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WHAT DO WE LOVE? FOOTBALL!


WHEN DO WE LOVE IT? EVERY DAY OF THE YEAR!


Hello, my Unbelievable Football friends, and welcome to my biggest and best book yet – 365 Amazing True Football Stories!*


That’s right, readers – get ready for over four hundred pages packed with:




•  Memorable matches


•  Massive moments


•  Great goals


•  Super signings


•  Record-breakers


•  Football firsts and lasts


•  Heroes and villains


•  Birthday boys and girls


•  Weird and wonderful tales








What’s more, there’s one for each and every day!


If you want to know which year each amazing story comes from, just look for the dates highlighted in bold within the text.


Got it? Good – in that case let’s kick off the greatest football calendar ever!
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1 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





VIRGIL VAN DIJK BECOMES THE WORLD’S MOST EXPENSIVE DEFENDER!


£75 million for a centre-back? Even today, that sounds like a lot of money, but when Liverpool broke their transfer record to sign Dutchman Virgil van Dijk from Southampton on 1 January 2018, that sounded ABSOLUTELY BONKERS!


However, manager Jürgen Klopp had the last laugh, because big, classy Virgil turned out to be the last piece in Liverpool’s trophy-winning puzzle.


Buying the best centre-back going? £75 million.


Fixing a leaky defence and winning the UEFA Champions League in 2019, and then the Premier League in 2020 and 2025? Priceless!


[image: A mound of brightly shining coins, stacked in 3 piles of different heights, with 2 more single coins at the front.]







2 JANUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





NADIA NADIM!


Nadia was born in Afghanistan, a country in Central Asia, in 1988. At the age of 11, she was forced to flee with her mother and four sisters because their homeland had become too dangerous. After a long and difficult journey, they arrived at a refugee camp in Denmark, where at last they could feel safe, and where Nadia soon discovered her new favourite sport.


‘That’s the first time I got to see that girls actually did play football at the schools. And right away, I fell in love with the game.’


As well as a passion for football, it soon became clear that Nadia had real talent too. After starting out at her local club in Aalborg, she raised her game higher and higher until, at the age of 21, she was called up to the Denmark national team for the 2009 Women’s Euros. Three years later, she was starring for Fortuna Hjørring, the most successful club in Denmark, and scoring her first goals in the Women’s Champions League!


From there, Nadia set off on a series of successful international adventures to:




•  the USA, where she won the 2017 NWSL (National Women’s Soccer League) Championship with Portland Thorns FC


•  England, where she starred for Manchester City


•  France, where she helped PSG beat Lyon to the 2020–21 Division 1 Féminine title


•  Italy, where she joined AC Milan





Oh, and Nadia has also won over 100 caps for Denmark and played at four European Championships, even scoring in the final in 2017, which they eventually lost against the Netherlands.


Wow, what a football explorer! It certainly helps that Nadia can speak NINE different languages! Yeah, she’s seriously smart; so smart that she also studied medicine while playing professional sport, and in 2022, she qualified as a doctor.


Why? Well, for the same reason that Nadia loves football, really: ‘I want to be in a position where you actually are going to have an impact on other people’s lives and help people, because I know how it is to receive the help,’ she said.







3 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





PAT KRUSE SCORES THE FASTEST-EVER OWN GOAL!


When Cambridge United booted the ball forward straight from kick-off in their 1977 match against Torquay United, defender Pat Kruse thought about heading it out for a throw-in. Instead, he headed it back towards his keeper …


Big mistake! Because instead of staying in his goal, Terry Lee had run out to try and catch the ball himself, which meant that Kruse’s header rolled into his own empty net. And the time on the clock? Just six seconds! What a way to go down in football history, eh?
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4 JANUARY


MEMORABLE MATCHES





WREXHAM VS ARSENAL, 1992


We all love a good ‘cupset’, right? When these two teams met in the third round of the 1991–92 FA Cup, Arsenal were the reigning champions of England, whereas Wrexham had just finished bottom of the entire Football League!


Unsurprisingly, most people were predicting an easy Arsenal win, and when they took the lead just before half-time, it really did look like game over for the underdogs. But remember: in a one-off match, anything can happen, including some special cup magic …


With less than ten minutes left, Wrexham won a free-kick, which their captain Mickey Thomas took. In his prime, he had played for Manchester United and won 51 caps for Wales. Now, aged 37, the winger was back at his boyhood club. With a BANG! of his brilliant left boot, he fired an unstoppable shot into the top corner. 1–1!


Just two minutes later, Gordon Davies crossed the ball to striker Steve Watkin, who slid in and poked a shot past the Arsenal keeper. 2–1!


Incredible ‘cupset’ complete: the Red Dragons had shocked the champions!


[image: 2 football supporters in striped scarves, waving their arms in the air and cheering delightedly.]







5 JANUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





THE FIRST-EVER FIFA CLUB WORLD CUP KICKS OFF!


A special football tournament between the best club teams from around the world – what a brilliant idea! FIFA had been talking about it for years, but on this day in 2000, it finally happened for the first time. Eight awesome teams took part in Brazil, coming from six different continents (sadly, no team from Antarctica!). There was:




•  Real Madrid and Manchester United from Europe


•  Raja Casablanca from Africa


•  Al-Nassr from Asia


•  South Melbourne from Oceania


•  Necaxa from North and Central America


•  Corinthians and Vasco da Gama from South America





And the winners? No, not the mighty Real Madrid or Manchester United, but Corinthians, who beat Vasco da Gama on penalties in an all-Brazilian final.







6 JANUARY


WEIRD AND WONDERFUL





THE GOLDEN LIONS WHO TRAVELLED A VERY LONG WAY TO LOSE VERY BADLY


What’s the longest possible journey in English league football? Well, from Plymouth Argyle in the south to Newcastle United in the north and back again, it’s over 1,000 km. That might sound like a very long way, but it’s nothing compared to the journey made by Golden Lion FC, who travelled from their home in Martinique, an island in the Caribbean Sea, all the way to France to take on Lille in the Coupe de France in 2024. That’s almost a whopping 14,000 km there and back!


It would all have been worth it if Golden Lion had won, but instead they sadly lost 12–0! Hmm, the journey home must have felt long!







7 JANUARY


MEMORABLE MATCHES





MANCHESTER UNITED vs NOTTINGHAM FOREST, 1990


This match isn’t memorable for the scoreline or the football; it’s memorable for what might have been. You see, midway through the 1989–90 season, the mighty Manchester United were really struggling. After eight league matches without a win, many felt that if they failed to beat Nottingham Forest in this FA Cup tie, their young Scottish manager, Alex Ferguson, would be sacked.


Oof, talk about playing under pressure! Fortunately, a goal from Mark Robins gave United the victory they needed, and the rest is football history. Fergie’s team went on to win the 1990 FA Cup, and then another 37 trophies over the next 23 years!
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8 JANUARY


MASSIVE MOMENTS





THOMAS HITZLSPERGER SHARES HIS STORY


On the football pitch, Thomas Hitzlsperger was a talented midfielder who played for top clubs including Aston Villa, VfB Stuttgart and Lazio. He also won over 50 caps for his country, Germany. He was most famous for having a shot so powerful that they called him ‘The Hammer’, and yet his most powerful act of all came off the football pitch.


A few months after retiring from the game due to injury, in 2014, Hitzlsperger decided it was the right moment to speak up and share a very important fact about himself: he was gay. ‘I’m coming out about my homosexuality because I want to move the discussion about homosexuality among professional sportspeople forward,’ he said.


At the time, Hitzlsperger became the most famous openly gay male footballer – and the first to have played in the Premier League.


His announcement helped pave the way for others to open up too. In 2022, Blackpool forward Jake Daniels became the only current gay male professional footballer in the UK, and in 2023, Czech midfielder Jakub Jankto became the first active male senior international footballer to come out as gay.
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9 JANUARY


MASSIVE MOMENTS





GARETH BALE RETIRES FROM FOOTBALL


It was the news that all Wales fans had been fearing: ‘After careful and thoughtful consideration, I announce my immediate retirement from club and international football,’ Gareth Bale said on this day in 2023.


Although he was leaving the game aged just 33, Gareth had enjoyed an amazing career, from his early years at Southampton and his brilliant breakthrough at Tottenham, to becoming a Galáctico and the world’s most expensive player (at the time) in 2013. His time at Real Madrid wasn’t always the happiest, but he still played a key part for the club, winning three La Liga titles and five Champions League trophies. If you haven’t seen his incredible overhead kick in the 2018 final against Liverpool at least 100 times, can you really call yourself a serious football fan?


But Gareth’s first and greatest football love was Wales. He broke the records for most caps (111) and most goals (41). He also fired Wales all the way to the semi-finals of Euro 2016 and to the 2022 World Cup, their first appearance at the tournament since 1958!


‘I have realised my dream,’ Gareth declared, and off he went to play lots of golf instead.


[image: A golf bag leaning on its stand, with 6 assorted golf clubs inside it.]







10 JANUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE SPY WHO WATCHEDOTHER TEAMS TRAINING


When a man was stopped for ‘acting suspiciously’ at the Derby County training ground on this day in 2019, it turned out that he worked for Leeds United, the team they were playing against the very next day! Woah, what was going on? Football spying, that’s what! Leeds United were fined £200,000 for their bad behaviour, but the story goes that their manager, Marcelo Bielsa, paid it himself.
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11 JANUARY


SUPER SIGNINGS





DAVID BECKHAM SIGNS FOR LA GALAXY


In 2007, at the age of 31, England captain David Beckham’s spell at Spanish giant Real Madrid was coming to an end, but where would he go next? The answer shocked the football world:


‘After considering several options to stay in Madrid or join other major British and European teams, I have decided to join LA Galaxy,’ he revealed.


LA Galaxy? Yes, Becks was moving to the MLS!


In the 1970s, football legends like Pelé, George Best, Eusébio and Franz Beckenbauer had all played in the USA, but since then, the American fans had been waiting for their next world-famous superstar to arrive. Now, at last, he was on his way. Hurray!


Becks went on to spend six successful years with the Galaxy, winning the MLS Cup twice. He enjoyed it so much that in 2014, he went back to the USA to buy his very own football team, Inter Miami. His biggest signing so far? A guy called Lionel Messi! You might have heard of him …


[image: Lionel Messi sprints forward, a football just in front of his left boot. In the distance behind him is Mount Lee, with the Hollywood sign and the radio transmitter on top.]




12 JANUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE GAME THAT ENDED EARLY … TWICE!


HANDBALL? OFFSIDE? PENALTY? DIVE? The job of a referee is never easy, but if there’s one part that should be pretty simple, it’s telling the time. However, in 2022, during an Africa Cup of Nations match between Tunisia and Mali, Janny Sikazwe somehow managed to get that wrong.


He blew the first final whistle after 85 minutes, and when the coaches complained, he restarted the game, only to end it early again, after 89 minutes and 47 seconds! This time, the Tunisia team (who were losing 1–0) refused to come back on in protest, and so the match really was over.
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13 JANUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





THE FIRST FOOTBALLER TO GET HIS OWN EMOJI WAS … PAUL POGBA!


Despite playing for Manchester United and winning the 2018 World Cup with France, Pogba is probably just as famous for his off-the pitch activities: the haircuts, the ‘Dab’ dances and this historic social media moment …


‘Thanks Twitter for emojing me, let’s have fun,’ he posted in 2017, along with the all-important hashtag: ‘#pogba’, which when typed in magically turned into a little picture of the player himself, with his initials ‘PP’ even shaved into his head. What fun! However, Pogba’s Manchester United manager, José Mourinho, was not amused.







14 JANUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





DECLAN RICE!


Declan was born in Kingston upon Thames in 1999, and he joined the Chelsea academy at the age of seven. After seven years, however, he received the news that all young players have nightmares about: his football club was releasing him.


At first, Declan was so devastated that he didn’t know what to do, but he didn’t give up on his football dream. After a few months, Declan was determined to try again, and so he went for a trial at another top London club, West Ham. He loved it so much that he stayed there for the next ten years, growing from a tall, skinny defender into:




•  An excellent club captain – leading West Ham to the 2022–23 UEFA Europa Conference League title, their first trophy for 43 years


•  An experienced international midfielder – starring for his country at Euro 2020 and the 2022 FIFA World Cup


•  The most expensive English player ever!





When Declan finally left his beloved West Ham in 2023, Arsenal paid a massive £105 million to sign him. Wow, that is A LOT of money to spend on one player, especially a defensive midfielder – but he quickly proved that he was worth every penny.


Not only could Declan sit deep and defend brilliantly, but he could also push forward and make a difference in attack. At the end of his first season at Arsenal, he finished with seven goals and ten assists, and he carried on that fantastic form for his country, helping them reach the final of Euro 2024.


Year after year, the kid from Kingston continues to prove all his doubters wrong, especially those early coaches at Chelsea. ‘There’s always blips along the way, you’re always going to get hit by stuff,’ he says, ‘but it’s about how you rise above it and have that strong mentality to come out on top, and luckily enough I had that.’


You sure do, Declan, and it’s taken you all the way to the top!







15 JANUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





CHLOE KELLY!


Born on this day in 1998 in West London, Kelly has become one of the greatest big-game players in English football history. At club level, she lifted the Women’s FA Cup with Manchester City in 2020, and she won the UEFA Women’s Champions League with Arsenal in 2025, but the forward’s biggest moments have all come for her country.


So far, during her incredible England career, Kelly has already scored:




•  The winning goal in the UEFA Women’s Euro 2022 final against Germany


•  The winning penalty as the Lionesses beat Brazil in the Women’s Finalissima in 2023


•  AND another winning penalty in the UEFA Women’s Euro 2025 final against Spain!





Pressure, what pressure? If you need a hero to save the big day, Kelly is the player to call.







16 JANUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





THE BIRTH OF THE BICYCLE KICK


When you hear the phrase ‘bicycle kick’, you probably think of Gareth Bale, Alejandro Garnacho, or Melvine Malard, but who was the first player to ever jump up and kick the ball acrobatically over their head?


Answer: Ramón Unzaga, way back in 1914, while playing for his local club in Talcahuano, Chile. There’s even a special statue of him doing a bicycle kick on display in the city! Ramón was soon showing off his new skill at the first-ever South American Football Championship (now called the Copa América) in 1916, and to this day, Argentinians often still call a bicycle kick ‘La chilena’, or ‘the Chilean’, in tribute to him.







17 JANUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





MANCHESTER UNITED SET A NEW HOME AT TENDANCE RECORD … AT CITY’S STADIUM!


During the Second World War (1939–45), many of Manchester’s buildings were damaged by German bombing, including United’s stadium, Old Trafford. So, while the builders went about fixing their ‘Theatre of Dreams’, the football team moved across the city to share a stadium with their local rivals, City. At Maine Road on this day in 1948, Manchester United drew 1–1 with Arsenal in front of a MASSIVE crowd of 83,260 people.


A year later, United were able to move back home to Old Trafford, but their record attendance there? Still only 76,098!







18 JANUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





AITANA BONMATÍ!


Born near Barcelona in 1998, Aitana started out playing basketball, but football soon became her favourite sport. It wasn’t long before she was playing for the same club as her heroes Xavi and Andrés Iniesta. Like them, Aitana was a little midfielder who was brave on the ball and perfect with her passes. She rose through the academy ranks and made her first-team debut in 2016. But with captain Vicky Losada, Alexia Putellas and Patricia Guijarro all playing in the same position, Aitana would have to wait for her big chance at Barcelona.


During the 2018–19 season, Aitana got more game-time and she played so well that she was even picked to start in the UEFA Champions League final. That year, Barcelona lost 4–1 against Lyon, but two years later, they came back to lift the trophy, and who won the Player of the Match award? Yes, Aitana, who burst forward to score a beautiful goal as they thrashed Chelsea 4–0!


During the 2022–23 season, Aitana was simply unstoppable for club but also country. At the 2023 Women’s World Cup, Spain’s talented squad beat England in the final, and Aitana won the Golden Ball award for the tournament’s best player!


In October 2023, Aitana also won the Women’s Ballon d’Or! Instead of just enjoying her big moment, however, she used her speech to talk about the wider impact that football can have:


‘As role models, we have a responsibility on and off the pitch. We should be more than athletes. Keep leading by example and keep fighting for a better, peaceful and more equal world.’


Aitana Bonmatí, the ultimate football hero.


‘Aitana Bonmatí is a football player who has me completely in love with her for the way she plays’


– Pep Guardiola




19 JANUARY


MEMORABLE MATCHES





PSG VS RIYADH ALL-STARS (BASICALLY, THE BEST OF THE SAUDI PRO LEAGUE), 2023


After so many years of playing against each other regularly for Barcelona and Real Madrid, this match in 2023 was actually the first time Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo had gone GOAT-to-GOAT since 2020. The match was called a ‘friendly’, but we all know how competitive these guys get. The final score? 5–4 to PSG, but in the battle that mattered most, it ended 2–1 to CR7!


Will that prove to be the last-ever edition of Messi vs Ronaldo? We’ll have to wait and see …




20 JANUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





ENGLAND’S FIRST-EVER FOOTBALL LEAGUE MATCH ON A SUNDAY!


These days, there are football games going on every night of the week, but once upon a time, English league matches only ever happened on a Wednesday or a Saturday. Sundays were reserved for the ‘three Rs’: rest, religion and roast dinners.


But that all changed on this Sunday in 1974, when Millwall took on Fulham at 11.30 a.m. But would the fans turn up to watch the football or stay at home with their families? Yes, they would turn up – the crowd for that match was Millwall’s second biggest of the season! Sunday football was here to stay.
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21 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





TOM KING SCORES THE LONGEST GOAL EVER!


In the 12th minute of his team’s League Two match against Cheltenham Town in 2021, Newport County keeper Tom King placed the ball down on the edge of his six-yard box and BANG! – he launched a long, high kick towards his strikers. With more than a little help from a strong wind, the ball ended up bouncing down on the edge of the Cheltenham box, before looping up over their keeper and landing in the net. GOAL!


King’s kick travelled a distance of 96.01 m (105 yards), setting a new Guinness World Records title for the longest goal ever scored in a competitive football match!




22 JANUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE FOOTBALLER WHO BECAME PRESIDENT


Some say football and politics should never mix, but in one African nation they dared to disagree. On this day in 2018, legendary striker and 1995 Ballon d’Or winner George Weah became the new President of Liberia and the first professional footballer to ever become president of their country.


So, did he do a successful job? Well, let’s put it this way: he was certainly a lot more popular for his work on the football pitch. At the next Liberian presidential elections in January 2024, Weah lost to the same man he’d beaten when he became president in 2018.







23 JANUARY


HEROES & VILLAINS





EDEN HAZARD AND THE TIME-WASTING BALL BOY


The Belgian winger Eden Hazard was best known for his silky skills and laid-back attitude, but even he lost his temper this one time. With ten minutes to go in the second leg of their League Cup semi-final in 2013, Chelsea were losing 2–0 when Swansea City ball boy Charlie Morgan decided to waste a bit more time for his team by diving on top of the ball as it rolled out for a goal-kick.


How annoying! Instead of waiting patiently, Hazard tried to get the ball back, first with his hands and then with his right foot. Morgan, however, claimed that the Chelsea winger had kicked him, not the ball, and his Oscar-worthy performance resulted in a red card for Hazard!


The villain of the story? I’ll let you decide …




24 JANUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





THE FIRST BRITISH FOOTBALL CLUB TO HAVE A SHIRT SPONSOR IS … KETTERING TOWN


Some football teams now have separate sponsors for their shorts, so it’s hard to imagine a time when kits had only a badge and nothing else. But that’s exactly how it was in English football until a little club from Northamptonshire changed the game forever.


Derek Dougan, the manager of Kettering Town, signed a deal with local business Kettering Tyres, and so on this day in 1976, the team played with their new sponsor’s name printed on their shirts for their Southern League game against Bath City.


The FA told Kettering Town to stop or they’d be fined, but there was no stopping the growth of the game. By 1977, shirt sponsorship was spreading through British football and beyond.







25 JANUARY


HEROES & VILLAINS





ERIC CANTONA AND THE KUNG-FU KICK


This shocking incident from 1995 began when Cantona received his fifth red card for Manchester United (in only 16 months!) for a kick on Crystal Palace defender Richard Shaw.


As he walked off the pitch and heard a Palace fan, Matthew Simmons, shouting horrible things at him, the fiery Frenchman made things way, way worse. Shrugging off his manager, Alex Ferguson, he charged towards Simmons and launched a flying kick at him.


Woah, what was he thinking?! ‘I have never seen as disgraceful an incident as that in all my years in football,’ declared commentator Jonathan Pearce. In the end, he was banned for the rest of the season and more, but when he returned in October 1995, Cantona helped lead Manchester United to the Premier League title and then scored a late winner in the 1996 FA Cup final against Liverpool.




26 JANUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





JOSÉ MOURINHO!


Born in Setúbal, Portugal, in 1963, José was a pretty good footballer, but as a football manager, he turned out to be great – so great that he became known as ‘The Special One’. (Well, that’s the name he gave himself, anyway …)


His journey to the top began in 1992, when he got a job as a translator for the new English manager of Sporting Lisbon, Bobby Robson. They got on so well that when Robson moved to Porto and then Barcelona, José went with him, this time as his assistant manager.


By 2000, José was ready to take the next step and become the big boss. After a brief spell at Benfica, he took over at União de Leiria and did such a good job that Porto hired him six months later!


During his 18 months in charge, Porto won two Portuguese league titles, the Portuguese Cup, the UEFA Cup (now the Europa League) and, most amazing of all, the Champions League!


José went to Chelsea, where he quickly won back-to-back Premier League titles and the FA and League Cups. In Italy, he led Inter Milan to back-to-back Serie A titles, the Coppa Italia and the Champions League. In Spain, as Real Madrid manager, José went head-to-head with Pep Guardiola’s Barcelona and won La Liga in 2011–12.


In recent years, José’s golden touch has faded a little, but there has still been plenty to celebrate, including:




•  Lifting another Premier League title with Chelsea in 2015


•  Winning the Europa League and League Cup double with Manchester United in 2017


•  Leading Roma to the 2022 UEFA Europa Conference League





Love him or hate him, the stats and trophies don’t lie; José Mourinho is one of the most successful football managers of all time.







27 JANUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





MANCHESTER CITY BEATEN BY THEIR OWN BALLOONS!


As their 2008 FA Cup fifth-round match against Sheffield United kicked off, the Manchester City away fans decided to release a big bunch of sky-blue and white balloons on to the pitch. That’s never a good idea, but especially since the balloons landed in their own penalty area!


In the 12th minute, Sheffield United launched an attack and Lee Martin’s cross bounced off not one but two of the balloons. This caused City defender Michael Ball to completely miss his clearance and left United striker Luton Shelton with a simple finish. 1–0!


After that, the balloons were quickly popped, but City still lost 2–1 and were knocked out of the cup. Oh well, they only had their own fans to blame …




28 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





HACKNEY MARSHES HOSTS 111 MATCHES IN ONE DAY!


Hackney Marshes in East London is still one of the biggest spaces in Europe for amateur football, with 88 full-size football pitches, but back in the 1960s, there were even more pitches and even more grassroots games going on every weekend. In fact, on this day in 1962 (a Sunday), 111 different matches took place on the Marshes. The images are spectacular, showing a real-life football paradise.
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29 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





CHRIST INE SINCLAIR BECOMES THE ALL-TIME TOP SCORER IN INTERNATIONAL FOOTBALL


Forget Cristiano Ronaldo; Christine Sinclair is the true GOAT of international goalscoring. On this day in 2020, the Canada striker scored two goals against St Kitts and Nevis to take her total to 185 and break the world record set by the USA’s Abby Wambach.


‘For me it has nothing to do with the record,’


Sinclair said afterwards. ‘It’s to have young girls be able to dream of playing professionally or represent their country, win Olympic medals. To inspire young girls to pursue their crazy, wild dreams, it’s pretty cool.’




30 JANUARY


SUPER SIGNINGS





BRUNO FERNANDES SIGNS FOR MANCHESTER UNITED


Making a big new signing in the middle of the season is always risky, but when it works, it can change everything. In January 2020, Manchester United were sitting outside the Premier League top four and looking for a way in. What about a new midfield playmaker to create even more chances for the team? His name? Bruno Miguel Borges Fernandes.


Bruno’s stats for his Portuguese club Sporting Lisbon were sensational: 32 goals and 18 assists during the 2018–19 season, and 15 goals and 14 assists already in the first half of 2019–20. But the big question was: would he be able to shine as brightly in England at one of the most famous football clubs in the world?


YES! Bruno won back-to-back Premier League Player of the Month awards straight away and grabbed eight goals and seven assists to help his new team finish in third place. What a signing! A few years later, he was lifting the FA Cup trophy as United’s captain.







31 JANUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





DARWIN NÚÑEZ HITS THE WOODWORK FOUR TIMES IN ONE MATCH!


In this Liverpool match against Chelsea in 2024, Darwin Núñez managed to set a new Premier League record, but it wasn’t one that he wanted. As hard as he tried, the ball just wouldn’t go in. In the first half, one shot skimmed the crossbar and then another bounced off the post. It was the same sad story in the second, with his penalty pinging off the post and a header crashing off the crossbar.


Four times in one match? Unbelievable! Oh well, at least Darwin got an assist, and Liverpool still won the game 4–1.
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1 FEBRUARY


RECORD-BREAKERS





ENZO FERNÁNDEZ BECOMES THE PREMIER LEAGUE’S MOST EXPENSIVE PLAYER EVER!


During the 2022–23 season, Chelsea’s new American owners spent an astonishing £747 million on new players. They signed Wesley Fofana for £75 million, Mykhailo Mudryk for £89 million and, biggest of all on 1 February 2023, Enzo Fernández for a record £106.8 million. Just weeks after winning the FIFA World Cup with Argentina, the 22-year-old midfielder became the new most expensive player in the history of English football.


[image: A mound of brightly shining coins, stacked in 3 piles of different heights, with 2 more single coins at the front.]




2 FEBRUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE HOTSHOT MANAGER WHO SOLD HIMSELF


Ivor Broadis was born in the south of England, but after the Second World War moved up north to Carlisle, where he became the player–manager of the local club at the age of just 23. A few years and many goals later, Broadis was a wanted striker and Carlisle United were a club in financial trouble. In the end, the answer was obvious: on 2 February 1949, Broadis was sold to Sunderland for £18,000 (which was a lot of money back then!), and who was the boss who agreed the deal? Yep, Broadis himself!


That’s not his only claim to football fame, though. In 1954, Broadis became the first England player to score two goals at a World Cup tournament.


[image: The St George’s flag with the word ENGLAND written across it, waving on a stick.]







3 FEBRUARY


MASSIVE MOMENTS





SOUTH AFRICA WIN THE AFRICA CUP OF NATIONS WITHOUT EVEN QUALIFYING


South Africa’s two most popular sports will always be rugby and cricket, but in 1996, the country got the chance to go football mad. When that year’s Africa Cup of Nations couldn’t be held in Kenya, South Africa kindly agreed to step in. I say ‘kindly’, but really it worked out very well for them because it meant they qualified automatically for a tournament that they’d never reached before!


So would South Africa just be the nice hosts who got knocked out straight away? No, it turned out they actually had a brilliant team, featuring three stars who already played for English clubs: Mark Williams from Wolverhampton Wanderers, plus Lucas Radebe and Phil Masinga from Leeds United.


The famous African football nations were in for a big surprise. South Africa won 3–0 against Cameroon in their opening game, before beating Algeria in the quarter-finals, and then Ghana, one of the tournament favourites, in the semis. Wow, what a shock! Could South Africa go all the way and win the AFCON at their first attempt?


Yes! On 3 February 1996, with the country’s new president, Nelson Mandela, watching on, they beat Tunisia 2–0 in the final – hurray, they were the champions of Africa! Only a few years after the end of the awful apartheid era – a system that segregated and discriminated against South Africa’s ethnic minorities – the country’s Black and white players had come together to win on the football pitch in front of 80,000 of their Black and white fans.




4 FEBRUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE CLUB WHO BECAME ‘CHAMPIONS OF EVERYTHING’


São Paulo has always been one of the most successful football clubs in Brazil. They’d won the national league lots of times, plus the Copa do Brasil, the Copa Libertadores (South America’s Champions League) and the FIFA Club World Cup. However, there was still one trophy missing: the Supercopa.


Until 4 February 2024, that is. As the 2023 cup winners, São Paulo faced the league winners, Palmeiras, in the Supercopa final, and after a penalty shoot-out, they successfully lifted the trophy. At last, they had done it: São Paulo were the first Brazilian club to win it all. They could finally call themselves ‘campeão de tudo’ – ‘champions of everything’.


[image: ]




5 FEBRUARY


HAPPY BIRTHDAY …





THE BEST FOOTBALL BIRTHDAY?


Question: what do the following players have in common?




•  Cristiano Ronaldo


•  Neymar Jr


•  Carlos Tevez


•  Giovanni van Bronckhorst


•  Gheorghe Hagi


•  Estelle Cascarino


•  Stina Blackstenius





Answer: They were all born on 5 February!


If you were born on that day too, then congratulations on having the best football birthday, and get ready to become a future superstar.




6 FEBRUARY


FOOTBALL FIRSTS & LASTS





STANLEY MATTHEWS PLAYS HIS LAST-EVER LEAGUE MATCH … AT THE AGE OF 50!


During his long and remarkable career, Stanley ‘The Wizard of Dribble’ Matthews set a lot of different football records:




•  Youngest player at the time to score on his England debut (aged 19 years and 240 days) in 1934


•  First player to win the Football Writers’ Association Footballer of the Year award in 1948


•  First player to win the Ballon d’Or in 1956


•  Oldest player to play for England (aged 42 years and 104 days) in 1957


•  Oldest player to play in the top division of English football





On 6 February 1965, aged 50 years and 5 days, Matthews played his final professional game, for Stoke City against Fulham. Stoke won the match 3–1, with Sir Stanley (oh yes, he’s also the only footballer ever to be knighted while he was an active player) even setting up the second goal.







7 FEBRUARY


MEMORABLE MATCHES





LIVERPOOL VS MANCHESTER CITY, 2021


Jürgen Klopp vs Pep Guardiola, Mo Salah vs Kevin De Bruyne – Liverpool and Manchester City has probably been the Premier League’s greatest and most exciting rivalry over the last ten years.


In 2019, City beat Liverpool to the title by one single point, then Liverpool bounced back to win the league by a long way in 2020, so what would happen in 2021? When the two sides met for this big match at Anfield, City were already ten points ahead, and they made it 13 with a famous away thrashing.


For once, Liverpool keeper Alisson had a total nightmare, as City scored four times in the second half: two tap-ins from lIkay Gündoğan, one nod-in from Raheem Sterling and finally an absolute worldie from young Phil Foden. Plus, Gündoğan also missed a penalty in the first half!


Oh well – City had won this time, and this Premier League title, but Liverpool would soon be back to fight another football battle.







8 FEBRUARY


WEIRD & WONDERFUL





THE FORMER ENGLAND CRICKETER WHO BECAME A FOOTBALL MANAGER


Other than the fact that they’re both 11-a-side games, football and cricket feel about as different as two sports can get, but there’s a long list of players who have enjoyed both. Former England defender Phil Neville was apparently an excellent batter when he was young, while cricket legend Ian Botham also played as a centre-back for Yeovil Town and Scunthorpe United.
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