around, aside from that Grange Hill annual over on the TV shelves, and it’s all just a turn of a page away. The 2020–21 season: unbelievable this!
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Editor’s notes



Nick Miller


What will we say in years to come when we’re asked what the 2020–21 season was like? What memories will take hold and remain from a season as strange as this?


Will we recall it as a time when our physical distance from the game, with Covid protocols meaning that almost all matches were played in front of empty stadia, turned into an emotional distance? Will we think of it as a time when we all drifted, became apathetic, realised that there are bigger things to worry about than football?


Or will we recall it as a time when, as Daniel Storey writes brilliantly later on in this book, that quite the opposite happened; that this was a year in which our collective love and need for football was in fact emphasised and enhanced by our distance from it?


Will we remember a season that forced home something we already knew: that racism, misogyny and homophobia were still rife, and those who abuse them still frequently aren’t adequately punished? Raheem Sterling, Kyle Walker, Eddie Nketiah, Trent Alexander-Arnold, Sadio Mané – just five examples of footballers who were racially abused online, often by people more than happy to show their real names and faces, putting lie to the notion that forcing people to display their real names on social media will necessarily lead to fewer cases of abuse. As it turns out, some people are perfectly happy to show the world who they really are. 


It wasn’t confined to the virtual world, either. Rangers midfielder Glen Kamara was abused by an opponent in a Europa League game, and while the player involved, Ondřej Kúdela, was punished, so was Kamara himself for his reaction. Valencia’s Mouctar Diakhaby reported racial abuse during a game, at which point his team briefly left the pitch in solidarity, but the man he accused denied it and the authorities sided with him. Players weren’t even safe from officials: PSG v İstanbul Bas¸aks¸ehir in the Champions League was postponed when Sebastian Colt¸escu, the fourth official, referred to the Turkish side’s coach Pierre Webo as ‘negru’. 


Football often has ideas above its station, and you sometimes get the impression that some in the game think it can solve racism with a few suspensions or campaigns called things like ‘No To Racism’, which sounds more like someone scolding an errant child than trying to combat ingrained prejudice. But it can still help. Football can’t solve racism, but that doesn’t mean it should stop trying. 


Will we remember this season as the time of the cursed European Super League, when 12 of Europe’s richest clubs decided they were too good for the competition that had made them all rich, and tried to solve their own financial problems by cutting themselves free and seeking even bigger pots of gold?


The scale of the plan’s venality was matched only by the spectacularity of its implosion, as just 48 hours after the proposals were made public, nine of the founding dozen quickly realised that they had badly underestimated the scale of the opposition to the plan, and pulled out in a cloud of recriminations and meek apologies. 


Will we remember it as a season when ugly opportunism was laid bare? The people behind the Super League had tried to take advantage of the problems caused by the pandemic to push through their own self-serving reforms, and on a smaller scale there was ‘Project Big Picture’, when England’s most powerful figures attempted to offer their supposed inferiors some much-needed cash in exchange for more power and control.


Will we remember it as a year defined by protests? Players continued to take a knee before games; hundreds of fans gathered outside Stamford Bridge after it emerged that their club intended to be part of the cursed Super League; Manchester United fans stormed Old Trafford and got a game against Liverpool postponed as they put fresh voice to their long-held opposition to the Glazers, the men who owned their club. 


Those Chelsea fans who put faces to hitherto ephemeral objections might not have been the actual decisive factor in the club pulling out of the Super League, but they were a handy visual representation of the opposition that, at least in part, led the English teams to decide that they would be better off out of the whole thing.


Will we remember any of the actual football? Will we remember Manchester City’s return to the overwhelming dominance we had become used to after the previous season when they were briefly overtaken by Liverpool? Will we remember it as a year when English clubs became dominant in Europe again, with three of the four finalists in UEFA’s top two competitions drawn from the Premier League? Will we remember the brilliance of Robert Lewandowski, Harry Kane, Rúben Dias, Bruno Fernandes and Kylian Mbappé? Will we remember Leicester City winning their first ever FA Cup, the catharsis of which came just a notch or two below their Premier League title in 2016?


What about the managerial feats? Emma Hayes’s brilliant stewardship of Chelsea, despite their defeat to Barcelona in the Champions League final? David Moyes bringing West Ham back to a position of relevance? Pep Guardiola returning Manchester City to the top of the English game? Antonio Conte winning Inter’s first Scudetto in a decade then leaving? Christophe Galtier taking an unfancied Lille to the top of Ligue 1, then also leaving? 


Will we think of this as a changing of the guard, something that Tom Williams suggests later in his review of the continental competitions: the season when the influence of Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi faded, replaced by the white hot brilliance of Mbappé, Erling Haaland and Jadon Sancho?


Football is a strange, infuriating, joyous, depressing, glorious thing at the best of times. It’s a mass of contradictions – something that has the power to unite but often divides. All of those things were present this season, perhaps more magnified than in any other. What will we say in years to come when we’re asked what the 2020–21 season was like? Who can say, but you can be sure we will remember it. Hopefully, The Totally Football Yearbook will help you do that. 
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AN AWFUL YEAR, BUT AT LEAST WE KNOW MORE THAN EVER WHAT FOOTBALL MEANS TO US


Daniel Storey


It was the hardest 18 months in English football’s modern history. Not since the Second World War had there been a longer void without a league game being played, as football rightly became subservient to fighting a global pandemic as the country was brought to its knees. Football as a live spectator event was decimated and the sustainability of the professional football pyramid, the unique selling point of our game, was pulled into sharp and uncomfortable focus. 


For some, football as a broadcast-only spectacle is a hollow entity. Television was always intended as a supplement to live participation – an opportunity to showcase the game across the globe. This was different. Seats sat empty, or were filled by cardboard cutouts of those who could not be present and, in some tragic cases, would never return. Crowd noise was manufactured and piped through our screens as an attempt to replicate normality but, lacking the nuance and improvisation of a live audience, was destined to disappoint. Players and managers understood that there was a job to do, but all bemoaned the absence of cheers and jeers, of raucous celebration and painful laments.


Yet others gorged themselves on this televisual feast after the three months with no football at all. They understood that this was a lesser experience but a necessary one. For those forced to shield in their homes throughout 2020, into 2021 and beyond, football – even in this warped form – became a lifeline, maintaining a connection to the sport that governs their social life. This football was still a thousand times better than none at all.


We must resist the temptation to focus purely on the negative connotations of this grim period. As communities were forced inside their homes, exacerbating loneliness and mental health issues, many football clubs throughout the pyramid recognised their role as community leaders.


Chelsea paid for NHS staff to stay in rooms at its Millennium Hotel at Stamford Bridge. Liverpool’s players contributed £40,000 to Fans Supporting Foodbanks. Watford launched ‘Hornets At Home’, reaching out to elderly and disabled supporters. Stevenage created a careline for those who might slip through the cracks, offering assistance with menial tasks and shopping. When the Premier League attempted to charge supporters to watch matches on a pay-per-view basis, games were boycotted and huge sums were raised for charity instead. On an organisational and individual level, people stepped up.


One of the most uplifting stories was the work done by former Tottenham and England defender Gary Mabbutt. Forced to self-isolate during the first four months of Covid due to his diabetes diagnosis, he sourced a list of Tottenham’s elderly and vulnerable supporters and their birthdays. Every day, Mabbutt would make a series of telephone calls to those supporters to wish them well, offer his emotional support and check that they were coping during hardship. They would invariably end up discussing Tottenham’s double in 1961 or the FA Cup final victory in 1991. 


Further down the pyramid, communities gave back rather than received. With football’s hiatus ruining the financial forecasts of non-league and grassroots clubs that survive on modest matchday revenues, they reached out to their supporters to raise funds and protect their very existence. Money was raised to keep up repairs on clubhouses, pay ground staff to keep the pitch in good condition and pay league registration fees. 


This is the best of football fandom. These supporters had no hope of going to watch their team play, were not permitted to enter their local ground and expected no hard evidence for the work that they had donated to. And yet, at a time of great financial uncertainty, funds were raised and clubs were pulled back from the brink.


The positive spin on the long absence of supporters at football matches is that absence has made our hearts burst with fondness. For some, going to the match had become a pursuit forged in loyalty rather than enjoyment, particularly those who support clubs that they will never stop loving but sometimes may find very hard to like. 


But being without the live experience only reinforced our connection to it. For those of us who have grown accustomed to sport as an integral part of our lives, its absence is catastrophic. Think of the elderly season-ticket holder who craves the next home game. Think of the casual club employee who relies on regular paydays. Think of the people who struggle to make social connections, but use their love of sport as a shortcut to creating bonds. For all the ugly characteristics of modern sport, few things grease the wheels of community quite like it.


We do not know whether sport will ever return to exactly how it was before. But we do know that it will return. And we do know that on that first Saturday morning, we will wake as if roused by the excitement of a dozen Christmases and birthdays rolled into one. We should never apologise for missing it, nor for how much it means to us.


If the void left by football’s prolonged absence and incremental return provoked the best of us, we were also witness to the worst aspects of a sport wedded to the extremes of rampant capitalism and submerged in the worst excesses of commercialisation; avarice, opportunism, exploitation. If opportunity truly is born out of adversity – and we have no record of whether Benjamin Franklin was a supporter of a Big Six team – some of England’s biggest and wealthiest club owners burned the already thin bridges that existed between them and those they consider to be customers but who consider themselves to be football supporters – the true owners of the clubs.


The lamentable behaviour began shortly after the first lockdown was announced, with Liverpool and Tottenham forced to backtrack after supporter outrage over their plans to furlough low-paid staff and claim from the government’s financial assistance scheme. The government itself behaved miserably, urging footballers to take pay cuts in a blatant demonstration of attention deflection before being forced to perform its own backtrack – deciding to find funding for school meals for children during the holidays after Marcus Rashford embarked on a national campaign. Arsenal made a number of redundancies, pleading poverty, only to then give a three-year-deal to Willian, a 32-year-old new signing on a reported £6m a year.


That was the tip of the fatberg. In October 2020, the Daily Telegraph reported that a set of proposals – under the name ‘Project Big Picture’ – which would give £250m to the EFL to ease financial concerns around Covid and guaranteed 25 per cent of future Premier League TV deals would be handed down. But it came with a kicker: the number of Premier League clubs would be cut from 20 to 18, and the biggest clubs would abolish the democratic ‘one club, one vote’ principle. Control would be seized by the wealthiest and most powerful. 


Project Big Picture was a power grab so despicably greedy that even its name was a lie. Concocted at the perfect time to exploit the financial weaknesses of English clubs just when they were most ripe for exploitation, it attempted to ring-fence riches and power into the hands of a self-appointed fiefdom. It marked English football’s final jump from the game of the people to the business of the few. 


The proposals certainly contained some ideas worth exploring. But these were just some scraps of comfort from the wealthiest clubs – who helped create inequality in the first place – for those unfortunate enough to sit outside the financial elite as a pandemic suffocated lives and businesses. Yet more to the point, their grotesque plan was presumably intended to be the start of negotiations rather than the end.


Nobody was expecting charity without caveats. What might have seemed reasonable 40 years ago is now the oasis in the desert. But we had to demand more than this. We could not allow a collection of individuals to shape the game’s future to their own liking simply because it felt like we had no choice. Outrage was rife among supporters and the general public, and Project Big Picture was voted off the table by the majority of Premier League clubs.


Rather than accept their attempted coup was destined to fail, the owners of the Big Six clubs – Manchester United, Manchester City, Liverpool, Arsenal, Chelsea and Tottenham – instead plotted something even more spectacularly hideous. By April, plans were leaked of an attempted breakaway to form a European Super League along with six other self-appointed ‘super clubs’ – Real Madrid, Barcelona, Atlético Madrid, Juventus, AC Milan and Inter. This would replace the existing Champions League, and qualification would be decided not on merit but by invitation – and therefore inescapably linked to extreme wealth. 


It missed exactly what makes football so brilliant: relegation and promotion, jeopardy, trepidation, heartache, competition, hope, glory. Destroy that and you destroy enough elements of football’s magic that you plasticise the sport entirely. But they simply didn’t care.


The bad guys behaving like the bad guys, bullying those around them with wanton displays of their economic strength, is one thing. But what stuck in the throat most is how those involved dared to attempt to convince a supposedly gullible audience that their plan would benefit the game as a whole. Over the previous 12 months, they had spoken at length about missing supporters in their stadia because it takes away a huge part of what the sport means. They consistently talked about why the history of football clubs and their webs of connections with supporters creates a special bond that nothing else can fill. They coincidentally did it as part of marketing strategies intended to sell you stuff. And they launched this plan without consideration or consultation with a single supporter association, player or manager.


The Super League was broken apart almost as soon as its intentions were announced. Just 48 hours after rumours became facts and the proposals became public on a Sunday in mid-April, the hubristic coalition crumbled. Clubs underestimated the righteous anger of supporters and other clubs; those who had signed up through fear of missing out were quickly humbled into issuing withdrawal notices and, in some cases, apologies to those supporters who they deemed unworthy of thought. If it will continue to cast a shadow over the sport, shadows weigh infinitely less than a metric tonne of effluent poured across our national game.


And within the indignant reaction that forced the European Super League back into its cave, rays of light and hope appeared like the first warming sun of spring. For all the wealth and power that the owners of the Big Six wield, they were ultimately defeated by the unity of ordinary football supporters who believed that enough was enough. And if it returns in a slightly altered – but still bastardised – form, we will be there to break it down again. 


For the first time ever, a group of billionaires are on the back foot; temporarily, but undeniably. There is a push for legislative change so their greed can be reined in and the nuances of English football that make it so special – the depth of the pyramid, the strength of our love, the intangible dream that on any given Saturday our club can make us whole – can be protected by law. We must use this opportunity wisely and expose the situation forcefully for it may never happen again.


And so, if there is anything positive to be gleaned from this unspeakably awful period of our lives, when football was given a firm shove towards the precipice, it is that we know now more than ever how much it all matters and how hard it is worth fighting for. Never again will we take for granted the walk to the ground, floodlights appearing above terraced houses. Never again will we forget to take in that first view of the impossibly green turf as we reach the top of the concourse steps. And never again will we miss a chance to rejoice in the communal experience of watching our team play.
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The Diary



This is the year that was. From the hazy days of August, to May when everyone was absolutely exhausted, a day-by-day diary of the 2020–21 season …







 


 


 



24 August



Bayern Munich were bathing in the afterglow of their sixth Champions League title, secured after Kingsley Coman’s goal was enough to beat PSG in Lisbon. It capped their second treble in seven years, but was by no means a given: this was a season in which they sacked a manager, had floundered in the league and where most people thought the spine of their team was old and past it. 


25 August


Manchester United and England defender Harry Maguire was given a suspended 21-month jail sentence by a Greek court after being found guilty of aggravated assault, resisting arrest and attempted bribery while on holiday in Mykonos. Maguire declared his innocence and confirmed he and two others, including his brother Joe, would appeal. ‘If anything, myself, family and friends are the victims.’


26 August


Leo Messi dropped a bombshell on the football world by telling Barcelona that he wanted to leave the club at which he had spent his entire career. Messi told the club he believed he could leave for free because of a clause in his contract that allowed him to break the deal as long as he informed them by a certain date. The club disputed this interpretation, to say the least.


27 August


Chelsea moved to fix the problems in their defence by signing Thiago Silva on a free transfer after the veteran Brazilian centre-back left PSG. Silva was a few weeks away from turning 36 when he arrived at Stamford Bridge, but Chelsea believed his experience was enough to justify a one-year deal with an option for an additional year.



28 August



Celtic defender Boli Bolingoli was given a five-match ban (including two suspended) for breaching coronavirus rules after flying to Spain and failing to quarantine afterwards. Bolingoli made the trip without telling his club, and despite being required to go into isolation for 14 days after returning from Spain, he appeared in Celtic’s game against Kilmarnock five days later.


29 August


The curtain to the 2020–21 English season was traditionally raised as Arsenal and Liverpool competed in the Community Shield at Wembley. Arsenal prevailed, continuing their good record against the Premier League champions, winning a penalty shoot-out after the game had finished 1-1 after extra-time.


30 August


Lyon’s dominance of the women’s game continued as they claimed their fifth Champions League title in a row, beating Wolfsburg 3-1 in the final in San Sebastian. Despite being without Ada Hegerberg and Nikita Parris, Lyon ultimately strolled to a win with goals from Eugénie Le Sommer, Saki Kumagai and Sara Gunnarsdóttir.


31 August


Chelsea continued their policy of stacking up seemingly every young attacking talent in Europe by agreeing a fee in the region of £73m for Kai Havertz. The Bayer Leverkusen youngster was set to join Frank Lampard’s side with Timo Werner and Hakim Ziyech, signed earlier in the summer, complementing an already pretty impressive-looking attack.


1 September


Marcus Rashford added yet more evidence to his reputation as being the finest man in the land as he announced a ‘child food poverty taskforce’, having brought various brands including Aldi, Tesco, Deliveroo and Kellogg’s together. ‘Food poverty is contributing to social unrest,’ he wrote in an open letter to MPs. ‘I remember the sound of my mum crying herself to sleep to this day, having worked a 14-hour shift, unsure how she was going to make ends meet.’


2 September


As the Jadon Sancho saga rolled on and on and on, Manchester United made their first big transfer move of the close season by signing Donny van de Beek from Ajax for around £35 million. The Dutchman arrived to bolster Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s midfield, as negotiations continued with Borussia Dortmund for Sancho, United’s main target for the whole summer.


3 September


A meeting between Leo Messi’s father and the Barcelona hierarchy that was theoretically meant to resolve the stand-off over his future resolved, well, not much really. Jorge Messi met with Barca president Josep Maria Bartomeu as the player’s camp continued to insist that his contract with the club was no longer valid. The club begged to differ. The saga continued. 


4 September


West Ham managed the impressive feat of alienating their club captain by selling promising young attacker Grady Diangana to West Brom. Mark Noble tweeted: ‘As captain of this football club I’m gutted, angry and sad that Grady has left, great kid with a great future!!!!!’ Such is the way of the modern world, his unhappiness was corroborated by Declan Rice, who liked the tweet.


5 September


England got lucky as they escaped from their Nations League game against Iceland with a 1-0 win. Raheem Sterling both won and converted the penalty that decided the game, bailing out his clubmate Kyle Walker and Joe Gomez, who were sent off and conceded a penalty respectively. Fortunately for Gareth Southgate’s men, Birkir Bjarnason blazed the spot kick over the bar.


6 September


Neco Williams capped off a strong week in a Wales shirt. A few days after the Liverpool defender made his international debut, he scored a 94th-minute winner in a last-gasp victory over Bulgaria in the Nations League. Stephen Kenny’s opening game as Ireland manager didn’t go quite as well: they were beaten 1-0 at home by Finland.


7 September


Gareth Southgate placed Phil Foden and Mason Greenwood on the naughty step when the pair were sent home from the England squad for breaching coronavirus protocols after inviting some … unapproved guests back to the team hotel during the trip to Iceland. In transfer news, Everton pulled off a coup by completing the signing of World Cup Golden Boot winner James Rodriguez from Real Madrid.


8 September


England and Denmark played out one of the more tedious 0-0 draws, even by the standards of an international fixture, in Copenhagen. In rather more notable news, Cristiano Ronaldo scored his 100th and 101st goals for Portugal as the reigning European champions beat Sweden 2-0 in Stockholm. That left him just eight behind the international goalscoring record, held by Iran’s Ali Daei.


9 September


Manchester City Women completed a big double transfer move as England international left-back Alex Greenwood followed Lucy Bronze in leaving Lyon to sign for the club. In the men’s game, Newcastle did some uncharacteristically sensible business by recruiting Callum Wilson and Ryan Fraser from Bournemouth, while left-back Jamal Lewis arrived from Norwich.


10 September


There were sighs of relief all round at Leeds as Marcelo Bielsa confirmed he would remain as the club’s manager. The Argentine’s contract had expired in July and he had yet to sign a new one after guiding United back to the Premier League for the first time in 16 years. But he allayed any fears by promising that a new contract was in place ahead of their first game back.


11 September


On the eve of the new season, the Premier League urged the government to allow fans back into stadiums as quickly as possible. The governing body wrote to 10 Downing Street to highlight that ‘for each month of the season without fans, more than £100m is lost to football across the leagues.’ Tentative plans were in place for a phased return for spectators by October.


12 September


The new Premier League season got off to a spicy start as Liverpool and Leeds United played out a frantic game that ultimately finished 4-3 to the defending champions. Mo Salah got a hat-trick, the third of which was a late penalty to grab the victory. Tottenham Women pulled off a significant coup by signing the USA’s World Cup-winning forward Alex Morgan on loan until the end of the year.


13 September


In an unexpected move, José Mourinho placed the blame for Tottenham Hotspur’s 1-0 defeat to Everton on his players, calling them ‘lazy’ and accusing them of having ‘a wrong state of mind’. Dominic Calvert-Lewin scored the only goal, but new boy James Rodriguez got most of the attention with a silky performance. Elsewhere Leicester beat West Brom 3-0.


14 September


Chelsea’s new era got off to a broadly positive start as they beat Brighton 3-1, although not entirely convincingly. A Jorginho penalty and goals from Reece James and Kurt Zouma were enough for the win, although there was more uncertain goalkeeping from Kepa Arrizabalaga. Frank Lampard said he was happy with the Spaniard, but links with Rennes goalie Édouard Mendy remained strong.


15 September


After a long and frankly quite tedious dance around the topic, Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang finally signed a new contract at Arsenal. The deal had been in the balance since the summer, but the Gabon striker agreed a new three-year deal that would keep him at the Emirates until 2023. ‘Signing for this special club was never in doubt,’ he said.


16 September


After Bury went to the wall in the previous year, the signs didn’t look good for Macclesfield Town as they were served with a winding-up order with debts of over £500,000. Around £190,000 was owed to HMRC, who brought the order, putting the existence of the club in peril. Macclesfield were preparing for a new season in the National League after relegation from League Two. 


17 September


Tottenham squeaked through the Europa League second qualifying round with a 2-1 win over Lokomotiv Plovdiv, but it was achieved against a side who had two men sent off – and only then via a Harry Kane penalty and a late Tanguy Ndombele winner. After the game, José Mourinho flat-batted questions about the imminent return of Gareth Bale to the club, along with fellow Real Madrid player Sergio Reguilón. 


18 September


A busy day in the transfer market for the defending champions as Liverpool completed the signing of Thiago Alcantara from Bayern Munich, while also agreeing a £41 million fee with Wolves for the Portuguese forward Diogo Jota. ‘He’s an absolutely exceptional player,’ Klopp said about Thiago. ‘He really brings a different dimension to our game.’


19 September


Gareth Bale’s long-awaited return to Tottenham was completed as he re-signed for the club on a year-long loan from Real Madrid. Crystal Palace surprisingly beat Manchester United 3-1 at Old Trafford, Wilfried Zaha scoring twice against his old club, while Eddie Nketiah gave Arsenal a 2-1 win against West Ham.


20 September


Two goals in four minutes from Sadio Mané were enough for Liverpool to beat Chelsea 2-0, with Frank Lampard again forced to make excuses for his goalkeeper Kepa Arrizabalaga, whose mistake led to Mané’s second. Earlier in the day, Son Heung-Min had scored four times in an extraordinary win for Tottenham, beating Southampton 5-2 at St Mary’s.


21 September


Manchester City kicked off their season a week later than everyone else, but did so with a 3-1 win over Wolves at Molineux with goals from Kevin De Bruyne, Gabriel Jesus and Phil Foden. Earlier, Aston Villa beat Sheffield United 1-0, thanks to an Ezri Konsa goal, a brilliant debut performance in goal by Emi Martinez and a red card for the Blades’ John Egan.



22 September



An outbreak of Covid at Leyton Orient caused their Carabao Cup game against Tottenham to be called off, although the authorities had yet to decide whether the game would be moved or if Spurs would be awarded a walkover. This came on the same day that a return of fans to grounds was postponed, while David Moyes and two West Ham players had to leave their game against Hull after testing positive.


23 September


A summer of chaos at Barcelona continued into the autumn as Luis Suárez won the right to be transferred to Atlético Madrid. The Uruguayan forward, deemed surplus to requirements by the Catalan giants as they scrambled to cut costs, was initially blocked from making the move by Barca president Josep Maria Bartomeu, but eventually acquiesced in a meeting with Suárez’s lawyers.


24 September


In one of the more unusual stories of the season, it emerged that Hollywood actors Ryan Reynolds and Rob McElhenney were in talks to take over National League club Wrexham. In Budapest, 15,000 fans witnessed Bayern Munich win yet another trophy, this time the European Super Cup, as they beat Sevilla 2-1 thanks to an extra-time Javi Martinez goal.


25 September


A new era beckoned at Charlton after Danish-American businessman Thomas Sandgaard completed his takeover of the club from the hated Roland Duchâtelet. ‘A friend asked, “Have you thought about owning an English football club?”’ Sandgaard said. ‘And I thought, wow, that could be one of the most positive things that I could ever be a part of.’



26 September



Here’s a new one: Manchester United beat Brighton 3-2, with the clinching goal coming from a Bruno Fernandes penalty taken after the final whistle. Referee Chris Kavanagh had brought proceedings to a close, but was then advised by the VAR to take another look at a penalty claim, which he duly awarded. Later, Chelsea came from 3-0 down at West Brom to draw 3-3.


27 September


A Jamie Vardy hat-trick was the centrepiece of a remarkable 5-2 win for Leicester City over Manchester City. Two of Vardy’s goals came from the penalty spot, with James Maddison and Youri Tielemans grabbing the other two as Leicester came from behind to win. There was more late VAR drama in Tottenham’s 1-1 draw with Newcastle, as Callum Wilson converted a dubiously awarded penalty in the 97th minute.


28 September


Diogo Jota made his first contribution to the Liverpool cause by scoring the third goal in their 3-1 win over Arsenal. Alexandre Lacazette had given the Gunners the lead, but Sadio Mané then Andrew Robertson scored two quick goals to put the champions back ahead, before Jota settled things with a fine strike in the latter stages. Earlier, Aston Villa beat Fulham 3-0.


29 September


As the transfer window reached its final days, two centre-backs joined the Premier League as Manchester City paid £62 million for Rúben Dias from Benfica, while the promising French defender Wesley Fofana signed for Leicester from St Etienne. In actual football, Tottenham beat Chelsea on penalties in the Carabao Cup fourth round, although Timo Werner scored his first goal for Frank Lampard’s side.



30 September



In further Carabao Cup ties, Manchester United beat Brighton 3-0, Dominic Calvert-Lewin scored a hat-trick as Everton hammered West Ham 4-1, Newcastle needed penalties to get past League Two Newport County and Raheem Sterling bagged two of Manchester City’s goals in their 3-0 win over Burnley. In transfer news, Aston Villa signed Ross Barkley on loan from Chelsea.


1 October


Arsenal completed the Carabao Cup quarter-final line-up by beating Liverpool on penalties at Anfield. Two makeshift sides couldn’t find a goal in normal time, so the tie was decided from the spot. Harry Wilson, playing his first Liverpool game since January 2017, missed in sudden death, allowing Joe Willock to step up and clinch the win for Arsenal. 


2 October


Young Liverpool forward Rhian Brewster completed a £23.5 million move to Sheffield United, a deal which broke the Yorkshire club’s transfer record. Meanwhile Tottenham signed a striker of their own, completing the acquisition of Carlos Vinicius on loan from Benfica.


3 October


Everton’s brilliant, James Rodriguez-inspired start to the season continued as the Colombian netted twice in a 4-2 win over Brighton that took Carlo Ancelotti’s side top of the nascent Premier League. Chelsea beat Crystal Palace 4-0, while Premier League newcomers Leeds continued to impress by drawing 1-1 with Manchester City.


4 October


The Premier League saw two absolutely extraordinary results as Aston Villa hammered Liverpool 7-2 at Villa Park, with Ollie Watkins scoring a hat-trick, while Harry Kane got a couple as Tottenham thrashed Manchester United 6-1 at Old Trafford. Ole Gunnar Solskjaer took full responsibility for United’s defeat, declaring it the worst day of his coaching career.


5 October


A quiet transfer window enjoyed a slightly noisier deadline day as Arsenal made a late move for Atlético Madrid midfielder Thomas Partey, paying his £45 million release clause at the very last minute. Elsewhere Manchester United signed Edinson Cavani on a free, Leeds paid £17 million for Brazilian winger Raphinha and Theo Walcott returned to Southampton from Everton.


6 October 


In one of the season’s more bizarre stories, Mesut Özil – still essentially frozen out at Arsenal despite being one of their top earners – promised to pay the wages of Gunnersaurus, the club’s beloved dinosaur mascot. Jerry Quy, the man who had ‘played’ Gunnersaurus for 27 years, had been made redundant as the club counted the costs of the coronavirus pandemic. 


7 October


Gareth Southgate warned some of his young players that they risked harming the England squad’s reputation after Jadon Sancho, Tammy Abraham and Ben Chilwell were caught breaching social distancing regulations by attending a party. The trio were banned from participating in England’s upcoming game against Wales, and could also miss the Nations League clash with Belgium.


8 October


There were contrasting fortunes in penalty shoot-outs in the Nations League as places in the Euro 2020 qualification playoffs were decided. Ireland were defeated by Slovakia after Alan Browne and Matt Doherty missed, but Northern Ireland and Scotland both won, beating Bosnia-Herzegovina and Israel respectively. England beat Wales 3-0 in a friendly at Wembley.


9 October


Marcus Rashford showed no signs of being placated in his free school meals campaign after being awarded an MBE for his work. Rashford took the opportunity to ‘respectfully urge the prime minister, who recommended me for this honour, to support our children during the October half-term with an extension of the voucher scheme’.


10 October


Spain and Germany both recorded narrow wins in their Nations League games. A young Spanish side under Luis Enrique had a Mikel Oyarzabal goal to thank for their 1-0 success over Switzerland in Madrid, while Germany beat Ukraine in Kiev thanks to strikes from Leon Goretzka and Matthias Ginter. It was, somewhat surprisingly, Germany’s first ever win in the competition.


11 October


England pulled off a surprise 2-1 win over Belgium at Wembley to move top of their Nations League group. Romelu Lukaku had given his side the lead with an early penalty, but Marcus Rashford equalised with another spot-kick before Mason Mount’s deflected effort sealed the win. Meanwhile Scotland completed a 1-0 win over Slovakia that was more comfortable than the scoreline suggested. 


12 October


Paul Scholes once again dipped his toe into the bubbling pool of management after he took over from Graham Alexander at Salford City. The club, owned by Scholes and five other former Manchester United players, had dismissed Alexander despite starting the season by going five games unbeaten. This was Scholes’s first managerial gig since a brief spell in charge of Oldham Athletic.


13 October


EFL clubs seemed to place their backing behind ‘Project Big Picture’, the plan led by former Liverpool chief executive and EFL chairman Rick Parry, to reform the game after havoc wreaked by the coronavirus pandemic. The plan would see the Premier League distribute a sum of money – thought to be around £250m – to EFL clubs, but it would also see the biggest clubs gain much more control over how the game is run.


14 October


But no sooner had it been proposed, it seemed that Project Big Picture was dead in the water after Manchester United and Liverpool, two of its key proponents, appeared to climb down in the face of significant opposition. In actual football, England were beaten 1-0 at Wembley by Denmark in their Nations League clash, Christian Eriksen scoring from the penalty spot as Harry Maguire was sent off.


15 October


The Newcastle United Supporters’ Trust urged the club to ‘do the right thing’ and reimburse what they claimed to be around £7 million in advance season ticket sales. The club had sold the season tickets on the proviso that fans would actually be able to use them at some point in the season, but as it looked less and less likely that would happen in any meaningful way, the trust asked that the club refund those affected.


16 October


A flurry of transfer activity on the EFL’s deadline day saw Tottenham sign Swansea centre-back Joe Rodon for around £11 million (rising to £15 million with various clauses), West Ham recruited Saïd Benrahma – initially on loan – from Brentford, while Liverpool loaned Harry Wilson to Cardiff City and sent Harvey Elliott to Blackburn Rovers for the season.


17 October


Liverpool were left thoroughly nonplussed after a Merseyside derby against Everton that ended 2-2, but which also saw them lose Virgil van Dijk to a nasty-looking knee injury caused by a reckless challenge from Jordan Pickford. Later, Manchester City recorded a comfortable 1-0 victory over Arsenal, while Manchester United scored three late goals to wrap up their 4-1 win at Newcastle.


18 October


Gareth Bale’s first appearance since returning to Tottenham was somewhat overshadowed by his team throwing away a 3-0 lead against West Ham, with Manuel Lanzini scoring a brilliant late equaliser to seal a draw for the Hammers. Meanwhile, Liverpool’s worst fears were confirmed, with Virgil van Dijk set to miss most of the season with a cruciate knee ligament injury.


19 October


The FA concluded that Jordan Pickford would face no further action for the wild challenge that injured Virgil van Dijk in the Merseyside derby. Liverpool had wanted the Everton goalkeeper to face further sanctions, but it was decided that the incident had been satisfactorily dealt with by the referee during the game. Wolves beat Leeds 1-0 at Elland Road, thanks to a deflected Raul Jimenez goal.


20 October


Another night of Marcus Rashford’s charmed year ended with him scoring an 87th-minute winner for Manchester United against PSG in the Champions League. United won 2-1, an Anthony Martial own goal having given the French side the lead, only for a Bruno Fernandes penalty and Rashford’s goal to reverse the scoreline. In London, Chelsea drew 0-0 with Sevilla.


21 October


Liverpool edged past Ajax in their Champions League group game, but had to rely on a Nicolás Tagliafico own goal for the 1-0 success. Manchester City beat Porto 3-1, but lost Fernandinho to injury as the ailments stacked up for Pep Guardiola’s side. The biggest shock of the round came as Real Madrid lost 3-2 to a Shakhtar Donetsk side absolutely decimated by Covid cases.


22 October


Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang marked his return to the Arsenal team by scoring the second of two goals in four minutes for the Gunners as they beat Rapid Vienna 2-1 in the Europa League. Spurs cruised past LASK 3-0, Leicester beat Zorya Luhansk by the same scoreline and Steven Gerrard described Kemar Roofe’s goal for Rangers, scored from the halfway line against Standard Liege, as the best he had ever seen.


23 October


Patrick Bamford scored a brilliant hat-trick as Leeds continued their entertaining start to the season by beating Aston Villa 3-0 at Villa Park. In Spain, Gerard Pique escalated the crisis around Lionel Messi’s future by tearing into the Barcelona board, expressing his incredulity that the club allowed him to reach the point where he wanted to leave.


24 October


An extraordinary result in the Netherlands saw Ajax set a new Eredivisie scoring record by beating VVV Venlo 13-0, with Lassina Traoré scoring five and setting up a further three past hapless goalkeeper Delano van Crooij. In England, Manchester United and Chelsea played out a tedious 0-0 draw, while Phil Foden rescued a 1-1 draw for Manchester City against West Ham.


25 October


Jamie Vardy continued his brilliant record against Arsenal, the club he nearly joined in 2016, by coming off the bench to score the only goal in Leicester’s 1-0 win over the Gunners at the Emirates. Everton remained top of the table despite their first defeat of the season, a 2-0 loss at Southampton after Lucas Digne was sent off, much to Carlo Ancelotti’s chagrin.


26 October


A Son Heung-Min header was enough for Tottenham to grab a 1-0 win at Burnley in what was otherwise a game with little to recommend it. Mike Ashley responded to Newcastle fans protesting against the Premier League’s ‘pay per view’ policy, in which games not chosen for normal broadcast were charged at £14.95, by demanding the prices were dropped to £4.95.


27 October


Liverpool continued their fine start to the season by beating Midtjylland 2-0 in the Champions League, but their burgeoning injury crisis got worse when Fabinho, already covering for the felled Virgil van Dijk in the centre of defence, was forced off with a muscle injury. Manchester City completed a routine 3-0 win over Marseille, while Real Madrid scrambled two late goals to draw 2-2 with Borussia Mönchengladbach.


28 October


Chelsea and Manchester United registered Champions League hammerings, beating FK Krasnodar 4-0 and RB Leipzig 5-0 respectively. Marcus Rashford helped himself to a hat-trick after coming off the bench for United, while Hakim Ziyech was the key man in Chelsea’s victory, notable also for the presence of Roman Abramovich at the game in Russia – an increasingly rare sight. 


29 October


The increasingly undignified bunfight to become Barcelona’s next president gained an added edge when Víctor Font, believed by some to be favourite for the post, declared he wanted to bring Pep Guardiola – among other former club heroes – back to the Nou Camp. In the Europa League, Leicester beat AEK Athens 2-1, Spurs lost 1-0 to Royal Antwerp and Arsenal beat Dundalk 3-0.


30 October


Nobby Stiles, the man who won the World Cup with England and European Cup with Manchester United in the space of two years, died at the age of 78. The tenacious midfielder was a United player for over a decade, winning two domestic titles under Sir Matt Busby, before going on to be a coach at Old Trafford. He had suffered with prostate cancer and dementia.


31 October


Liverpool came from behind to beat West Ham 2-1 – Diogo Jota scoring the late winner – to equal a club record of 63 unbeaten home games and go top of the Premier League. Chelsea comfortably beat Burnley 3-0, with Hakim Ziyech once again at the heart of everything good they did, while Kyle Walker scored against his old side Sheffield United to earn a 1-0 win for Manchester City. 


1 November


Manchester City overcame surprise finalists Everton to win the Women’s FA Cup 3-1 at Wembley. Arsenal’s men recorded their first victory at Old Trafford since 2006 thanks to a Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang penalty, which put additional pressure on Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s position. Gareth Bale scored his first goal back at Tottenham as they beat Brighton 2-1.


2 November


Leeds reaffirmed their commitment to entertaining football by being on the rough end of a 4-1 scoreline at home to Leicester. Youri Tielemans scored twice and Jamie Vardy once as Brendan Rodgers took his side to second in the table. Fulham recorded their first victory since being promoted back to the Premier League, beating fellow returnees West Brom 2-0.


3 November


Diogo Jota scored a hat-trick as Liverpool demolished Atalanta 5-0 in the Champions League. Manchester City beat Olympiakos 3-0 and Rodrygo rounded off a thriller as Real Madrid beat Inter 3-2. Off the pitch, the Welsh FA announced that Ryan Giggs would not take charge of his country’s three games in November after being arrested on suspicion of assaulting his girlfriend.


4 November


Manchester United’s bad week continued as they produced an at times comical performance to lose 2-1 to İstanbul Bas¸aks¸ehir in the Champions League, with Demba Ba scoring the Turkish side’s first. Chelsea had a rather easier time at home to Rennes, winning 3-0. In Argentina, Diego Maradona was said to be responding well after undergoing surgery on his brain.


5 November


Harry Kane scored his 200th goal in his 300th game for Tottenham as they beat Ludogorets 3-1 in the Europa League. Celtic’s already pretty poor season reached a new nadir as they were thrashed 4-1 at home to Sparta Prague, leaving them bottom of their Europa League group. Arsenal and Leicester had easier nights, beating Molde 4-1 and Braga 4-0 respectively.
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