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PROLOGUE

The minute-hand on the institutional clock at the front of the hall lurched to eight minutes past three. The exam was thirty-eight minutes old, but at Wembley there were eight minutes gone. Could I risk it? I decided not, and tried to refocus on checking over my paper.

They’d said, specifically, that nobody would be allowed to leave in the first hour. Did they always say that? I didn’t know. It had never been relevant before, so I’d never really paid attention. But this time, for my sixth and final first-year exam, it was, because it clashed with the England v Scotland game at Euro 96.

It was a two-and-a-half-hour paper, but I’d promised mates that I’d be back in the college TV room for the second half. Which meant leaving the exam halls by 3.45. Which meant finishing the paper in half the allotted time. I’m not sure how many people believed me - my love of football was well known, but so too was my conscientiousness - but the scheduling was fortuitous (well, as fortuitous as having two exams on a Saturday can be). The final paper was a translation from Old English, which made it possible to memorise swathes of the set texts, go in to the exam, hopefully recognise some of the passages you’d prepared, and regurgitate the modern English version. So long as you’d done the work and your memory was good, the only constraint on time was how fast you could write.

I’ve never worked so hard for an exam, and I was lucky. The right texts came up, and I’d finished within half an hour. After ten minutes of checking, I was bored and twitchy. After all that effort, it seemed demeaningly pointless to twiddle my thumbs  for twenty minutes. So I decided to give it a go. After all, what was the worst that could happen? They’d tell me to sit down?

I pushed my chair back decisively and stood up. As I hurried between the rows of hunched shoulders, I heard the scrape of at least half a dozen other chairs. I knew I was free: to stop that many of us would have been far more disruptive than letting us go. I dropped my paper in the tray, and walked on and out, unchallenged. As soon as I hit the sunlit pavement, I ran, mortar-board in one hand, gown flapping out behind, adrenaline providing a tremendous sense of release as I crossed High Street, ducked down by the Radcliffe Camera, and sped up Broad Street and into college. I could, I suppose, have used the door of the TV room, but that seemed anticlimactic, so I jumped through the open window and skidded to a halt among those sitting on the floor. Still 0-0 and not quite half an hour played, I was told as somebody shoved a beer into my hand.

And so began a golden summer: endless days of lazing in the sun, reading, playing football and cricket, eating cheese and drinking, all set against the backdrop of Euro 96, which seemed like the most perfect tournament there had ever been. Or at least that’s how it feels in retrospect. Actually, I was back home in Sunderland by the time of the Germany semi-final, which means that the endless summer lasted no more than nine days, probably less - an indication of just how unreliable the memory can be.

Twelve years later, in response to England’s absence from the European Championship, FourFourTwo magazine commissioned me to write a piece looking back at Euro 96 - the last time we were good, as one of the editors put it. Reading back through old newspapers, I was staggered to see that it had been on the morning of the England v Scotland game, as I’d been sitting the Old English essay paper, that the IRA detonated a bomb in Manchester, injuring two hundred people and destroying the Arndale shopping centre. In my memory, that simply doesn’t feature. I suppose, if pressed, I could probably have placed the bombing to a summer in the mid-nineties, but my recollections of the day are entirely joyous, without any of the anger, pain or  fear that must have coloured many people’s memories. James Corbett in England Expects tells of how he was caught up in the evacuation of Manchester city centre, and ended up watching the game in a pub in Moss Side with Scottish, German and Russian fans. He seems to have had a pretty good afternoon as well, but my point is that our experiences of the same game are very different. Mine had nothing to do with the bomb; his was unavoidably bound up in it. Everybody else, similarly, will have brought their own preoccupations to bear on their experience of it and that, inevitably, shades the perception.

Now, I’m sure most of the fifteen million or so people who watched the game live will remember the key moments. The Alan Shearer header to give England the lead. Gary McAllister’s penalty striking David Seaman’s elbow. And, a couple of minutes later, Paul Gascoigne running on to Steve McManaman’s flick, lofting the ball over Colin Hendry, and smacking a volley past Andy Goram. But what else? Gazza’s celebration, lying back as Teddy Sheringham squirted water in his mouth in mockery of the furore over the dentist’s chair incident in a Hong Kong nightclub? The tactical switch to 3-5-2 at half-time (the only time in the tournament that England used the shape, despite a widespread myth to the contrary)? Anything else? Three moments - perhaps five - aren’t much by which to remember ninety minutes, so inevitably we tend to fill in the gaps with our mood; and that, quite apart from personal circumstances, is affected by the score.

A favourite ploy of Sir Alex Ferguson when he feels journalists are getting uppity is to remind them that he still has the first editions from 27 May 1999, the morning after Manchester United completed the Treble by winning the Champions League. In their running copy, journalists noted that Bayern Munich were much the better side, wondered why United had yet again failed to deliver in Europe, and explained why the decision to move David Beckham into the middle to cover for the suspended Roy Keane and Paul Scholes had been a disastrous failure. Only in the panicky seconds that followed those two match-turning goals in  injury-time did they tack on a top and a tail hurriedly describing how, despite all that, United had somehow, once again, snatched an implausible victory.

By the time of the re-writes that make up the later editions, the tone had changed to glory in United’s success: Ferguson’s finest hour, a courageous victory rooted in implacable self-belief, the fitting climax to a remarkable year. Yet the truth is that it was the first editions, before knowledge of the result had coloured the perception, that more accurately reflected the match.

Does that matter? In the short term, no. For the newspapers the following day, the story was United’s glory. It was an extraordinary triumph that demanded celebration. That was what people wanted to read - and, perhaps more importantly from a commercial point of view, what United fans wanted to buy as a souvenir. In the longer term, though, the danger is that those perceptions become reified into fact. Victory is the great validifier. It encourages the complacent belief that all is well, which is why the truism that more is always learnt from a defeat does hold true: a defeat is not necessarily more revealing, but it does tend to force self-analysis.

Within a year of winning the Treble, United had suffered a 3-2 home defeat to Real Madrid that persuaded Ferguson that the traditional 4-4-2 could no longer succeed in European competition. That game itself demands revisitation, for the modern perception that Real were vastly more sophisticated is far from the whole truth, and to an extent United were simply unlucky. But United had been similarly unfortunate in Europe before and, in Ferguson’s eyes - and history tends to support his interpretation - the failing that dogged them through the mid-to-late nineties, when they were unable to break down Monaco and Borussia Dortmund, almost cost them again in 1999, as those first-edition pieces relayed. Dismantling and rebuilding his side a footstep closer to perfection cost him five years of comparative failure and the disappointment of the Juan Sebastián Verón signing. He could have kept plodding on, probably winning the Premier League more often than not, but he had the courage to  trust his judgement, and was rewarded with another Champions League success in 2008.

The great irony is that when Ferguson berates journalists for those first-edition pieces, he is attacking them for exposing the flaws of which he himself was well aware. The greater irony is that when he snarls ‘I know what you wrote’ he may be aware of that. It’s possible, even, to read his condemnation as being not of the first editions per se, but of the culture that insisted upon changes to meet the demand for the perception to reflect the result.

Ferguson, as one of the most successful managers of all time, has the acuity to see through results to the reality; but how many others have been led astray - following a misguided course, abandoning a perfectly sensible one - by a random bounce? Goals - in some reductive, utilitarian sense - are the point of football, and yet they can also be the great betrayers. A freak goal in the final minute of a game can change utterly our interpretation of what went before.

What is also lost in the understandable search for an overall explicatory narrative is the nuance, the ebbs and flows a game takes on its way to an eventual result on which almost all interpretation ends up being based. A tactical tweak can change a game’s percentages, a moment of brilliance can yank it one way or the other, but, particularly in an even game, the outcome rests to a large degree on a side’s ability to ride out its rocky patches, or to take advantage when it is in control. One moment can shape a game, and one game can shape a tournament, and one tournament can shape a career. Football is not always fair.

To take a very simple example, the Champions League final in 2009 was dominated by Manchester United for nine minutes, then a moment of sloppy defending allowed Samuel Eto’o in to score for Barcelona, and the parameters changed. Having gone ahead, Barcelona became happy simply to keep the ball from United, something at which they were magnificently accomplished. Frustrated, United were left to chase fruitlessly, and when they did win the ball back were too rattled to make much  use of it. Anderson was so flustered he seemed to lose all positional sense, while Michael Carrick, usually so elegant and precise with the ball, misplaced pass after pass. Barcelona ended up winning extremely comfortably, as almost every report quite rightly reflected; but the game was set down that course by one moment that was incongruous with everything that had gone before. So although Barcelona did win with anti-climactic ease, there is no reason to believe they would necessarily have done so again had a second match been played between the same players a few days later. The desire for simple explanations means that few remember how radically one incident changed the game, not at the final whistle, and certainly not weeks or months later: Rome 2009 has gone down as the day Manchester United were outplayed by a brilliant Barcelona.

Myths grow up around football matches, and are repeated so often that they become established truths. Who now remembers that it was only after the lumbering centre-forward Serginho had been taken off that Brazil crumbled against Italy in the World Cup in 1982? He became the designated scapegoat, but watch the DVD again with modern eyes and it becomes apparent that, clumsy as he was, he performed a vital function in providing an outlet, in occupying the opposition defence and so creating space - as he does brilliantly, for instance, for Eder’s much-lauded winner against the USSR in the group stage. In fact, the BBC’s coverage of that 2-1 victory over the Soviets, Brazil’s first game of the tournament, features no fewer than four voices singing Serginho’s praises - the co-commentator Bobby Charlton, the pundits Lawrie McMenemy and Lou Macari and the Scotland centre-forward Alan Brazil. But later myth, swayed by the need to explain Brazil’s premature exit, despite the presence of such wonderful talents as Zico, Socrates, Falcão and Cerezo, prefers to mock Serginho. It is always easier to blame an individual than the system, and easier to find something, anything, to blame than to accept that certain things just happened.

This is a basic truth of commentary and immediate television analysis. It is often trite, sometimes plain wrong (Kenneth Wolstenholme  misidentifies players so often that you wonder whether he even has a team sheet; his career seems to have been defined by having once uttered the perfect phrase at the perfect moment), but it does provide a valuable snapshot of the time. It is immediate, subject to the prejudices of the age and not subject to rewriting, so if a commentator says a team is under pressure, it is usually true, even if they subsequently go on to win handsomely. If the pundits praise Serginho, it is because they think he is playing well; their vision has not been clouded by a couple of high-profile misses, the knowledge of Brazil’s exit and the desire for explicatory narrative.

Who remembers now that Newcastle United led the 1999 Derby in the Rain against Sunderland at half-time? That it was only after Duncan Ferguson came on that Niall Quinn equalised, and only after Alan Shearer’s arrival that Kevin Phillips chipped the winner following a move that began with Shearer being caught in possession? Tyneside wanted rid of Ruud Gullit, and so it blamed him for leaving out their two main centre-forwards: by omitting Shearer, the orthodoxy has it, Gullit had shown contempt for the traditions of the club, had failed to appreciate the specialness of the derby. Three days later, Gullit was sacked, and Shearer’s part in the fiasco forgotten.

Who was the more morally reprehensible in the 1986 World Cup quarter-final: an opportunistic genius or the side who set out to stop him by physical intimidation? Did England lose because of Diego Maradona’s brilliance/cheating, or because Bobby Robson opted for caution and decided only when England were already 2-0 down to deploy John Barnes and Chris Waddle to try to get behind Argentina’s wing-backs?

Did England really go out of Euro 92 because Graham Taylor substituted an ineffectual Gary Lineker for Alan Smith? Or was it because the midfield was so bereft of creative flair? Did England beat Argentina in the 2002 World Cup because of Sven-Göran Eriksson’s tactical substitution of Wayne Bridge for Michael Owen? Or did the switch surrender the initiative and draw unnecessary pressure - as England subsequently did in  squandering leads against France and Portugal at Euro 2004?

Much accepted wisdom in football is based on arbitrary convention, on no subject more than the England national team, where quantity of opinion often prevails over quality, and in the wake of every defeat there is a need for instant judgements and explanations. Why did England fail to qualify for Euro 2008? Was it because Steven Gerrard put an easy volley wide just after half-time in Moscow? Was it because Scott Carson let a thirty-five-yard drive skip over his hands? Was it because Wayne Rooney had a shocker at home to Macedonia?

Had any of those events fallen the other way, England would have qualified. Steve McClaren may even have found himself hailed as an admirably modest figure who had helped deflate the hysteria that surrounded Eriksson’s England. But failure is failure and so, to satisfy the public lust for blood, the press turned on McClaren - largely, it seemed in the immediate aftermath of the 3-2 defeat to Croatia at Wembley, for the crime of keeping off the rain with an umbrella. The ‘wally with the brolly’ was, variously, nobody’s first choice, tactically inept, incapable of gaining the respect of players who had become too convinced of their own hype (and let nobody ask who had stimulated and fostered that hype), lacking in charisma and overly governed by the thoughts of his pet psychologist.

None of the accusations was without truth, but equally they all reflected the desire to blame one man. A few articles halfheartedly paraded the old hobby-horse about the technical deficiencies of the English game (a trope that seemed tired by the mid-1870s), without explaining how it could be that English players still thrived sufficiently in club football that, six months later, ten of them would be taking the field in Moscow for the Champions League final. The arrogance of the players, living in their bubble of wealth and therefore out of touch with what England supposedly means to the fans, was condemned. There were even laments about the quality of emerging players, something that ignored the long unbeaten run enjoyed by Stuart Pearce’s Under-21 side, the promise of the Under-19 side, and the  very evident potential of the likes of Ashley Young, Theo Walcott and James Milner, perhaps Gabriel Agbonlahor and Micah Richards, and, at an even younger level, Jack Wilshere and Jack Rodwell.

Mostly, though, they took the easy option and stuck the boot into McClaren. That is not a modern phenomenon - although, as Ferguson has noted, it may be increasing in the pantomime era of reality television in which it can feel as though every action is subject to the equivalent of an instant phone vote. English football has always highlighted the individual, whether for praise or for blame. That may simply be the result of football history, and the evolutionary course that saw England reject the notion of systems (for ninety years, teams were selected by committees who voted on the best man for each position, giving little if any thought to how they may gel together), but it seems reasonable to assume that it has deeper roots in English culture. England has, after all, remained for centuries a profoundly individualistic society. No European country, with the possible exception of the Netherlands, has so consistently espoused capitalistic values and the importance of individual responsibility, and been less tempted by centralisation - ‘our habits or the nature of our temperament do not in the least draw us towards general ideas,’ as John Stuart Mill had it, ‘[and] centralisation is based on general ideas.’ That was true in the 1830s when the French historian Alexis de Tocqueville said that ‘the spirit of individuality is the basis of the English character’, and it has by and large remained true ever since.

The 3-2 defeat to West Germany in the 1970 World Cup, for instance, is almost invariably put down either to the stomach bug that meant Peter Bonnetti had to replace Gordon Banks in goal, or to Sir Alf Ramsey’s substitutions. Similarly, the 3-2 away win over Austria in 1952 was attributed to Nat Lofthouse’s bravery in scoring the winner eight minutes from time. He became the ‘Lion of Vienna’, and another myth was born, a myth that obscured the fact that he was just a superior example of what Brian Glanville called ‘the brainless bull at the gate’ centre-forward,  the insistence upon the necessity of which had arguably been hindering English progress for years.

Much of the history of English football is built not on the sober recording of facts or detailed analysis, but on half-truths and the knee-jerk selection of scapegoats. What was once journalistic speculation under the pressure of a deadline, or the half-baked mumbling of a television pundit pressed for an explanation, becomes the orthodoxy. Which is not necessarily a failing of journalism - or at least not all journalism, for often the match reports published the day after a game do, so far as space allows, reflect a game’s twists and turns - but of the way the memory erodes the subtleties over time until all balance is lost and history becomes a world of curiously imprecise certainty. Of course, journalism takes its share of the blame for that, partly because the modern lust for - usually banal - player quotes precludes proper analysis, and partly because of the way those quotes themselves are presented: nobody ever makes a constructive point, or admits to a slight misgiving; they’re always slamming and blasting, hailing and roaring. And so it all becomes an empty howl of white noise.

If we are really to understand football’s past and draw meaningful lessons from it, then there is need, as Erasmus demanded when surveying the mess of superstitious convention into which Christianity had slipped by the late fifteenth century, to return  ad fontes, to hack through the myths and personal recollections and go back to the sources, the games themselves, and to subject them to the sort of forensic examination that other cultural modes would apply to a poem, a drama or an overture.

This book provides close readings of ten key games in the history of England. Unfortunately no video exists of the first two - the 4-3 defeat to Spain in 1929 and the 4-0 victory over Italy in 1948 - and so we are left to rely on contemporary newspaper accounts and the memories of those involved. That is not ideal, but at least the copy that appeared in newspapers then tended to be filed as the game went on: the reports may sound pedestrian compared to the polished versions to be found today, but from  the point of view of historical accuracy they are less subject to post-hoc rationalisations.

For the other eight, though, I’ve been through the DVDs again and again and again, attempting to find paths of meaning in a sport whose fluidity has tended to confound statistical analysis. In Richard Ford’s novel The Sportswriter, the main character, Frank Bascombe, wiles away the sleepless hours spent in featureless motels by watching old basketball matches on television. ‘Reruns, ’ he says, ‘are where you learn a game inside and out. They’re far superior to the actual game in the actual place where it is played, where things are usually pretty boring and you usually forget altogether about what you’re there for and find yourself getting interested in other things.’

Up to a point he’s right, although for football writers it’s usually less a case of getting bored than of having to write the match report, deal with phone calls from demanding editors and peer round fans who insist on standing up right in front of you. You always prioritise what happens before half-time, because that’s when you’re actually watching, rather than tapping away trying to get up to 650 words by full-time (or in the case of certain games that fall inconveniently for deadlines, before full-time), and relying on glances up from the laptop and the wisdom of replays and those around you to monitor what’s going on.

There is, of course, the danger when viewing DVDs that foreknowledge of the outcome leads you to see significance where there is none, but patterns do begin to emerge. A snappish challenge can denote frustration and highlight - for instance - a defender realising that a forward is getting the better of him several minutes before that leads to anything as eye-catching as a shot. Or repeatedly flicking pause to note another pass, you may see that slowly, incrementally, a side’s defensive organisation is loosening, that the pressing isn’t quite so sharp as it had been, that a team is being worn down.

There must also be, though, a sense of context. Each game is also part of a sequence, whether good or bad, and it will always  be influenced by personnel and the prevailing ideology. Circumstances, equally, play their part, whether they are as football-specific as an improbable equaliser in a previous encounter, or of such widespread importance as a military coup in Argentina. No match happens in isolation.

The ten games discussed here have been selected not because they are necessarily the best games England have been involved in, or even the most important in terms of happening in the latter stages of competitions, but because they highlight wider trends in the English game, or because they lie on the faultlines of history, marking the end of one era or the beginning of the next. Their significance derives from their part in the ongoing narrative, rather than from the immediate context.

There is no attempt to present a great over-riding theory, largely because I’m distrustful of them in general (after all, as Mill would probably have noted, I am English), but also because the point is to examine the specifics, and the danger of presenting a thesis is that, despite your best intentions, you end up shaping details to fit the wider argument, and so create new myths, which is precisely what I want to avoid. That said, certain themes inevitably recur. Broadly speaking, English football’s great strength is its pace and physicality, and when it fails it tends to be because those elements have become over-emphasised and a headless-chickenness has taken over. And equally, when things go wrong, there will always be somebody calling for the players to show more pride or passion, while others lament the habitual technical deficiencies of the English game, and almost everybody refers back to some obscure and probably non-existent past golden age when England dominated the football world.

But those are generalities. This is a book about specifics, about attempting, in each case, to hack through received wisdom and explain why what happened, happened.




CHAPTER 1

International friendly, Estadio Metropolitano, Madrid, 15 May 1929
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Spain 4-3 England
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THE PROBLEM WHEN YOU INVENT the game is that everything thereafter is in some way anticlimax. Dominance can never again be so total. A sense of that decline lurks inevitably in the subconscious of the English game: for others, success is simply success; but for England, buffeted fruitlessly along an endless chain of desire, to win the World Cup and reassert global pre-eminence would be to return to that primal state, those nine years of oneness between the codification of the rules in 1863 and the first international when they were the game and the game was them.

Other nations may demand to be the best; but no other is so burdened by the folk memory of a time when they indisputably were. It is that history, surely, that generates expectations that so often outstrip what is reasonable; that history, perhaps, and a desire to occlude the uncomfortable truth of decline, that stimulated the arrogance and insularity that blighted England for so long - and not just in football. As the sociologist Stephen Wagg puts it, ‘Names and faces change, but the essential story does not: if England, who devised and exported the game, are beaten, then the man in charge of the England team is not doing his job properly and he must be replaced. Other countries in this bizarre and ultimately racist conception of the football world play only walk-on parts.’

It was with the 6-3 defeat to Hungary in November 1953 that the fact that England were no longer supreme was finally acknowledged, but the slide had begun long before that. The 1953 game was a watershed because it marked England’s first  home defeat to continental opposition, but it came twenty-four years after England’s first defeat to continental opposition. Even that landmark had long been coming when it finally arrived in the sunshine of the Estadio Metropolitano in Madrid in 1929. It was there that the doubt that had nagged away for a decade finally burst forth into the awful truth: the foreigners, at last, had caught up with the game’s progenitors.

It was, in mitigation, not the strongest England team but, still, defeat came as a shock (at least to those who paid it any heed). ‘I never thought I would live to see the day when eleven Spanish players humbled the might - more or less - of English soccer,’ wrote the Express’s correspondent several days later, his newspaper, along with most others, having declined to cover the game. And yet, really, it shouldn’t have been a surprise; the path to the Metropolitano had been well signposted: English football had probably never been as low as it was in 1929.

 



From the first international, a goalless draw against Scotland at the West of Scotland Cricket ground in Partick in 1872, there was a sense that England were somehow being left behind. Given that the game was in its infancy in Scotland, to the extent that their side was made up solely of the representatives of one club, Queen’s Park, England fully expected to win that first meeting. Instead, they drew 0-0 and found their basic assumptions about the game being challenged. ‘The Englishmen,’ the Glasgow Herald  reported, ‘had all the advantage in respect of weight, their average being about two stones heavier than the Scotchmen [a slight exaggeration: a truer figure seems to be a little over a stone], and they also had the advantage in pace. The strong point with the home club was that they played excellently well together.’ It was to become a familiar analysis.

Hard evidence is difficult to come by, but it seems probable that, as Richard McBrearty of the Scottish Football Museum argues, Queen’s Park recognised their physical disadvantage and decided they had to try to pass the ball around England rather than engage in a more direct man-to-man contest in which they  were likely to be out-muscled. Brought face to face with something so radically different from their game of dribbling and charging, England reacted with suspicion. Even as late as 1879, Charles Alcock, the secretary of the Football Association, was expressing doubt as to whether ‘a wholesale system of passing pays’, but results were persuasive: England won only one of their first seven matches against Scotland.

Given that they also lost their third game against Wales, 1-0 at Alexandra Meadows, Blackburn, in February 1881, it is hard to make any claim for English dominance until the late 1880s, by which time passing had been accepted, the 2-3-5 formation had become a universal default, and the balance of power in English football had shifted away from the public-school amateurs to the professional game of the north-west.

Between March 1886, when England beat Ireland 6-1 at the Ulster Cricket Ground, and March 1900, when they beat the same opposition 2-0 at Lansdowne Road, England won thirty-five of forty-four matches played, losing just four times. It was then, with the likes of Fred Spiksley, Steve Bloomer and GO Smith to the fore, that assumptions of English superiority first had a basis in fact.

Scotland offered some opposition, Wales and Ireland next to none, while continental football was ignored until 1908 - five years after the formation of Fifa - when England at last accepted an invitation to tour central Europe. They beat Austria twice, then Hungary and Bohemia, by an aggregate score of 28-2, with ‘Gatling Gun’ George Hilsdon of Chelsea scoring eight goals and Tottenham’s Vivian Woodward six. There was, evidently, little to fear there, a point that was emphasised that October, as Great Britain won the football gold at the London Olympics, the first truly international football tournament.

France entered two teams, but neither impressed. Football Chat  was magnificently scornful of the performance of one of them against Denmark. ‘The Frenchmen did not play football: they frivolled,’ it scoffed. ‘There was something splendidly dainty in all their football. They appeared to be profoundly apologetic  whenever they charged a Dane. Occasionally they got the ball. When they did, the player in possession posed for his portrait in much the same way one would pose before a photographer.’ Not at all, in other words, like tough, manly Great Britain.

Denmark won that match 17-1, and were good enough to reach the final, where they lost only 2-0. There might have been a patronising tone to it, but there was a general air of admiration in England about the way the Danes had taken to the game. They rather spoiled the impression, though, by losing 6-3 to a weakened Fulham team before going home.

Ireland sprang a couple of surprises in the years leading up to the First World War, but it wasn’t until the twenties, when Belgium and France became regular opponents, that continental sides began to provide meaningful opposition to the Anglo-Scottish hegemony. That England beat Belgium only 2-0 in their first meeting, in Brussels in May 1921, suggested the gap had closed. They hammered them 6-1 at Highbury two years later, but, in November 1923, Belgium became the first continental side to avoid defeat against England. When Achille Schelstraete put them 2-1 ahead with twenty minutes remaining, there must even have been the thought of a first continental victory, only for Thomas Roberts to salvage a draw for England with eight minutes left. It was, admittedly, a scratch England side, but, still, it was a warning.

That same year, James Catton made clear how serious the continental threat was in an editorial in Athletic News. ‘If England is to retain her prestige in the face of the advance of other nations,’ he wrote, ‘all players, whether they be forwards or backs, must use more intelligence, and by constant practice obtain control of and power over the ball with the inside and outside of each foot. Unless players get out of the rut into which they have fallen, the game will lose its popularity and Great Britain her fame.’ As it was in 1923, so it had been for at least a century, and so it would remain. Hippolyte Taine, a French philosophy teacher who visited England in the 1860s, for instance, was shocked by the way the public schools prioritised  games over the book-learning favoured by the lycées. ‘Learning and cultivation of mind come last,’ he wrote in his Notes on England. ‘Character, heart, courage, strength and physical address are in the first rank.’

There were other narrow escapes. France were beaten only 3-2 in 1925, although England had been 3-0 up; then, the following year in Antwerp, Belgium led England 3-2 with twelve minutes to go, only to collapse and lose 5-3. The late escapes would become an increasing feature of England internationals - testament to great mental strength and physical stamina, certainly, but perhaps also dangerous in that they fostered the belief that England would always be all right in the end, that technique was all very well, but what really mattered was pluck.

Had anybody in England bothered to look, another demonstration of things to come was being given in the Olympics. Great Britain refused to compete in the football competition in either 1924 or 1928 in a dispute over the precise definition of amateurism, and in their absence Uruguay showed just how far South American football had come, winning gold on both occasions. The veteran France international Gabriel Hanot, who would go on to edit L’Équipe and effectively invent the European Cup, was enraptured. Uruguay, he wrote, showed ‘marvellous virtuosity in receiving the ball, controlling it and using it. They created a beautiful football, elegant but at the same time varied, rapid, powerful and effective.’ Were they as good as the British sides? Better, Hanot thought: ‘It is like comparing Arab thoroughbreds to farm horses.’ It is never, though, easy to assess how technical football will fare against physicality; after all, Hugo Meisl’s great Austria team, for all their virtuosity, ended up losing 4-3 to England in 1932.

Easy as it is to criticise England for their reluctance to engage with the rest of the world, it was understandable, at least in the early twenties. Not only had Lord Kinnaird, the president of the FA, who came of Scottish stock and won his only cap for Scotland but was was born and raised in London, lost two sons in the war, but football was concerned not to re-awaken the accusations of  a lack of patriotism that had been levelled at it for continuing the 1914-15 season after the start of the conflict. A letter in  The Times had described that decision as ‘a national scandal’, claiming managers were ‘virtually bringing [the players] away from their country’s service’. Caution, though, soon bled into ignorance and arrogance, and the disputes that led to England twice withdrawing from Fifa in the twenties were unfathomably petty.

The institutional insularity almost certainly hindered the development of English football, but it wasn’t hard to find domestic evidence of decline. After a remarkable 5-4 victory over Scotland at Hillsborough in 1920, when they scored three times in the final twenty minutes to turn around a 4-2 deficit, England went seven years without beating the Scots. Indeed, between 1913 and 1930, England were never the outright holders of the Home Championship.

So what had gone wrong? The commonest explanation - that a generation had been wiped out in Flanders - makes some sense, but England was hardly the only European nation to have suffered. Glanville blamed the ‘incubus of the league’ for engendering a conservatism and negativity born of the fear of relegation. Again, other countries had a league structure. Others, notably the influential Austrian journalist Willy Meisl, laid the blame on the unimaginative interpretation of the third-back game, but results suggest the rot had set in long before the 1925 change in the offside law prompted the move away from the classical 2-3-5. Perhaps the truth is simply that some generations just don’t turn up many good players.

Still, England didn’t help themselves. Selection by committee led to inconsistency, particularly given they voted on the team after watching a trial match between ‘Likelys’ and ‘Hopefuls’. One good or bad performance at the right time weighed more than the form of the season, besides which the whole structure of the voting presupposed 2-3-5 as an absolute default formation, with players to be dropped into pre-designated positions and no thought given to blending them into a cohesive unit. ‘The English  selectors of these days were not particularly intelligent as to their methods,’ the Arsenal forward Cliff Bastin wrote in his autobiography. ‘With them the emphasis always seemed to be laid on the individual performance of the player, rather than with the team as a whole. It was a queer and unsatisfactory system.’ It led, inevitably, to an absurd turnover of players. In 1930, an editorial in Athletic News pointed out that England had selected 145 players for their thirty-three Home internationals since the War, sixty-six of whom had yet to win their second cap.

As the twenties went on, England’s problems worsened. In the 1927-28 Home Championship, they had already lost to Wales and Northern Ireland when Scotland beat them 5-1 at Wembley. ‘The inferiority of the England side,’ wrote JH Freeman in the  Daily Mail, ‘was so marked that the confusion and bewilderment of individual players against the science and skill and pace of Scotland’s dazzling team became positively ludicrous.’ The Scots, with their forward line all measuring under 5’7”, became revered as the ‘Wembley Wizards’, and yet they had themselves taken only a point from their previous two games in the championship. That match at Wembley was a play-off for the wooden spoon: two years later, proving the point that England had not been embarrassed by world-beaters, Scotland were thrashed 5-1 by Austria.

 



So, as England set off in 1929 on a summer tour that would take them to Paris and Brussels before Madrid, there were reasons for trepidation. On the surface at least, though, they began well, beating France 4-1. It was, The Times said, a ‘fairly easy victory’ in ‘a game that was in some respects a little disappointing’. And yet the cracks in the facade were perceptible. ‘The French,’ The Times report went on, ‘have come to look on this match as their annual lesson in football, but they could not have learned very much from the form shown by England today.’ The Daily Sketch and Graphic was even more critical. ‘The Englishmen played none too well,’ its report said. ‘They lacked speed and will have to play  better if they are to beat Spain, who a month ago beat France by eight goals to one.’

The scoreline, it seems, was flattering. Before Jules Devaquez had equalised for France, André Cheuva had missed an open goal following an error by the England goalkeeper, Ted Hufton. He may have been lucky in that instance, but Hufton then, according to the Sketch, ‘pulled off many full-length saves’ before the Middlesbrough centre-forward George Camsell restored England’s lead with ‘a brilliant solo effort’. Even then, The Times said, ‘England’s defence was hard pressed’ and Hufton conceded three corners before saving a penalty awarded after Ernie Blenkinsop had retaliated to a foul on him by Paul Nicolas.

England’s third came from an Edgar Kail drive that struck the underside of the bar and bounced down into the keeper’s hands - the referee gave the goal, but it is hard to see how the ball could possibly have crossed the line if the description in The Times of the ball coming back ‘at a tangent’ is accurate. ‘Shortly afterwards,’ The Times’s correspondent noted, ‘there was a suspicion that Hufton, in saving an easy long shot, was a little behind his line and the fact that the referee took no action did not improve the temper of the crowd.’ Temperamental foreign supporters, of course, were a regular feature of match reports of the time, but it seems here that they had something to be agitated about. A list of incidents alone gives an imperfect idea of a game but even allowing for that, this doesn’t sound like the most convincing of 4-1 wins.

Far more resounding was the 5-1 victory over Belgium that followed. ‘[Tommy] Cooper and Blenkinsop, the English backs, held the Belgian forwards comfortably,’ reported The Times, ‘and after a period of strong English pressure . . . the Belgians were outplayed in all departments of the game.’ Sporting Life praised Camsell’s ‘ingenuity’ on his way to scoring four, while the Sketch  described him as ‘a revelation’. Camsell, though, picked up an injury that would keep him out of the match in Madrid. It was,  Sporting Life noted, ‘a distinct loss, as his tremendous thrust was badly missed’.

In Spain, meanwhile, there was a sense that the fixture marked a step towards acceptance on the international stage. A preview in El Mundo Deportivo claimed that just by playing against England, ‘Spain take a giant, transcendental step’. That may make them sound almost grateful to be playing the mother of football, but that 8-1 win over France and a 5-0 win against Portugal in their previous two games gave them reason for optimism, even after a disappointing Olympics in 1928, in which they were hammered 7-1 by Italy in a replay, and it is not hard to detect a note of irritation at England’s superior attitude. Jack Hill, England’s captain, expressed his side’s confidence in what seemed fairly benign tones - ‘we think that the heat will affect us, but we’ll still win’ - and found El Mundo Deportivo attacking him for being ‘very unsporting’: ‘There seems to be little regard among England’s players for their opponents . . . We think England are arrogant.’

‘England have total faith in victory,’ El Mundo Deportivo went on. ‘We can’t help thinking their faith may be exaggerated. God forbid we should be so bold as to say we have the advantage on paper.’ Still, they were clearly aware of the magnitude of the event if Spain were to create an upset. ‘If we could win our prestige would be consolidated around the world,’ their preview went on. ‘Years and epochs could pass and debacles and catastrophes could happen, but it would always be Spain “the nation who beat England”.’

There was certainly a great sense of expectation in Madrid. ‘To wait at the end of a mile-long queue for hours in order to see your national football team play that of another country is almost without precedent in British football,’ said the report in Sporting Life. ‘This was the experience of many of the 30,000 Spaniards who flocked to the Madrid Stadium Metropolitano yesterday with anything but misplaced enthusiasm.’

But they weren’t there just for the opportunity to see, perhaps even to beat, the country that had given the game to the world. The respect for and interest in English football was natural, given how influential the English had been in developing the game in  Spain. Early clubs such as Recreativo Huelva and Athletic Bilbao were established by English workers and, like so many other countries, Spain benefited from the inspiration of a progressive English coach. What Jimmy Hogan did for Hungary and Germany and Jack Reynolds did for the Netherlands, so Fred Pentland did for Spain. And this, of course, was the shameful irony of England’s conservatism: it wasn’t that forward-thinkers didn’t exist; it was that coaching was so scorned that they were forced abroad. Not only did they not help English football, they ended up helping England’s rivals.

Born in Wolverhampton in 1883, Pentland had worked as a gun-maker’s assistant before signing as a professional with Blackpool. He went on to be a popular outside-right with Blackburn Rovers, Brentford, Middlesbrough, Halifax and Stoke, winning five England caps before ending his playing career in 1913. It was Blackburn, noted for playing the Scottish passing game, that proved the most formative to his thinking, just as Fulham’s use of a similar style had a profound influence on Hogan.

Interested in coaching abroad, he then made the deeply unfortunate decision to become manager of the Germany national team in 1914. When war was declared, Pentland was interned at the civilian detention centre at Ruhleben in Spandau, on the outskirts of Berlin. For British coaches abroad, it was a common fate. Hogan was released from internment in Vienna to coach in Budapest, while Pentland found himself locked up with a host of other former players. There was his former Blackburn team-mate, the full-back Sam Wolstenholme, who had become manager of the North German Football Association’s representative side in spring 1914; there was his former Middlesbrough team-mate Steve Bloomer, who scored twenty-eight goals in twenty-three matches for England and had been named as coach of Britannia Berlin 92 in July 1914; and there was Fred Spiksley, a former Sheffield Wednesday outside-left, who would win national titles as a coach in Sweden, Mexico and Germany. There was also the former Scotland international and Tottenham manager John Cameron, the coach of Dresdner SC; John Brearley,  who had played for Cameron at Spurs and was coaching Viktoria 89 Berlin; and the Germany international Edwin Dutton, whose parents had emigrated to Germany from South Shields. Not surprisingly, football became a popular pastime in the camp, with crowds of over a thousand attending bigger games, such as the match between England and the Rest of the World played on 2 May 1915.

Pentland returned to Britain after the war and, while recuperating in the West Country, married his nurse, a war widow who was working with a Voluntary Aid Detachment. He soon returned to the continent, though, taking charge of the France side at the 1920 Antwerp Olympics where, after beating Italy in the quarter-final, they lost to Czechoslovakia in the semis.

The French squad broke up and returned home but, oddly, had they stayed in Belgium a little longer, they might have ended up with silver medals: Czechoslovakia were disqualified for walking off the pitch in protest at what they saw as substandard refereeing in the final against Belgium, leading the organising committee to award gold to the hosts, while instituting a strangely complex play-off for the lesser medals among the countries who were still hanging around. Spain, a quarter-final loser, were eventually awarded silver by default.

It was to Spain that Pentland then headed, spending a year with Racing Santander before a salary offer of 10,000 pesetas a month tempted him to Athletic Bilbao. He found there an aggressive, long-ball approach inculcated by previous English managers, but drawing on his experiences at Blackburn, he instilled a short-passing game, focusing training sessions on technique and ball skills. It is said that at his first training session, his first act was to teach his players how to tie their laces properly: ‘get the basics right,’ he said, ‘and the rest will follow.’

With his habit of smoking cigars while leading training, and his refusal to compromise his sense of proper dress for the climate, he became regarded as an eccentric but demanding character. A photograph of him from El Norte Deportivo in 1928  shows a stern figure in a heavy suit accessorised with a spotted tie and an impeccably folded pocket handkerchief, with just the hint of an ironic smile drifting beneath his moustache and unyielding stare. On his head is the famous bowler hat from which he drew his nickname, El Bombín. Bilbao players would celebrate major victories by snatching it and jumping on it until it was destroyed.

Pentland’s new short-passing style, with withdrawn inside-forwards, was successful, and Bilbao won the Copa del Rey in 1923 - ‘Only three minutes left for you, old friend!’ Pentland is said to have shouted at his hat as the final whistle approached in the final - before adding back-to-back Biscay championships in the following two seasons. He then went to Atlético Madrid, leading them to the final of the Copa in 1926, had a season with Real Oviedo, before returning to Atlético, where he won el Campeonato del Centro in 1927. When England came to play at Atlético’s Estadio Metropolitano, the national coach José María Mateos brought him in as an adviser, much as Hogan would be employed as an adviser by Meisl when he took his Austria team to face England three years later.

 



To modern eyes, the English reaction to the defeat is extraordinary, less because of the lack of outrage than because of the lack of coverage. The Times had its own correspondent in Madrid, and the Telegraph claimed to, but its report displays a number of similarities to the Reuters report in Sporting Life. The Mail devoted forty-nine words to the story, the Mirror sixty-eight. The Guardian  carried no report of the match, although it did, a day later, make reference to the exchange of toasts at the subsequent banquet. The Herald, meanwhile, didn’t mention the game at all, despite being a tabloid with a clearly demarcated sports section. Among the stories it deemed more important than England’s first defeat to foreign opposition were Tottenham’s 2-0 victory over the Army on a tour of Malta, Portsmouth signing William Hill from Scunthorpe United, the fact that the final of the British Women’s Open golf was to be contested between Miss Joyce Wethered and  Miss Glenna Collett, and the presentation of a grandmother clock to Wally Hammond.

Come summer, and football lagged well behind cricket in the interest of the nation, while tours were generally disregarded. As ‘The Searcher’ wrote in the ‘World of Sport’ column in The Leader: ‘English football has received a very nasty shock at the hands of Spain. No doubt, if one were able to go into the matter, it would be possible to find excuses, but that would be unfair to Spain, who have, I understand, the best team on the Continent. I hope, however, that this will be a lesson to the FA to see that an adequate party is taken for a tour abroad.’

The tendency had never been to take tours too seriously, and that continued even after the defeat. The following summer, England drew 3-3 against Hogan’s Germany, although they effectively played the second half with nine men because of injury, then drew 0-0 against Austria. Tom Thorne, the chairman of Millwall and one of two FA councillors who accompanied the team, praised the Austrians for their ‘beautiful ball control and clever movements’. The other, the former international Phil Bach, was more circumspect. ‘The two games impressed on me more than ever,’ he said, ‘that visiting teams from this country must go with all seriousness and not regard it as a pleasure trip. It would be very interesting to see the Austrians, who, I thought, played the best football, over in this country playing under our conditions in a mid-week match about the last week in October, or the beginning of November, when the grounds are on the soft side and our players completely fresh.’

That may sound tremendously insular, but Bach was articulating the common view that overseas friendlies, played out of the English season, were largely insignificant, and that football played in heat or on hard pitches was somehow not quite the real thing. That foreign teams coming to England were regularly thrashed only heightened the impression. When Hungary did finally beat England in England, of course, it was in late November - conditions on that occasion offered no excuse.

Were they an excuse in Spain? Well, perhaps. ‘The Spaniards  dashed on only just in time for the kick-off, thus saving themselves from the blazing sun,’ said the Telegraph. There are those who have claimed that playing the game in intense heat was a dastardly Spanish ploy, but the game didn’t kick off until 5.05pm so, in the absence of floodlights, it’s hard to say how it could have been avoided. What is true is that England have never enjoyed playing in high temperatures, when endless charging is impossible and maintaining possession is prioritised.

Spain won the toss and chose ends, leaving England to kick off into the wind with the sun at their backs. Those are not details to which many pay too much attention these days, but they were a regular feature of pre-war match reporting. Perhaps more open stadia made them more relevant; perhaps the habit was a hangover from the traditions of cricket reporting, where the toss and conditions are of greater importance than they are in football. And in this case, at least according to the Telegraph, it did make a difference, because ‘in the second half the English players were hampered by the slanting rays’.

From what can be gleaned by piecing together reports in El Mundo Deportivo, La Vanguardia, The Times, the Telegraph and Sporting Life (and bearing in mind that the latter two may both have been sub-edited from the same original), Spain seem to have begun the brighter. ‘[Severino] Goiburu, the only Spanish amateur playing, received the ball from [Gaspar] Rubio and dribbled cleverly to within range of goal only to shoot high over the bar,’ said Sporting Life. ‘The English half-backs checked the next Spanish attack and set their forwards going with excellent passes. The culminating effort of [Joe] Bradford was weak, as he lifted the ball over the crossbar. Spain soon returned to the attack and [Mariano] Yurrita, the outside left, shot just wide of the post.’

The common perception was that continental sides might be able to pass the ball around neatly enough, but that they lacked drive and the necessary ruthlessness in front of goal. The game seemed to be conforming to stereotype as England struck twice in quick succession. ‘After nineteen minutes, England opened the scoring through [Joe] Carter, [Hugh] Adcock having beaten  several opponents which he finished off with a fine centre which the West Bromwich man turned through the goal,’ said Sporting Life. ‘From a similar movement by the same players a few minutes later Carter scored a second goal.’ El Mundo Deportivo blamed the first goal on a bad backpass from José María Peña, and suggested the goalkeeper Ricardo Zamora had been so indecisive for both that a section of the fans had begun to boo him. They were, its report went on, two goals ‘greatly stupid’ to have conceded.

At that stage, of course, England should have been in control. But, according to the Telegraph, ‘they underestimated their opponents . . . and Spain fought back fiercely . . . Although showing superior footwork in attack, the English side were not too sound in defence, and Spain forced a corner after a good passing bout in front of the English goal. They were unable to score, however, before half-time.’

The reports seem generally to agree that, despite being behind, Spain were playing well, but thereafter things get a little more complicated, for it seems that, contrary to the claims in both the  Telegraph and The Times, the half-time score was actually 2-2. ‘In the second half the Spaniards showed fine football,’ the report in The Times went on. ‘Shortly after the restart Peña passed to Rubio, who headed past Hufton to score Spain’s first goal.’ But in Sporting Life, Spain’s opener was scored by a different player in a very different way: ‘a series of attacks was crowned by [Jaime] Lazcano, the right winger, who beat Hufton with a brilliant shot.’ The FA account gives the goal to Rubio, and that seems to match Spanish descriptions of the goal, which, according to El Mundo Deportivo, began with Zamora feeding the ball to Martín Marculeta, who played it to Peña. He moved it on to Mariano Yurrita who combined with José Padrón. Marculeta then hit it long, Lazcano picked up possession and helped the ball on to Rubio, who scored with a low shot: 2-1, with ten minutes remaining until half-time.

There is similar confusion about Spain’s equaliser. According to The Times, ‘the Spaniards raced down again and within three minutes Lazcano, the right winger, cut in with good judgement  to finish with a dazzling shot which completely beat Hufton. [Soon after,] Goiburu, playing up to his reputation, all but beat Hufton with a long shot.’ Or, if you prefer, Goiburu beat Hufton from long range with what the Telegraph described as ‘a fierce drive, the best shot of the afternoon’. It is probably, though, safer to go with El Mundo Deportivo’s account, which seems to corroborate that of The Times: Lazcano, Goiburu and Rubio worked an opening for Lazcano, whose ‘tremendous shot’ went in off the post to level the scores at 2-2.

The problem with returning ad fontes, as anybody who has taken Erasmus’s demands in the context in which they were intended will know, is that the sources themselves often don’t agree, not when they are describing the course of a man’s life in Palestine a couple of centuries after his death, and not even when they are describing ninety minutes of football in Spain a day after it had happened. Without television, never mind replays in the press-box, and without shirt-numbers, which did not become mandatory until 1939, mistakes inevitably were made, particularly when journalists were dealing with players they had not merely never seen before but of whose existence they had probably not even been aware. In that regard, it seems logical to trust the English descriptions of England’s goals, and the Spanish description of Spain’s; certainly by doing that a list of goalscorers is produced that tallies with those on the official report as sanctioned by the FA.

England rallied, but were thwarted by Zamora who, for all his early uncertainty, was probably the most celebrated member of that Spain side. The goalkeeper, after whom the award for the best goalkeeper in Spain is still named, had made his debut for Espanyol aged sixteen, moving two years later, in 1917, to Barcelona, where his habitual attire of flat cap and white polo-neck jumper became as legendary as his willingness to hurl himself at the feet of onrushing forwards. ‘Over the years,’ wrote the Uruguayan poet Eduardo Galeano, ‘the image of Zamora in those clothes became famous. He sowed panic among strikers. If they looked his way, they were lost: with Zamora in goal, the  net would shrink and the posts would lose themselves in the distance. For twenty years he was the best goalkeeper in the world. He liked cognac and smoked three packs a day, plus the occasional cigar.’ At Barcelona they called him ‘the Divine One’, but he spent just three years there before returning to Espanyol, a club whose political stance more fitted his own. ‘First and foremost,’ he always said when pressed on Catalunya’s claims to nationhood, ‘I am a Spaniard.’

By 1929 he was regarded as one of the greats and that afternoon, it seems, he did - some - great things for Spain. ‘England had a turn,’ the report in The Times went on, ‘and all Zamora’s skill was needed to keep out shots from Hill and [Len] Barry in quick succession. England forced two corners, but they could not break down the Spanish defence, for whom Marculeta, the centre half-back, was a tower of strength. Hufton had to run out of his goal to clear a Spanish attack, the English backs cleared, and their forwards swept down in fine style for Hill to put them ahead with a good goal. Spain, now one goal down, never gave up trying.’ El Mundo Deportivo, although attributing the goal to Carter, gives a little more detail. Again it was an Adcock cross, and it describes the goal has being scored from ‘medium height’; that is, probably a bouncing ball struck at around waist level. Zamora, it notes, dived over the shot.

‘After England had scored a third goal through Hill,’ the report in Sporting Life went on, ‘Hufton was hurt in a Spanish attack. Play was resumed in a few minutes, and with the game drawing to a close England looked like good winners. In a moment, however, Spain had drawn level through Lazcano.’ As El Mundo Deportivo describes it, the equaliser began with Félix Quesada breaking up an England attack and clearing to Francisco Prats. He passed to Marculeta, who helped it on to Goiburu. He cut inside rapidly, switching play to Lazcano, taking the return and crossing for Rubio to score with a ‘huge’ header.

Where there is no doubt is in what happened next, as the goal was, as Sporting Life put it, ‘followed by the crowd bursting through on to the pitch’. It was that incident, in fact, rather  than the end of England’s unbeaten record on which that paper led, under the headline, ‘D R AW N SWORDS SCENE AT SOCCER MATCH: Madrid Wild with Excitement over Defeat of England.’ Perhaps that was indicative of the fact defeat did not come as a great surprise, or perhaps it was simply easier or more amusing to spin a familiar tale of emotional foreigners. ‘The great excitement which Spain had evinced in this match was released in a torrent of enthusiasm, which broke all bounds of propriety when, towards the close of the game, Spain made the score 3-3,’ the report read. ‘In an endeavour to reach the scorer and embrace him, the crowd surged over the rails, and were followed by a company of Civic Guards with drawn swords, who cleared the pitch with difficulty after some minutes’ interruption.’

England, of course, reacted as they were supposed to, with  sang-froid: ‘The English players,’ the Telegraph said, ‘sat on the ground and watched the clearing of the pitch with some surprise. ’ But perhaps they were unsettled for, as Sporting Life had it, ‘then came the goal which made Goiburu . . . the hero of the match. Within a few seconds of the restart he drove past Hufton at a terrific pace, the goalkeeper having no chance. The crowd again attempted to break loose, but this was prevented by the Guards. England never looked like scoring after this.’ El Mundo Deportivo was in complete agreement: Hufton didn’t move as Goiburu beat him with a ‘simply magnificent shot’.

And so England’s unbeaten record was gone. ‘Spain beat England!! ’ screamed the headline of El Mundo Deportivo, which printed a photograph of each Spanish player on its front page, in formation. ‘The victory of Spain,’ it insisted, ‘was influenced more by their heart than their technique.’ Even in the one aspect they could usually rely on, in other words, England had been overwhelmed. ‘Spain played well,’ said Hill, ‘and I must admit I didn’t expect them to be that good.’ But then he fell back on what would become a favourite excuse. ‘Our defeat really, really disappoints me,’ he said. ‘But it is true that the heat notably handicapped us.’ Yet the truth was that England had been outplayed. ‘I think our victory might have been more convincing,’  said Zamora. ‘In no way at all could anybody say we won because of luck. The Spanish team roundly imposed itself in the second half and that was the key to our success.’

‘What can we say about England?’ asked La Vanguardia. ‘Are they a great team? Perhaps they are a mediocre team, or perhaps even a bad team . . . if England can’t offer more than this, then English football is in crisis. We’ve seen too many good sides for this England team to merit too much praise from us.’ Its report did commend the two full-backs, Cooper and Blenkinsop, for their ‘positioning and admirable touch’, and praised Adcock and Carter, while noting that Carter ‘played badly compared to how we’ve seen him play with Birmingham in Barcelona’. He actually played for West Bromwich Albion, but the point, anyway, is clear. It is dangerous, of course, to read too much into a single game, but perhaps here is an acknowledgement that players tend to perform better alongside players with whom they are familiar, and that the national teams are rarely more than the sum of their parts.

In England, there was no great gnashing of teeth, no great howls of fury. Nobody called for the manager to be sacked - for, of course, there was no manager - or for root and branch reform of the English game. Football simply wasn’t so central to the general consciousness then, and particularly not games played abroad, where the pitches were hard and the weather was hot. And, in fairness, games played at home, where the pitches were soft and the weather was cold, indicated that foreign sides were still significantly inferior. Spain’s performance when they came to London in December 1931, certainly, suggested what had happened in the Metropolitano was something of a freak.

Zamora was unsettled by the Spanish federation’s refusal to let partners travel, his wife being not merely his talisman, but also his food-taster. As the players took to the field at Highbury, the England forward Dixie Dean asked the band to play something Spanish. They responded with the march from Bizet’s  Carmen at which, according to Dean’s biographer John Keith, ‘Zamora, to the dumbstruck reaction of spectators, responded  by goose-stepping to his goal and bowing to the crowd. He then proceeded to leap acrobatically around his goalmouth during the kick-in to produce a series of grossly over-spectacular saves. And while this was going on Dean turned to his Everton and England team-mate Charlie Gee and bet his six pounds international fee that they’d put more than five goals past Zamora, a wager Charlie accepted.’ Zamora went on to have what was perhaps the worst game of his international career, and England won 7-1.

A little under a year later, Meisl’s Austrian Wunderteam came to England and played well enough to begin to change the perception, but even they lost 4-3. Technique, it seemed, was all very well, but it remained vulnerable to organised muscularity. As Roland Allen wrote in the Evening Standard after Arsenal had won 4-2 against a Vienna XI (effectively the Austria national side) the following year, ‘It looks fine, it is fine: when the Austrians have learned how to turn all their cleverness into something that counts: when . . . they have organised the winning of football matches as highly as they have organised the taming of a football, they will make [everyone] sit up and take notice.’ Even Hogan, who worked as Meisl’s assistant on that 1932 visit, remained convinced of British superiority, if only they could be persuaded to work at it.

‘People abroad,’ Hogan said, ‘laugh at me when I express the opinion that the British footballer is still the most natural in the world, but his love and talent for the game have been sadly neglected, and he has not progressed with the times. Let us be honest about the matter. We are absolutely out of date as regards our training ideas, and the sooner we realise it the better. The foreigner, with far less talent, is being taught and is a most willing pupil. The English Football Association must employ coaches and send them through the length and breadth of the land, giving addresses on football, instructing the boys at school, the young men and the first-class players, both theoretically and practically, in the art of the game. The trainers in England are all good men as regards keeping men in condition, injury etc;  there are none better in this respect, but we must have men to teach the game.’

As Glanville says, Hogan was almost certainly ‘over-sanguine’ in his assessment of the innate talent of the British player, but the general point holds. It was Ivan Sharpe, the former Derby County outside-left who succeeded Catton as editor of the Athletic News who put it most clearly. ‘They coach, we don’t, and until we do coach - and coach properly - we shall not control the ball and play high-class football,’ he wrote. ‘We shall just muddle through.’ Muddling through, though, was - and to a large extent remains - the English way. ‘There is,’ George Steiner said, echoing a host of other writers and thinkers, ‘an instinctive distrust of cleverness and eloquence’. Voltaire saw in the difference between the empiricism of Locke and the rationalism of Descartes the characteristic difference between the English and the French, the one concerned primarily with practicalities and the other with theory.

There is perhaps no better example of that than Dr Johnson’s dismissal of Bishop Berkeley’s claim that there was no such thing as matter, but merely ideas. ‘I observed,’ James Boswell wrote in his Life of Johnson, ‘that though we are satisfied his doctrine is not true, it is impossible to refute it. I never shall forget the alacrity with which Johnson answered, striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone, till he rebounded from it - “I refute it thus.”’ A similar ethos has governed English football since its earliest days. What could be relied upon was pluck: charging headlong at a problem and relying on effort and courage to knock it down.

But then, perhaps that was only to be expected: after all, as David Winner demonstrates in Those Feet, and Richard Sanders in even greater detail in Beastly Fury, sport in Britain grew up in tandem with muscular Christianity, a movement that was determined to prevent what was referred to euphemistically as ‘solipsism’. That usually meant masturbation, which was portrayed as a vice that would bring down the Empire: Dr Acton, author of the 1857 work Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Orders,  which was still in print forty years later, described the terrifying descent of the boy who discovered that ‘the large expenditure of semen has exhausted his vital force’. But the other thing a boy might do in private, of course, is think. From its origins, football was designed to ward off thought, to generate the fearless, emotionless upholders of Empire. That reluctance to think remained ingrained even as late as 2007, when England’s response to falling behind to Croatia with thirteen minutes remaining of a game they needed to draw to reach Euro 2008 was to hump a series of thoughtless balls towards the opposition box.

Hogan’s experience after he became Aston Villa coach in 1936 was typical, his chairman saying to him, ‘I’ve no time for all these theories about football. Just get the ball in the bloody net; that’s what I want.’ The attitude was entrenched by the fact that other countries, having come to the game later than England, needed coaching to raise them to that level. There was a complacent assumption that football as it was played in England was the apogee of the game, and that while coaching could conceivably bring foreign nations somewhere near that level, there was simply nothing beyond it. Even without the defeat to Spain, Uruguay’s performances in the twenties and Austria’s in the early thirties should have sounded the alarm; they did not.

Glanville suggests that coaching was made even more necessary by the development of the third-back game in the late twenties. ‘With its false premium on rigid defence and the long pass,’ he said, ‘coaching became far more necessary, since such things as positional play and the art of ball control, neither indigenous to the type of game favoured by most British clubs, suddenly appeared no more than marginal. Since there were virtually no club coaches to keep these arts alive, it was inevitable that they should decline.’

What is bewildering in hindsight is that Britain was still producing exceptional coaches, but, like Hogan, Reynolds and Pentland before them, they couldn’t find employment at home. George Raynor achieved great success as coach of Sweden after the Second World War, winning the 1948 Olympics and guiding  them to the 1958 World Cup final; Jesse Carver won Serie A with Juventus in 1950; and Vic Buckingham prepared the ground for the Ajax revolution.

As poor results mounted, and foreign teams demonstrably improved, the Football Association, eventually, seemed to recognise the issue, and after taking over as secretary in 1934, perhaps persuaded by the evidence of the game against Meisl’s Austria, Stanley Rous established training programmes for coaches, installing Jimmy Hogan as his chief coach. The Foreign Office, meanwhile, began to take an interest in football, encouraging England to play more internationals as they placed the potential benefit to international relations above fears about the potential impact on national pride should they be beaten.
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