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Hello there, ready to read more unbelievable stories from the fascinating world of football? If so, well done, you’ve opened the right book! Perhaps you’ve picked this up because you enjoyed the first one, or perhaps you love football and the word is in the title, or perhaps you were wowed by the incredible, colourful cover (great work, Ollie Mann!) and saw Marcus Rashford’s smiling face. Whatever your reason, welcome to the Unbelievable Football club.


While we come from different places, have different ages (no, I’m not telling you how old I am!) and play with different levels of skill, we members are all united by one key fact: we really love football. Why? Well, for lots of reasons, but in this book, I’ll be focusing on one in particular: not only is football the most popular sport on the planet, but it’s also the most powerful.


‘Wait, what do you mean by “powerful”?’ I hear some of you asking. ‘Does football have the strength of Superman, the brains of Batman and the speed of Spider-Man?’


No, not exactly, but think about how much football means to you – add up all the time you spend playing it, watching it, talking about it, thinking about it, dreaming about it each and every day. Approximately 24 hours, right? And if it can have that much impact on your life, imagine what it could have on the whole wide world! That’s why football is the most powerful sport on the planet and, in this book, you’ll learn about lots of different, unbelievable ways in which the game we love has helped to change the world and make it a better place.


There’s ‘Football(ers) for Change’, a collection of tales about individual players (and one famous fan) who have fought for important progress both on and off the pitch, and ‘Amazing Acts of Kindness’, where you’ll learn about how generous footballers can be. ‘Football United’ is a section of stories about how teams have brought peace to countries in conflict, and in ‘Protecting the Planet’, you’ll learn about how ‘green’ they can be too. ‘Football for a Brighter Future’ focuses on awesome organisations that are inspiring the next generation to get involved, and finally, there’s ‘Incredible Kids’, a collection of stories showcasing the passion and compassion of young people around the world.


Plus, as if that’s not enough unbelievable content for one unbelievable book, you’ll also discover how you can play your part and follow in the footsteps of your new football heroes.


Sound good? Well, get comfortable and get ready to change the world through football!
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Being a famous footballer definitely has its ups and downs. Yes, the money is really good and there’s lots of glory up for grabs, but life in the public eye comes with a lot of extra pressures. All’s well when you’re playing well; when you’re not, though, your millions of fans and followers will certainly let you know about it:


‘You’re rubbish – our club should get rid of you!’


So, it takes a very brave and special footballer to use social media to stand up, speak out and fight for social change. That’s exactly what Manchester United and England forward Marcus Rashford did in March 2020 when the COVID-19 crisis led to a national lockdown. Since scoring a double on his United debut in 2016 at the age of only 18, Rashford has gone on to become a superstar for club and country, but he hasn’t forgotten where he came from. So, when he heard the news that all schools would have to close, his first concern was: ‘What about the vulnerable kids – what are they going to eat now?’
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Rashford thought back to his own childhood experiences in Wythenshawe, Manchester, when his mum, Melanie, had worked three different jobs in order to put food on the table for her young family each night. Marcus’s favourite meal is still the same – chicken and rice, made by his mum! Yum. But that was only dinner; for the other two meals of the day, young Marcus had relied on the breakfast club and free school lunches at Button Lane Primary. So, what would have happened to him during the COVID-19 crisis? Well, he would have gone hungry, and without the energy and concentration that food provided, he might not have gone on to become a top footballer. Imagine that, Manchester United and England fans!


Marcus worried that the government might not do enough to feed the 1.4 million kids across England who were allowed free school meals, and so he was determined to do something to help stop them from going hungry. But what? His first step was to contact a food charity called FareShare to make a big donation to help children in the Manchester area. However, the more he learned about the organisation and the work they did to distribute meals to families in need, the more Marcus wanted to get fully involved in tackling food poverty. As well as money, he could also offer his time and effort, especially while he recovered from a back injury. And most importantly of all, he could use his powerful voice to reach out and spread the message to his millions of followers on Instagram and Twitter.




‘WHEN YOU GET TO THE POSITION I’M IN NOW, I FEEL LIKE IF CHILDREN ARE IN NEED, AND THEY DON’T HAVE ANYONE FIGHTING FOR THEM, I SHOULD BE THE ONE THAT DOES IT REALLY.’





When Rashford first started tweeting about free school meals and his work with FareShare, many fans told him to focus on football and leave politics alone. But luckily, Rashford didn’t listen. Why couldn’t he be a gamechanger both on and off the pitch? He was determined to use his platform as a famous footballer for good. So, he carried on speaking out, from the heart and from experience. Go on, Marcus!


With Rashford’s help, FareShare soon reached their target of £20 million, which meant they could provide much-needed meals for millions more children across the country. Although that was brilliant news, it was only a short-term fix and it wasn’t enough. Lots of people had lost their jobs during the COVID-19 crisis, which meant they couldn’t afford to feed their families. More people than ever had no choice but to visit food banks instead, just like Rashford himself had as a kid. Sadly, the food poverty problem in England wasn’t getting any better.


Big social changes were needed, but how could Rashford get the government to listen? When they cancelled their food voucher scheme over the summer holiday, he decided that it was time for him to go further and take proper political action. So, in June 2020, Rashford wrote a personal letter to MPs in Parliament, saying:




THIS IS ENGLAND IN 2020, AND THIS IS AN ISSUE THAT NEEDS URGENT ASSISTANCE. PLEASE, WHILE THE EYES OF THE NATION ARE ON YOU, MAKE THE U-TURN AND MAKE PROTECTING THE LIVES OF SOME OF OUR MOST VULNERABLE A TOP PRIORITY.


YOURS SINCERELY,


MARCUS RASHFORD





And it worked. Just one day and thousands of likes and retweets later, the Prime Minister Boris Johnson changed his mind and announced that he was extending free school meals for children during the summer holidays. Hurray, what a win for team #ENDCHILDFOODPOVERTY! As the scoreline on one proud banner in Wythenshawe read, it was:


‘RASHFORD 1, BORIS 0.’


Although he was really proud of the part he had played so far, Rashford didn’t stop there. As all you football fans will know, 1–0 is a nerve-wracking scoreline to defend, so on 1 September 2020, he went on the attack again. He created a new Child Food Poverty Task Force, which included all the major supermarkets, plus lots of food businesses and charities. The hope was that by working together, just like Rashford and his United teammates on the football pitch, the task force could find a long-term solution to the child food poverty problem.


However, as the October half-term approached, Rashford returned to the same old short-term issue – how were the kids going to eat? You see, the government had extended their voucher scheme over the summer, but not for all school holidays. FareShare would do their best to deliver as many meals as possible, but it wouldn’t be enough to feed everyone. So, once again, Rashford got political, posting an online petition called ‘End child food poverty – no child should be going hungry’.


In the UK, if 100,000 people sign a petition, then the government has to discuss it in Parliament. Well, thanks to the power of social media, Rashford’s petition reached that figure within ten hours and the number kept on rising! Surely, the subject of free school meals needed to be discussed immediately, in time for half-term? But no, the idea of an early debate was rejected by MPs. Boooo!


Well, if the government wouldn’t help the hungry at half-term, then it was up to kind citizens across the country. Just like the local chip shop that used to slip young Marcus bags of chips, hundreds of cafés and restaurants agreed to hand out free meals to families in need, and Rashford shared the details on social media. It was an amazing moment of unity in such troubled times; in the middle of the COVID-19 crisis, which had taken so many lives and jobs, the people of England had come together to help each other, inspired by a brave and tireless campaign from one of their most famous footballers.


We love you Marcus, we do!


Yes, he was the new number one national hero, no matter which team you supported, or whether you even liked sport at all. Some people were even saying that he should become the next Prime Minister! And just in case anyone still thought Rashford should focus only on football, he showed that his fight for social change wasn’t affecting his performances on the pitch at all. If anything, he was better than ever. On the same day that his petition passed a million signatures, he scored a phenomenal hat-trick as a Manchester United super sub in the Champions League against RB Leipzig.


‘3 goals, 16 minutes, 1,030,000 signatures. Can’t stop smiling,’ he tweeted after the game.


Rashford was on a roll, and no one could stop him, not even the government. At last, on 8 November, he received a response about his petition from the Prime Minister himself. Over the next 12 months, the government would spend more than £400 million to support poor children and their families in England. Hurray, another wonderful win for team #ENDCHILDFOODPOVERTY!
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But Rashford didn’t rest, not when there was still so much more to be done. At Christmas, he teamed up with former Manchester United manager Sir Alex Ferguson and The Times newspaper for a special campaign, which raised a further £3 million for FareShare. The extra money meant more meals and the charity was also able to open a new warehouse. They asked Marcus to name it, and what did he call it? Melanie Maynard House, in honour of his hard-working mum who had done so much to help him become a top footballer and a top human being.


What a hero! And Rashford isn’t the only famous footballer who’s fighting to end food poverty. Chelsea and England right-back Reece James has been working closely with a London charity called The Felix Project. As well as raising lots of money and awareness, he has also served meals to struggling local families, and even delivered food parcels to homeless shelters on Christmas Eve. ‘I’ve got the opportunity and the power to help,’ James explained. ‘I think helping others is not going to harm me, it’s only going to benefit other people.’


So, the next time you hear someone moan that ‘all modern footballers are selfish, stupid and overpaid’, remember the good guys like Rashford and James, players who are using their privileged position and platform to fight for positive change in the world. And winning. Hurray!




‘I DON’T HAVE THE EDUCATION OF A POLITICIAN, MANY ON TWITTER HAVE MADE THAT CLEAR TODAY, BUT I HAVE A SOCIAL EDUCATION HAVING LIVED THROUGH THIS AND HAVING SPENT TIME WITH THE FAMILIES AND CHILDREN MOST AFFECTED. THESE CHILDREN MATTER. THESE CHILDREN ARE THE FUTURE OF THIS COUNTRY. THEY ARE NOT JUST ANOTHER STATISTIC. AND FOR AS LONG AS THEY DON’T HAVE A VOICE, THEY WILL HAVE MINE.’


– Marcus Rashford
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Marcus Rashford isn’t the only famous footballer using social media to campaign for social change. His England teammate Raheem Sterling has become one of the modern leaders in the fight to kick racism out of football. After years of suffering discrimination due to the colour of his skin, on 8 December 2018, Sterling finally decided enough was enough. ‘I am not normally the person to talk a lot but when I think I need my point heard I will speak up,’ he posted on Instagram.


The previous night, Sterling had been playing a match for Manchester City, when he went over to the touchline to get the ball and take a corner-kick for his team. Usually, he was so focused on football that he didn’t even notice the fans around him, but on this particular day, they were impossible to ignore. A few of the opposition supporters in the front row of the stand were so close that Raheem could have reached out and touched them, and some of them were angrily shouting racist insults right into his face.


Can you even begin to imagine how horrible that would be? The incident left Sterling feeling sad and frustrated, but not surprised. Unfortunately, he had experienced racism many times before – during his childhood days in Wembley after leaving Jamaica at the age of two, and also later during his early years as a player at QPR and Liverpool. But it was too much now. He refused to keep quiet any longer. The abuse was totally unacceptable, and as one of the world’s most famous footballers, he was in a powerful position to do something about it. He wanted to give hope to the next generation of young black kids, to inspire them to see that, like him, they could fight discrimination and do whatever they wanted to do.


So, the next day, Sterling decided to speak up and show that racism wasn’t just a problem in football stadiums, but in society as a whole. How was the situation supposed to get better when players still weren’t being treated equally in the media? To prove it, he posted pictures of newspaper articles about two of his young Manchester City teammates, one black (Tosin Adarabioyo) and one white (Phil Foden). Both players had done the same thing – buy an expensive house for their mothers to say thank you for all their support – but spot the difference between these headlines:


‘Young Manchester City footballer, 20, on £25,000 a week splashes out on mansion on market for £2.25 million despite having never started a Premier League match.’


‘Manchester City starlet Phil Foden buys new £2m home for his mum.’


The same story told in two very different ways – flashy young kid versus kind family man. What do you think when you see those headlines? It doesn’t seem fair, does it? And it could be dangerous too. When newspapers publish articles, millions read them, and they can have a big impact on how people think and behave. That’s why Sterling was sending out a message: ‘for all newspapers that don’t understand why people are racist in this day and age all I have to say is have a second thought about fair publicity and give all players an equal chance.’


It’s now over 130 years since Arthur Wharton became the first black footballer to play in the English Football League, and yet there are still players being discriminated against because of the colour of their skin. It’s not OK, and it has to stop. You’ll probably have seen Premier League players wearing the ‘No Room for Racism’ badge on their shirts and taking the knee together before kick-off, but Tyrone Mings, Tammy Abraham, Wilfried Zaha, Axel Tuanzebe and Trent Alexander-Arnold are just a few of the many black players who have recently received totally unacceptable abuse, both online and on the pitch. As Sterling puts it, ‘The racism problem in football is so bad, runs so deep and is nowhere near being sorted.’


And it’s not just an English problem. During a Spanish league match in 2020, Athletic Bilbao’s Iñaki Williams was the subject of racist chants from a rival team’s supporters. The forward reported the incident to the referee, and then used Twitter to talk to the world: ‘It’s really sad that today we carry on living with these racist moments in football. We have to stop it.’ In Italy, Inter Milan striker Romelu Lukaku has also used social media to speak out against the racism he has experienced: ‘Football is a game to be enjoyed by everyone and we shouldn’t accept any form of discrimination that will put our game in shame.’


So, what part can we football fans play in achieving equality and ending discrimination? Well, we have to stand together, united against racism, treating everyone as equals – both our teammates and our opponents. Like Sterling, Williams and Lukaku, we must speak up against racism whenever and wherever we hear it – whether in a stadium or on the pitch, at school or in the street. If the discrimination is directed at you, don’t be afraid to talk about it and get the support you need from friends, family, teachers and coaches. And if the abuse is aimed at someone else instead, try to be the best ally you can be, just like Pat Nevin back in 1984.


It was 14 April, and Nevin’s club Chelsea were playing Crystal Palace away at Selhurst Park. The first-half of the match was so boring that I won’t even bother to talk about it. Instead, let’s fast forward to the 62nd minute when the Chelsea manager John Neal decided to make an attacking substitution and bring on Paul Canoville, an exciting young forward and the first black player ever to play for the club.


Actually, the next 20 minutes of football were pretty terrible too, so let’s fast forward again to the 83rd minute when Canoville, the super sub, set up Nevin to score the only goal of the game. Another win for Chelsea! When the final whistle blew, it should have been a time for celebrations, but their ‘wee’ (that’s Scottish for small, by the way) wing wizard didn’t see it that way. Nevin’s joy at scoring the winner had been replaced by anger at the racism he had heard from some of his own fans, and which was aimed at one of their own players.


Yes, Canoville had been booed and abused by some Chelsea supporters from the moment he made his debut back in 1982: ‘It should have been one of the greatest days of my life, not a nightmare that came back again and again.’ Two years later, some supporters were still shouting the same totally unacceptable things at Canoville. Why? Sadly, it was because of the colour of his skin.


There were more and more brilliant black players in English football – John Barnes at Watford, West Brom’s ‘The Three Degrees’ Cyrille Regis, Laurie Cunningham and Brendon Batson, plus Nottingham Forest defender Viv Anderson, who in 1978 had become the first black player to represent England in an international match. Despite their success, these footballers still suffered horrendous abuse, even from their own so-called ‘fans’. And when it happened to them, the players were often told to just keep quiet and carry on, which only made the problem worse. As Canoville’s shocking story shows, black footballers faced a constant battle to survive:


‘I remember scoring a goal and hearing that some fans wouldn’t have it because a black player scored. It didn’t count, so they said we had lost not drawn. How do you live like that? I had to control my anger so many times so outsiders couldn’t see. I had to see the bigger picture.’


Something had to be done to stop the racism in English football, and so after that match at Crystal Palace, Nevin spoke out in support of his teammate, Canoville. He couldn’t ignore the horrible discrimination any longer. The TV presenter tried to ask him about his winning goal, but the Chelsea star wanted to talk about something far more important.


‘I’m disgusted by the fans,’ Nevin announced. ‘How dare they boo any Chelsea player and to do it because he is black is sickening.’


No, Pat’s post-match interview didn’t put an end to all racism in English football, but his powerful words were heard on TV screens all over the country and they did make a difference. The Chelsea fans listened to their star player and thought about their awful actions. At their next home match, rather than booing and abusing Canoville, the supporters sang his name. It was a small but significant step in the right direction.


‘I respected Pat and was honoured when he came out and said what he said,’ Canoville said. ‘I was getting hardcore abuse. But he scored, and he made that statement and boy did people take notice. It eased things for me.’


It’s up to each and every one of us to fight for what is right, with our actions as well as our words. So, what would you do if, like Nevin, you heard discrimination directed at one of your teammates? In a recent Spanish league game, the whole Valencia team left the field in protest when one of their players suffered alleged racist abuse. And in a Champions League match in February 2021 between French club PSG and Turkish club ˙Istanbul Basaksehir, both teams agreed to walk off the pitch. Together, we’re stronger, and we can help make football a more beautiful game and the world a better place.
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