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To Harry and June Batt and their son, Keith.


To the Lost Lionesses (especially my mum [image: Illustration]).


To my boys, Harry and Ollie.
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22 August 1971, Mexico City


In the hallowed depths of the iconic Azteca Stadium, 14 girls clad in the purity of all-white football kits, occupy the cool embrace of the underground dressing room. Anxious and nervously casting glances at each other for support, their youthful faces mirror a mosaic of emotions – excitement, anticipation and energy pulsating through the air.


In a world where these girls dared to defy societal norms, all united by their love for football, their journey unfolds against the backdrop of persistent gender stereotypes. Growing up in an era when girls were told football was a sport reserved for boys, destiny leads them to this moment. It is here that, against all odds, they stand as England’s representatives in the historic 1971 Women’s World Cup.


Among them, Leah, a mere 13 years old, radiates impatience, her eagerness to step onto the grand stage evident. Meanwhile, Carol, the stalwart captain, breathes in the moment, attempting to subdue the jelly-like tremors creeping into her legs. The room, electric from tense whispers and silent encouragement, centres around Carol, the rock upon which the uncharted uncertainties of the moment rests. She imparts the final words of motivation and encouragement to the girls, gazing into the depths of each player’s eyes, affirming her unwavering belief in them, a reflection of the trust she holds in their collective abilities.


In the midst of this nervous tension, Harry Batt, the sagacious 65-year-old manager, smartly dressed in a black suit and white shirt with thick-rimmed glasses, attempts to veil his excitement about the impending match. His calm voice imparts tactical wisdom, positioning each player strategically. Encouragement flows like a river, his words cascading over the fast-paced wingers Louise and Paula, advising them to conserve energy in the sweltering heat and unforgiving altitude. Then, turning to the whole team, he delivers final tactical instructions for the crucial clash against the host nation, Mexico.


Harry’s words start to become a distant echo as the noise level rises, drowning out all else. The stadium thumps with anticipation, a symphony of 90,000 fervent fans echoing the heartbeat of a team determined to rewrite the narrative. Unable to resist the allure, centre back Jean, the tallest among the girls, clambers onto a bench, and peers out through a metal vent to catch a glimpse of what lies beyond. Her partner in defence, Trudy, a mere 16-year-old, clambers onto a toilet to steal a glimpse outside the high window, capturing a preview of the grandeur awaiting them. Not one unoccupied seat.


An official arrives, knocking on the dressing room door, interrupting the pre-match anticipation and beckoning the team to follow. It is time. In a procession, the girls, and Harry, traverse the dark underground corridors, arriving at the entrance of the tunnel where they await their moment to emerge into the shining spectacle of the stadium.


Through the tunnel’s end, the midday sun blazes, casting an intense glow that heralds the forthcoming event. The noise intensifies, an anticipatory crescendo echoing the onset of a grand performance. As the Mexican climate’s heat envelops them, droplets of sweat begin to emerge, catching the light and shimmering on the faces of the team. They stand, heads turned upward, ascending the stairs, poised to face the fate that awaits them in the world of football.


As the crowd roars with chants of ‘Mexico! Mexico!’, the atmosphere intensifies, marking a momentous occasion. No English women’s team has ever stepped onto a stage of such magnitude, no English women’s team has played in front of a bigger audience.


In a symbolic formation, Carol stands at the forefront, hand in hand with the team’s mascot Keith, the 10-year-old son of Harry, who gazes up at her in bewilderment. A reassuring squeeze from Carol communicates strength, and as she breathes in the humid air, she glances back at the girls, offering a nod of unwavering reassurance. Battle-ready, this is their moment – the emergence of women’s football, etched in the history of time. The echoes of cheers reach unprecedented levels.


This is it.





Chapter 1
Unveiling the Lost Lionesses
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In the August of 1971, Harry Batt boldly led a cohort of English girls, determined to defy the prevailing notion that women were unsuitable to play football. In the face of stern opposition from footballing authorities, Harry fearlessly confronted those in power, challenging the status quo.


Amid adversities, the ensuing 14 girls embarked on a journey, overcoming obstacles merely to partake in the sport they passionately loved. Accepting Harry’s invitation to play in Mexico, they willingly stepped onto the world stage, representing their country. Little did they know the profound consequences and battles that awaited them, both on and off the pitch. These resilient women were about to carve a path that would forever alter the landscape of women’s football.





Introducing the girls. . .


The girls’ names will be mentioned frequently in the book, and to assist with this, here is a brief guide to the 14 players you’ll meet, listed in the positions in which they most often played:


Christine (Chris) Lockwood
DOB: 17.04.56
Position: Goalie / Any Position


First up, Chris, the 15-year-old rebel with a cause and the undisputed fighter within the squad. Originally born in Yorkshire but raised in Luton, Chris may exude attitude on the surface, but beneath it all lies a remarkably different person. When it comes to her teammates, there’s nothing she wouldn’t do, embodying loyalty to the core.


A natural comedian with a fantastic sense of humour, Chris is the go-to source for laughter, constantly cracking jokes. Finding solace and self-discovery through sports, particularly as she understood she was gay, Chris sees football as a source of peace of mind. Despite her cheeky and crazy demeanour, she’s incredibly kind-hearted.


Versatile on the field, Chris has played every position on the football team, serving as the backup goalkeeper in Mexico. With short, dark hair styled in a mullet, Chris stands as one of the taller players in the squad, at 1.73m (5ft 8in). A genuine character who occasionally feels the weight of the world against her, Chris remains friends with everyone and staunchly stands up for anyone in need.





Lillian Harris
DOB: 05.05.52
Position: Goalie / Defence


Standing just a little over 1.52m (5ft), Lillian might not be the obvious choice for a goalkeeper, but the agility and reflexes of this spirited young lady are reminiscent of a cat. A dynamic ball of energy often compared to a ping pong ball, she embraces the audacity required to confront the strikes of the opposing team.


At 19 years old in Mexico, with her mousy-brown short-cropped hair, Lillian approaches defending as if engaged in a fierce battle. Hailing from Silverstone, Northamptonshire, she experienced her inaugural proper football match only months before, quickly grasping the rules. Despite her relative newcomer status, Lillian infuses the squad with fun and motivation, always donning her cute wide-rimmed glasses.


Off the football pitch, she maintains a quiet demeanour, but once on the field, Lillian unleashes her feisty side when needed. Determined and assertive, she knows her goals and stands her ground in challenging situations. Renowned for her bravery and fearlessness, Lillian courageously dives all over the penalty box in relentless pursuit of making saves.





Jean (Big Jean) Breckon
DOB: 22.03.52
Position: Centre Back


‘Big Jean’, a towering figure at nearly 1.83m (6ft) with a broad Yorkshire accent, is the epitome of a gentle giant. With a heart as big as her stature, Jean exudes immense love for her team and takes great pride in her Yorkshire and English roots. Sporting short brown hair, she holds down one of the pivotal centre back positions on the team, showcasing her strength and defensive prowess.


Jean also comes with a poignant story; she lost her ring finger in a freak accident while saving a shot from striker Jan during a warm-up for a match and her engagement ring became entangled in the goal-netting hook. A Royal Air Force recruit, Jean’s Yorkshire grit and ‘get on with it’ attitude leaves no room for nonsense from anyone.


While impeccably down-to-earth, Jean is not one to be trifled with on the pitch, making her presence known with a formidable demeanour. An impressive defender, and incredibly strong, she remains fiercely protective of her team. Jean is always smiling, engaging in jokes that, although appreciated, sometimes challenge her squad mates in understanding her strong accent. Adored by all the girls, Jean stands as the salt of the earth.





Carol Wilson (Captain)
DOB: 27.12.51
Position: Centre Back


Next there is Carol, the captain and Physical Training Instructor in the RAF, aged 19, and playing in defence. Sporting auburn shoulder-length hair, Carol approached her role with a dedicated and professional attitude, ensuring the squad’s discipline and fitness remained at peak levels to navigate the challenges of Latin America.


A proud Geordie lass, Carol holds a deep affection for her teammates. Her commitment to their fitness is unwavering, pushing the girls to be in the best possible shape. As a true captain and natural leader, she serves as a great motivator, both on and off the pitch. Carol’s dependability is a cornerstone of the team, always there for her teammates when needed.


Exuding oomph and zest, Carol thrives in her role as captain, displaying a remarkable ability to handle both people and pressure. Whether offering a helping hand or delivering a stern talking-to, she balances the responsibilities seamlessly. Carol’s leadership qualities made her born for the role, and her teammates adore her, willingly following her lead in all endeavours.





Jill Stockley
DOB: 11.08.54
Position: Defence


Jill is a proud native of Nuneaton who marked her 17th birthday in the vibrant setting of Mexico. Both on and off the pitch, Jill exudes confidence, standing out as the natural powerhouse of the team. With her innate strength, she easily held the title of the strongest member of the squad.


Sporting short blonde hair, Jill showcases her versatility as an exceptional swimmer, actively participating in numerous competitions in that realm. Standing at 1.62m (5ft 4in), she assumes the role of a defensive player, embodying solidity and dependability. Despite not regularly playing alongside the rest of the girls, as she was based in Nuneaton, Jill seamlessly gels with the team, proving to be a great team player.


Her wealth of experience, gained from playing in many big stadiums, sets her apart from the rest. A hard worker with a kind-hearted nature, Jill is forthright in expressing her views. Her natural talent in football, coupled with her physicality, makes her a valuable asset on the pitch.





Trudy McCaffery
DOB: 23.11.54
Position: Right Back


Trudy, a spirited and feisty character, is a fiery blonde with an unwavering never-give-up attitude. Standing at 1.68m (5ft 6in) with shoulder-length blonde hair, Trudy made her mark at just 16 years old in Mexico. From a young age, she’s known for speaking her mind, unapologetically expressing herself even if the recipient may not appreciate her candour – and this applies equally to officials.


Hailing from Lincoln and raised in a family that travelled the globe due to her referee father’s Royal Air Force postings, Trudy is formidable in defence. Intelligent and insanely competitive, she possesses a keen understanding of what she wants. A dedicated football enthusiast, Trudy immerses herself in the sport, displaying tactical astuteness and an impressive ability to tackle with finesse. Her passion for football is evident in her knowledge and commitment, making her a brilliant and integral member of the team.





Valerie (Val) Cheshire
DOB: 12.02.47
Position: Left Back


Meet Val, the eldest member of the squad at 24 years old, who occupies a crucial defensive role on the field. With shoulder-length brown hair, Val emanates a natural quietness that belies a wickedly dry sense of humour. Her smile has the power to uplift spirits but beware if you rile her on the football pitch, as sweetness transforms into a competitive passion that goes above and beyond.


Softly spoken yet fiercely grateful for her footballing journey, Val endured the longest and toughest struggle to find a girls’ team in her youth. Despite this, she remains eternally appreciative of the sport. Acting as the closest ally to Harry Batt, the manager, Val serves as his inaugural captain – and confidante – for Chiltern Valley Ladies. Together with Marlene, she keeps a watchful eye on the younger girls, providing crucial support.


Harbouring an obsession with the Hitchin Town football pitch – ‘The best pitch I’ve ever played on –it’s flat and wide, just beautiful. You could play proper football on it, precise, silky passing, everything’ – Val embodies good sense and dependability both on and off the field. She won’t tolerate any hint of ego or arrogance within the squad, firmly establishing herself as a no-nonsense presence in the team.





Marlene Rowe
DOB: 12.09.47
Position: Left Back


Introducing Marlene, the second eldest in the squad at 23 years old. She assumes the role of the sensible figure, overseeing the well-being of the younger members. Often acting as a nurturing big sister, Marlene found her passion in the defensive realm on the pitch, becoming a crucial support pillar for the team.


A latecomer to football, Marlene, a skilled netballer, quickly adapted to the sport upon leaving school, leveraging her natural athletic abilities to catch up swiftly. Born and raised in Luton, the 1.68m (5ft 6in) player sports short-cropped brown hair and embodies the essence of a team player. While allowing the more extroverted characters to shine, Marlene maintains the squad’s equilibrium, solidifying her reputation as a dependable and solid presence on and off the pitch.


Possessing the height and jumping ability essential for heading in football, Marlene showcases a good awareness of the game. An all-round good egg, she proves herself as someone you can always rely on in the squad.





Leah Caleb
DOB: 04.04.58
Position: Inside Left / Right


Next to be introduced is Leah, the cheeky 13-year-old scamp, born in Dublin, Ireland, but currently calling Luton home. As the youngest in the squad, Leah, with her long dark hair, bears a striking resemblance to the World Cup mascot ‘Xochitl’. Bursting with energy and unbridled enthusiasm, she keeps the older members and chaperones on their toes with her off-pitch exploits.


Leah’s football skills draw comparisons to the legendary George Best, as she showcases incredible ball control, rapid pace and a fearlessness beyond her years. A naturally gifted athlete, she attains high standards in various sports she undertakes. Her time in Mexico was nothing short of a life-changing experience. Despite her youth, Leah often displayed surprising sensibility, acting as the glue that held the squad together, earning the protection of her teammates.


Revered as the squad’s famous one, Leah handled the scrutiny and attention from adoring fans with incredible maturity. Wherever the squad went, the common question echoed, ‘Where’s Leah?’ Her widespread adoration stems from her undeniable charm and the love she evokes from everyone around her.





Paula Rayner
DOB: 27.10.55
Position: Right Wing


The 15-year-old Paula is often labelled as a ‘tinker’ by her fellow squad members. Another squad member hailing from Luton, Paula embraces the thrill of living on the wild side and exhibits a penchant for sneaking out of windows to defy curfew or elude the watchful eyes of adults. With her long brown hair featuring a swept fringe, she emerges as a gifted footballer who thrives on the right wing, showcasing incredible speed to skilfully navigate around defenders.


Standing at 1.65m (5ft 5in) tall, Paula may project an innocent and quiet demeanour, but she possesses a knack for thinking outside the box. Balancing a diligent work ethic with a cheeky and mischievous personality, she is a true force on and off the field. A remarkably talented sportswoman, Paula often teamed up with Trudy as her partner in crime during their various escapades.





Gill Sayell
DOB: 26.10.56
Position: Right Wing


Meet Gill, the second youngest in the squad at 14 years old during her time in Mexico, and despite being the smallest at only 1.47m (4ft 10in), she brings a dynamic energy to the team. She has shoulder-length brown hair and naturally thrives as an attacking player, relishing her role on the right side of the pitch. During their adventures off the pitch, she formed strong friendships with Leah and Chris, earning them the playful name ‘the Three Amigos’.


Even at a young age, Gill harboured a winning mindset and a relentless drive to improve, akin to the squad’s centre forward, Jan. Throughout the World Cup, she blossomed with confidence and navigated with admirable ease the challenge of not knowing anyone in the squad upon arriving at the airport. A fast-paced player with great flair, Gill’s quiet nature complements her lovely, gentle personality, harmonizing seamlessly with her competitive spirit in sports. Her dedication to training did not go unnoticed, as manager Harry Batt recognized her potential, marking the beginning of Gill’s promising footballing journey.





Louise Cross
DOB: 01.02.54
Position: Left Wing


Hailing from Southampton, Louise undeniably stood out as one of the most talented members of the team. At 17 years old, she exhibits exceptional speed, surpassing many in her age group. Louise’s style of play is skilful and unorthodox, a unique approach that she leverages to her advantage, especially when charging down the left wing against defenders. Possessing pinpoint passing accuracy and a left foot shot likened to a rocket, she distinguishes herself in a field where left-footed female players are a rarity.


An attractive girl with shoulder-length light brown hair, Louise garnered many admirers in Mexico. Despite her striking abilities on the pitch, she maintains a shy and reserved character within the squad, preferring to stay on the periphery of group activities. Nevertheless, Louise proved to be a great asset to the team, displaying immense confidence on the football pitch, even if her confidence off it was not as pronounced.





Yvonne Farr
DOB: 31.01.55
Position: Wing / Forward


Meet Yvonne, a Luton native raised in a bustling, large family. Quiet and naturally introverted, she found herself as a newcomer to the squad, arriving at the airport without knowing any other members. At 16 years old in Mexico, Yvonne brings a strong athletics background, boasting victories in hurdles at school competitions. Utilizing her fast pace down the wing, she effortlessly manoeuvres past defenders, expertly leaping over their tackles.


With long brown hair framing a full fringe that she often hides behind, Yvonne embodies the ‘girl-next-door’ persona. More reserved than her counterparts, she carries a shy demeanour with a lovely, sweet personality. Despite her reserved nature, Yvonne is always a cheerful and all-round delightful individual, bringing a unique charm to the squad.





Janice (Jan) Barton
DOB: 18.12.51
Position: Centre Forward


Last but not least, introducing Jan, a 19-year-old hailing from North London and a devoted supporter of Tottenham Hotspur. With an unwavering focus on her football journey, Jan is always eager to acquire new skills, displaying a strong-willed and determined approach to the game. Despite her petite stature at 1.55m (5ft 1in), Jan, adorned with blonde curls, thinks like a centre forward, constantly strategizing on how to outmanoeuvre defenders and score crucial goals for the team.


Her commitment to success is unparalleled, with a relentless determination to win. While Jan may not exude feistiness off the pitch, once she enters the ‘playing zone’, she handles herself adeptly against larger opponents. One hundred per cent focused on scoring goals for her side, Jan exhibits an unwavering commitment to the team’s objectives and is known for her intense competitiveness.





The Tales of Trailblazing Women Footballers


‘Complaints having been made as to football being played by women, the Council feels impelled to express their strong opinion that the game of football is quite unsuitable for females and should not be encouraged.’
1921, FA Council


Records show that women were participating in casual football matches as early as the 15th century. Like their male counterparts, women played within their local communities as a pastime. Over time, teams were formed, and regular matches took place. However, as the sport grew, so did the backlash.


The first recorded match between England and Scotland took place on 7 May 1881, in Edinburgh. The teams then played two additional matches in Glasgow and Manchester, each drawing crowds of around 5,000. These matches were abandoned due to violent protests.


During the First World War, women’s football gained popularity, raising the equivalent of millions of pounds for charitable causes. The changing nature of women’s work in wartime Britain helped elevate the profile of the game, both as a women’s sport and more broadly. Female workers were encouraged to join official workplace sports teams to improve health and productivity, but many also played football during their lunch breaks, forming unsanctioned teams like Bella’s Team, the Blyth Spartans and the Carlisle Munitionettes. Some were even invited to join men’s games outside working hours.


After observing women munitions workers playing football from his office window, Alfred Frankland suggested to worker Grace Sibbert that they establish a team to play for charity. Adopting the factory’s name, Dick, Kerr Ladies FC became well-known. Between 1917 and 1965, they played 828 games and raised tens of thousands of pounds for charity, a sum equivalent to tens of millions in today’s terms.


Dick, Kerr Ladies’ match on Boxing Day 1920 against St Helens at Goodison Park set a record attendance of 53,000, with an additional 10,000 fans reportedly locked outside. To put this in perspective, the average attendance for Everton’s men’s team at Goodison Park that season was just over 38,000.


On 5 December 1921, the FA Council banned women from playing on football pitches owned by Association members.


Despite the matches not interfering with men’s games and being initiated to fill the void left by the absence of Football League matches during the First World War, the FA, unhappy with the growing popularity of women’s football outside their control, deemed it a threat. These matches were organized to raise funds for charity, with the gate money going entirely to charitable causes, bypassing the FA’s authority.


Responding to this, the FA, concerned about the increasing popularity of women’s football and the absence of gate money, made decisions that would hinder the progress of women’s football for years.


The FA instructed men’s clubs to deny women the opportunity to play, thereby overshadowing the achievements of Dick, Kerr Ladies and restricting the advancement of women in football. In effect, the FA had outlawed the sport for women.


Despite the ban, there were pockets of activity for women’s football thanks to the Northern Rugby Union who refused to follow the FA’s wishes and allowed women to play on their rugby grounds. With no other support, there was little progress and women were consigned to playing on local recreation grounds or pitches for other sports. Businesses such as Marks & Spencer and Woolworths held matches in support of the women’s game, but these were few and far between. Women faced criticism for wanting to play football. They were told, ‘Football is a man’s game.’


And, several decades later and with the ban still in place, this was the story still told to the 14 Lionesses of Mexico when they were growing up in the 1950s and ’60s . . .


‘It was the adults saying that I shouldn’t be playing football, not the boys. It was something I ignored, and I never allowed it to bother me.’
Leah


Paula Rayner


‘I was born in Cricklewood, London. I was the fourth child, my three older brothers and I were all very close in age, only five years between the eldest and me, and then Stephen is eleven years younger. As soon as I could walk, I played football with my brothers, but I don’t really remember much of my life in London. We moved to Luton when I was about seven or eight years old.’


Paula’s childhood days were marked by a fervent desire to partake in the boys’ football games on the playing fields. However, the door to this sport remained closed, courtesy of the boys who deemed her unfit for the game simply because she was a girl.


In a pivotal moment, Paula’s brother Gerald stepped forward as her advocate. Approaching the leader of the boys, he asserted, ‘She can play football, so let her join in.’ And with that proclamation, Paula found herself welcomed into the fold. All thanks go to big brother. Lunchtimes became a ritual spent on the playing field, engaged in the lively game of football and no word was said again about Paula being a female.


The boys, standing in a circle to select teams, initially relegated Paula to the last pick. Yet her skills swiftly propelled her up the hierarchy. Fortunate to have open fields in front of her house, Paula and the boys from the estate would gather for the timeless routine of ‘jumpers for goalposts’, team selections, and games that only paused when mothers called them in for tea.


‘My mum used to tell people this story about how I used to have long, blonde hair when I was little and how she used to love to comb and plait it. Then one day when she had gone shopping, I asked my dad to cut the plaits off so I could look like my brothers. When she got home, there they were, the two plaits lying on the kitchen table. I don’t remember doing that, but Mum does, and she wasn’t very happy.


‘Growing up in the 1950s and ’60s, girls were girls, and boys were boys. My mum did try to encourage me to be more girly, I went to Brownies for a while, and I also have a certificate in ballet, but in the end, Mum was resigned to the fact it was going to be trainers and not ballet pumps with me. I was 13 before I was allowed to have a pair of jeans, and my football boots were always my brothers’ hand-me-downs. I got my first new football boots for my 14th birthday.’


Paula discovered another kindred spirit, Dawn, who lived just a door away and shared her passion for football. Amid the games, there were always negative comments directed at her. The negativity manifested as labelling her as ‘weird’ for being a girl playing football or insinuations about her sexual orientation. However, she paid little attention to their unkind words.


During those playful afternoons, Paula was nicknamed ‘Brucie’ by some of her male counterparts, an association with Bruce Rioch, a player for Luton Town during that era. Hoping it was a nod to her playing style rather than a comparison of appearances, Paula continued to grow to love and relish the joy of the game, undeterred by societal expectations and stereotypes.


‘I wasn’t allowed to play on the football team at my school. I’ll always remember my PE teacher saying, “It’s such a shame we can’t let you play because you’d be one of my first choices for the team.” My brother got selected, so I was always watching the matches after school. I’d run up and down on the sideline cheering the team on.


‘I then went to an all-girls secondary school, so there was definitely no football played there. I loved taking part in most sports, PE was my favourite subject, and I represented the school in hockey, netball, athletics and tennis, but my football always came first.’


Yvonne Farr


‘I am one of seven children, and I am the third eldest. We grew up in Stopsley, Luton. My mum never put any pressure on me to be a “girly girl” and wear a dress. She knew it wasn’t for me and accepted the way I was.’


Yvonne’s journey into football was different to Paula’s. Her childhood weaves together tales of camaraderie and shared joy on the field, playing sport. The stage was set in the neighbourhood behind her house, where a boy named Paul and her brother Keiron became her constant companions in the game of football. Beyond the confines of school, whenever free time beckoned, the trio would kick a ball around, creating moments that Yvonne cherished.


Being a self-proclaimed tomboy, Yvonne seamlessly integrated herself into the boys’ world, finding acceptance and friendship among them. The simplicity of those days was reflected in the shared passion for football, a common ground that transcended gender norms. Notably, Yvonne wasn’t alone in her tomboy pursuits; some of her female friends shared the same inclination, forming a tight-knit group that defied what was expected of girls growing up in the 1950s.


Stopsley, then a village with a good sense of community, provided a nurturing environment for these friendships to flourish. With this freedom, Yvonne and her friends delighted in being accepted for who they were. Despite the unconventional nature of their interests – those that were seen to be for boys – Yvonne fondly recollects those days without a trace of abuse or negativity tarnishing the memories. It was a time when the simple pleasures of playing football and the bonds forged in Stopsley painted a picture of a childhood untainted by judgement.


Louise Cross


‘I was born in Southampton. My mum and dad have five children and I am bang in the middle at number three. I have an older and younger brother and the same with my two sisters. All five of us are good at sport.’


In the heart of Millbrook, where the green outside Louise’s house doubled as a makeshift football pitch, her older brother Richard emerged as a local football talent, proudly donning the jersey of Southampton School Boys. The allure of the game proved irresistible, even to Louise, who, undeterred by the absence of fellow girls, sought to join the ranks of her brother’s spirited matches.


There was no coaching for Louise in those early football days. All was self-taught and fuelled by an innate passion. She absorbed the intricacies of the game by closely observing her brothers and their friends. Remarkably, her natural aptitude for football became apparent, earning her brother’s acknowledgement with the words, ‘You just have a flair for it.’


The transition from the impromptu green fields to the school playground marked Louise as the sole girl in a sea of boys. The initial teases and comments failed to deter her spirit. Instead, she held her ground, swiftly gaining respect as her skill on the ball became undeniable. The taunts dwindled into silence, drowned out by her confident play.


‘My mum wasn’t overly keen on me playing football though. In those days, it wasn’t as acceptable to have a daughter playing football, only sons. My mum had comments like, “Oh gosh, you’ve got a tomboy girl!” said to her a lot. Yet they were still supportive. They came back with, “Yeah, that’s our daughter Louise playing football and we are proud.”’


Louise’s journey was not just about physical prowess; it demanded a mental acuity to read a football match. The ability to anticipate moves, to be that split second ahead of opponents – these were skills she honed without formal coaching. In the absence of such, she became her own teacher, meticulously observing her brothers and translating their moves into her own skillset.


The quest for self-improvement became a driving force for Louise, an innate characteristic that propelled her forward. With the desire to win and her determination to enhance her skills continuously, Louise emerged not only as a player of great talent but as a testament to the power of self-motivation and an unyielding pursuit of excellence.


‘Because I had started playing football at a young age with my brothers, I always used to play football in the playground at school with the boys. I was the only girl doing so, and I used to get teased at the start with a few comments thrown at me, but it never bothered me. And soon the comments stopped because I held my own and they couldn’t get the ball off me!


‘At school, I was on all the sports teams. In the rounders team, they used to get so fed up because I just used to hit the ball so far and I would be the only one left and they could never get me out!


‘I was good at hockey as well and that helped my football, which in turn helped my hockey. It’s a very similar game in terms of tactics and positioning on the pitch.


‘When I was playing sports, I could be myself. I could be feisty Louise. I’m really competitive and I love to win. I do believe playing sports kept me out of trouble and off the streets too. If I had any worries, I’d go and play football and that kept me sane, especially during times when I had my exams. I’m still like that now. If I need to de-stress, I will go and play walking football. I like to prove to myself that I can still kick a ball just as well as anybody else.’


Leah Caleb


‘I was born in Dublin, and I have an older brother and sister. The family came to Luton when I was three years old. I have an Irish passport, but I have spent all my life growing up in England. It’s where I’ve had all my sports experiences. I see myself as “Irish English”, which doesn’t always work watching sports events! I was truly blessed with my parents. They were supportive and trusting, and understood how important sport was in my life. They understood it made me happy as a child and teenager, which continued into my adulthood.’


At the tender age of five, propelled by an unexpected introduction – repeated instances of being hit with a football in the playground – Leah decided to bridge the gap between herself and the boys, which led her to kick the ball with newfound enthusiasm. Endowed with natural athleticism, the world of sports unfolded effortlessly for Leah, transforming an inadvertent encounter into a source of pure joy.


The resonance of laughter and fun of playing football in the playground translated seamlessly to post-school adventures in the park. What began as a casual kickabout gradually morphed into spirited, competitive play.


‘I learned my football skills playing with the boys. I was accepted as a girl and often being called a tomboy. To be honest, it was the adults saying that I shouldn’t be playing football, not the boys. It was something I ignored, and I never allowed it to bother me. Dad would have preferred me not to be a tomboy running around playing football. My mum would say, “That’s what Leah loves to do”, and so Dad had to accept it.’


Leah’s recollections paint a picture of simplicity – a time when children, undeterred by societal norms, would spill onto the streets or local parks to engage in the timeless ritual of play. For Leah, the majority of her childhood was spent navigating the football fields with the boys, occasionally pivoting to cricket when summer arrived.


Beyond the joy of the game, there was the universal language that sports speak. In the arena of play, differences disappear, and teamwork prevails. Regardless of whether the opponent is a girl or boy, the essence of sports remains respectful and enjoyable. The playing field becomes a great equalizer, erasing distinctions of culture, ethnicity or gender; it becomes just about the sport.


The profound lesson woven into Leah’s childhood narrative is that once you’ve proven your worth in any sport, be it with a ball, bat or racket, the camaraderie with like-minded individuals knows no boundaries. In the carefree days of youth, differences become inconsequential, and the shared love for the game becomes the unifying force that transcends constraints.


Jan Barton


‘I was born in Islington and have two older brothers. My home was very cramped, it was one of those townhouses with families living up above and below. We all shared an outside toilet. My mum, Edith, worked in a factory. There were no fields to play out on, just city life. As a treat, my mum used to give me money to go to the Pie and Eel shop, which I loved! The mystic of the green liquor . . . oh it’s wonderful! Manze Pie and Eel – I think David Beckham still goes on occasion. Our idea of fun when we were kids was going up and down on the tube.


‘I was a tomboy, and my mother couldn’t get me in a dress to save my life. I was always in shorts or jeans or whatever you had in those days. I had no interest in dolls or “girly” things at all. All I wanted to do was play football. My mum despaired as all she wanted was a little girl to dress up as a princess. I had beautiful blonde ringlets right down to my back. Perfect to put ribbons in, and yet I turned out to be the biggest tomboy ever.


‘We lived in Arsenal territory so everyone in my family supported Arsenal. I started supporting Spurs – not sure how that started, but it was probably to really annoy them. When I was young, Dad drove me to White Hart Lane to watch a Tottenham Hotspur match. I kept nagging and finally he relented. It was against Nottingham Forest. As I got older, I could get on a train and go by myself, which I used to do a lot. My favourite players were Jimmy Neighbour – he was a great little winger – and Jimmy Greaves. I modelled my style of play on Jimmy Greaves. His dribbling ability was sensational.


‘All the family lived in that area of North London, and it was common to have a knees-up at the King of Denmark pub with my Uncle Fred still singing at 11pm.


‘During the war, my dad, Bill, was a POW, captured in 1940, and spent the rest of the war in a POW camp. My mum, Edie, was bombed out three times during the Blitz. During the Blitz, she came home three times to her shelled house, but in those days, it says a lot about the community, you just moved in with your neighbour or friend and just got on with it. People don’t realize what they went through. It seems like the world has ended if the internet connection goes off now. My parents had their houses blown up. My dad spent the prime of his life (aged 22 to 27 years old) in a German prison camp. When he returned home, he had to work driving coal lorries and all sorts to try and get back into the world of living.


‘My mum eventually had enough of city life, and we moved to Biggleswade [Bedfordshire] as her sister lived in nearby Sandy. I was about nine years old, and I can still remember breathing clean air and seeing grassy fields for the first time!’


In the early years of Jan’s life, the boys in her world recognized her talent on the football field. With a nod to her skills, they welcomed her into their games, acknowledging that she was every bit as good a player as any of them. The bond with her brother, Ray, separated by only a couple of years, solidified over shared moments of kicking a ball around. The presence of numerous boy cousins provided the perfect companionship for football matches.


‘I was very happy at my secondary school as it had a big playing field. My brother was a good runner and the PE teachers saw that I had the sporty gene too. I played netball at school and was good at the sport. I was centre in the netball team. And we absolutely thrashed the Grammar School girls, which was one up for us. The boys did football of course, but girls weren’t allowed to join in there. I was only allowed to play in the playground with them at break. When the boys played matches against the other schools, I used to think, “I’d love to be as good as that!”’


Fairfield, the park in Biggleswade, became a backdrop for Jan’s football heaven. Post-school, armed with just a ball, she ventured to the park alone, honing her skills by kicking the ball against the fence and mastering keepy-ups. She was unaware of the concept of girls’ football teams, and no one steered her in that direction. Undeterred, Jan’s imagination took flight, envisioning herself scoring goals for the likes of Spurs or England – albeit in the men’s team.


Going to watch Biggleswade Town, known affectionately as the ‘Waders’, became a staple in Jan’s routine. Whether alone or occasionally accompanied by her father, they attended matches, engaging in a pre-game and half-time kickaround.


The park emerged as Jan’s sanctuary. In the solitude of those moments, a lad named Kevin occasionally joined Jan, sparking a new phase of skill development. He would help Jan practise her left foot composure on the ball and try new ball skills they had seen others do. Being alone in her football pursuits and thoughts didn’t deter Jan; rather, it became a source of contentment. Nights blended into one another, especially in the summer, as Jan just loved the simple pleasure of playing, indifferent to the number of friends in her circle. Those moments rendered friendship inconsequential against the backdrop of her cherished park, her sanctuary, and her happy place.


Chris Lockwood


‘I was born in Bolton upon Dearne, South Yorkshire, a place very dear to my heart. My nan and granddad had a farm there, so I had the best childhood ever. The adults never saw the kids all day. I’ve got two sisters – Susan, me, then Julie – but they didn’t like sport at all. My mum didn’t either. My dad did a little bit of sport, not that much, however my uncles and my cousins (who were all boys) were football mad. We used to play together all the time in the farmyard, with a bit of cricket thrown in now and again, but most of the time it was football and I loved it!


‘We didn’t even have an actual football growing up. My cousin Tony and I hatched a plan, and we climbed up the drainpipe of a Victorian school nearby, got onto the roof, scooped together all the balls that were stuck there, threw them down, and took them all back to the farm to play with. Sorry kids.


‘Just before I started infant school, my dad moved to Luton. He couldn’t afford to keep farming and Vauxhall Motors were offering good money for jobs on the factory line, so it was a no-brainer. He was in Luton for six months before the rest of the family came down to live with him. My dad was homesick for Yorkshire all the time, so we used to go back up north regularly.


‘Because our family was always travelling back to the farm, I always felt a strong connection to Yorkshire. I had a northern accent. My first day at school, however, turned into a bit of a drama. The school was only down the road from our house in Luton, and Mum and Dad were so excited for me. They waited at home to see if I’d enjoyed it. They saw me coming down the driveway and walking through the back door. They were waiting for me in the lounge, but instead of me coming into the room to say hello, they heard me go out the back door again. I had got a kitchen knife and was running down the road, chasing the kids who said I came from Coronation Street. In my eyes, I was standing up for myself because the kids were saying I was different. (No one was hurt in this incident!) My dad had always told me, “Don’t let anybody pick on you. You stand up for yourself.”


‘One day, my mum turned to me and said, “Enough is enough! You are wearing a dress.” I cried all day because I wasn’t just a tomboy, I was gay and wasn’t feminine in terms of wanting to wear a dress. Looking back, it must have been hard for my mum and dad because I was different, and they had to accept it. They knew that I was never going to be put in the corner and told what to be. Whereas when I played football, nobody judged me. All that mattered was how I played on that pitch. I would always give 100 per cent and work hard for the team. That, for me, was acceptance.’


Chris’s passion for football set her apart from her female peers. The absence of other girls who shared her love for the sport left her feeling alienated, prompting a natural gravitation towards the company of boys. Growing up in Luton, she cultivated friendships grounded in mutual respect and a shared enthusiasm for football.


The camaraderie with the boys, stemming from her adeptness on the football field, fostered an environment devoid of animosity. The selection of team captains, a ritual embedded in the fabric of their games, saw Chris elevated to the esteemed number one position regularly. There was never a word of exclusion based on her gender; instead, the boys acknowledged her skill and held her in high regard. In the dynamics of team selection, Chris found herself donning the captain’s armband, a testament to the nod of acceptance she enjoyed.
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