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INTRODUCTION









The great fallacy is that the game is first and last about winning. It’s nothing of the kind. The game is about glory. It is about doing things in style, with a flourish, about going out and beating the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.






TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR LEGEND
DANNY BLANCHFLOWER







The joy of football? Where do I start? I don’t think I can point a finger at one single thing – it’s many things to many people. It’s something deeply personal but at the same time shared, often intimately, with millions of others. It is tribal yet universal, everyday yet special, crushing yet utterly thrilling. 


   There is nothing like playing the game. Five-a-side, seven-a-side, 11-a-side, it doesn’t matter. Of course, the joy is in scoring goals, tackling, making passes or pulling off saves, but it’s also in pulling on the shirt, wearing your clubs’ colours and trying to emulate your heroes. It’s about going collectively into battle, pitting yourself against your opponents, giving everything you have and finding out if it’s enough. Whether you’re playing in the local park, in the evening for your work team or on Saturday or Sunday in a weekend league, when you play well, when it all comes off, when you score, when you win, there is no feeling quite like it. It’s immense, whatever age you are.


   Then there’s watching the game, whether it’s in the stands or on the television. Arriving at the stadium, picking up a programme, getting a drink and a snack, finding your seat and watching the action unfold before your eyes: it’s a ritual that has a soul-stirring electricity and one that fans repeat religiously for a lifetime. Why do they keep doing the same thing? Partly because each game is a step into the unknown. That’s the joy right there. This is what keeps us turning up, at the turnstile, at the pub or on the sofa. You can never be sure of what is going to happen: lucky bounces, cruel deflections, yellow cards, early baths, last-minute winners, last-minute misses. Who will be heroes and who will be villains? That’s what it boils down to: good against evil. It’s Star Wars but each club gets the chance to write its own script.


   And the final draft of that script is another place where the joy of football can be found. When you can’t be playing or watching football, there is another way to get your hit: by reading about it. Poring over match reports, digesting the stats, seeing how a day’s matches have affected your teams and others, working out who’s closer to glory and whose fate looks ever more doomed. That’s why the papers are full of football pages, why there are countless football magazines, websites and podcasts. And it’s not just the latest games; football history is a treasure chest waiting to be opened, inside the prospect of finding something new and wonderful every time, whether it’s a look back at a past player, a classic game, a great manager or a winning philosophy. This is a well that, it seems, will never run dry. 


   Reading (and watching) also leads us to different worlds. The globalisation of the game in the past 30 years has been incredible and this revolution has given us access to football in foreign lands, both on screen and in print. It has given us the chance to discover how the game on our doorstep is so different yet so similar to that played on faraway pitches. Today football on the other side of the world is just as close as football at the other end of the street.


   Playing, watching and reading: three good places to start when it comes to unearthing the ingredients that make up the joy of football. But there is more, obviously: collecting replica tops, scarves and stickers are just a few more hobbies of the hopelessly addicted. Of course, I should also mention writing about football. All fans do it in some way or another, whether it’s by messaging friends, posting on Internet forums or writing blogs, it’s just another excuse to show your love for the game.




CHAPTER 1


 


A BRIEF HISTORY OF FOOTBALL










Football, bloody hell!


SIR ALEX FERGUSON










When did it all begin? Who gets credit for inventing the beautiful game? Well, that isn’t entirely clear. There’s mention of tsu chu, involving a leather ball filled with feathers and hair, in China around 200 BC; kemari, which featured players standing in a small circle trying to keep the ball off the ground, in Japan in AD 600; episkyros, a much more physical pursuit than its Far Eastern equivalent, at roughly the same time in Greece; something called Shrovetide football, akin to mob football where hands were used as much as feet, in the Middle Ages in England; and calcio, comprising 27 players whose focus was fighting as much as football, in Italy in the 1500s. Let’s just say it’s a global game. But one thing is certain: the modern game, as we know it, was born in 1863. The fun hasn’t stopped since.
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A timeline of modern football
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A level playing field
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While football had existed in various forms for centuries, it wasn’t very organised. Steps had to be taken to turn the chaos into something more cultured, into a spectacle that was fairer, and whose joy could be shared far and wide. Association Football was the result, with the first laws drawn up in 1863 with the purpose of ‘embracing the true principles of the game, with the greatest simplicity’. 









When Preston ruled the world


 


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


   And what a season it was. It took until 2003–04 for another team, Arsenal, to emulate Preston and go a whole English Football League season without loss. The Gunners had to play nearly twice as many games, but let’s not get bogged down in detail. The Lilywhites were one of the 12 founding fathers of the league and you can only beat what’s put in front of you, and that they did. They put seven past Stoke City and five past Burnley, Derby County and Wolverhampton Wanderers at home, and seven past Brighton & Hove Albion on the road. Two Preston players led the top scorers’ table, with John Goodall just pipping teammate James Ross thanks to a goal-a-game record. 


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


 


  ENGLAND MANAGER ALF RAMSEY TO STRIKER RODNEY MARSH:
If you don’t work harder I’ll pull you off at half time.



 


SOON TO BE EX-ENGLAND STRIKER TO ENGLAND MANAGER ALF RAMSEY:
  Crikey, Alf, at Manchester City all we get is an orange and a cup of tea.










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


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


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


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


   Talking of hunger, the influx of Premier League riches means that today top footballers become millionaires almost overnight. Not too long ago, the footballing wage was largely a modest one: in 1958, the maximum a footballer could earn was £20 a week, now Wayne Rooney gets paid £300,000 a week. Transfer fees have also gone through the ceiling: from £1 million for Trevor Francis in 1979 to £50 million for Fernando Torres in 2011. And let’s not forget more recent moves such as £44 million for Mesut Özil, £39.5 million for Sergio Aguero and £37.5 million for Juan Mata. 


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









What a goal!
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CHAPTER 2






GREAT FOOTBALLING RIVALRIES









There are two great teams on Merseyside; Liverpool and Liverpool Reserves.


BILL SHANKLY










Where would football be without the bitter rivalries, the timeless feuds or the great grudges? It wouldn’t be nearly as much fun. Every country has its big showdowns: Real Madrid and Barcelona in Spain, AC and Inter Milan in Italy, Boca Juniors and River Plate in Argentina, but nobody does it quite like the English, especially when it comes to international football.
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