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Dedicated to the powerful and strong
women in my life – my mum, my sisters,
my nieces and my incredible daughter.


This is also dedicated to the many wonderful women
who have strived for better. Who have fought for their
beliefs and never given up on their dreams.


Keep believing.


Thank you to historian Gail Newsham for her continued
wisdom, support and expert knowledge.
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Welcome to you all, amazing football fans! Maybe you are a football player, maybe you are a huge football fan or maybe you have only just caught up with the wonder of the Lionesses after watching their fierce, winning performance in Euro 2022. Either way, I’m pleased you are here. You’re in for an exciting ride.


You might already know a lot about the game or you might discover incredible new stories and facts, but by the end of this book I hope you’ll feel totally amazed by the journey women’s football has taken – and how much hard work has got us here.


It’s really quite amazing.


I have always loved football. As a young girl growing up, I would stand in the terraces cheering on my team. I heard a lot of prejudice (‘you shouldn’t be here’ or ‘girls know nothing about football’) and a lot of people thought that football was a man’s game. I didn’t think to argue against it: we couldn’t play football at school, there weren’t any local girls’ teams and women’s football was never on TV. I guess I thought it was ‘normal’ that women didn’t play football. How bad is that! Even worse, I didn’t realise the MASSIVE part women had played in footballing history. I just assumed that they had never played a part at all.


It was only when I was older and researching my Dick, Kerr Girls book series that I realised how little I knew about the facts of women’s football! Women’s role in football was just as significant as men’s and there were so many people who had fought behind the scenes to change the way things were, right up to the present day. Not only that – female football players had been treated shockingly by the people in charge of the game (more on that later).


Sadly, there are still misconceptions about women’s football and you might hear people saying inaccurate things like:




‘Oh, it’s good women are playing, but they will never be good as men.’







‘People aren’t interested in women’s football.’







‘Women don’t play to the same level as men.’







‘Women’s football is just different to men’s.’





None of these things are true and – if you don’t already know all about it – we’re going to find out why. We’re going to uncover the incredible history of the women’s game, meet footballing heroes from the past and the winning team today, compare facts and figures about all your favourite players, meet some international stars and celebrate everything that is mind-blowing, goal-scoring and crowd-cheering about women’s football.


You will also be able to quiz yourself (or your family and friends) and create your own dream team. Can you imagine being the next England manager? Or perhaps you see yourself as a future Lioness playing in a side that you have totally designed?


This is an exciting time to be a fan of women’s football, so let’s enjoy the ride through record-breaking attendances, FA bans and pioneering sportswomen. Are you ready to become a gamechanger too?


The ref’s whistle is about to blow …
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It’s important that we begin at the beginning … And where’s that, you might ask? Who kicked it all off? Which women were key to driving the game forwards? Let’s travel back to the roots of women’s football.


Many people think that in the UK, women’s football has only been around for a relatively short time, and certainly not as long as men’s football. Well, how daft are they! It’s likely women have been playing football for as long as men, but unlike men, women have faced sexual discrimination, so fewer records have been kept about women’s football. This makes it harder to work out exactly when women’s football began but we DO know that some of the earliest factual reports of women playing football in the UK go back to at least as early as the seventeenth century!


And we also know that throughout history women loved playing football because it was fun and much more exciting than their normal day-to-day lives. For many, their lives were hard work – so sport was a release and a way of making friends. It was a social event! Many early pioneers were determined to play as much of the game as they could. We can travel back quite far in history to meet our earliest footballing stars …


EARLY PIONEERS: ROYALS AND FISHERWOMAN




•One of the earliest footballing accounts suggests that in June 1568, somewhere between Carlisle Castle and the Scottish border, Mary Queen of Scots witnessed a football match between members of her entourage. The game was said to have lasted for two hours!


•In Scotland, as early as 1628 there were reports of football being played by both men and women, and ‘folk football’ was part of villager celebrations during fairs or holidays.


•There’s also a report about a group of fisherwoman footballers, known as the Fisherrow Fishwives, who played in Musselburgh, Scotland from around 1795. These women (some as young as fourteen) worked very long hours selling their wares. It was hard work for little pay and the women often walked for miles between towns carrying heavy baskets of fish. To stay strong, the women played sports and they also sang in choirs because community was important to them. Friendly football matches helped them to keep fit and brought everyone together, so it’s not surprising they liked a kick-about!
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‘Well, it’s a lovely bright Shrove Tuesday afternoon so the Fisherrow Fishwives are out in force today for a match that should bring interest far and wide. Now, am I right in thinking that this game is usually a friendly between the married and unmarried women?’







‘Yes, that’s right, and interestingly it’s usually the married women who win.’







‘Any idea why?’







‘No one quite knows, but strap yourself in – this should be an interesting game.’





VICTORIAN VISIONARIES


Women’s football didn’t really pop up in the history books again until the late nineteenth century. In these days, middle-class young girls were beginning to play competitive sports (such as hockey) in school – although girls received less education than boys, were barred from university and if they were not wealthy, they could expect to work in very low-paid jobs.


At the same time, in 1863, Association Football was set up to create more official games and lay out the rules of the game. Fast forward to 1881 and the first women’s football match (using these new Association Football rules) was played in Scotland. Teams representing England and Scotland were going to battle it out and the local press reported the excitement. On the day, around 1,000 people came to watch and Scotland won 3–0. That wasn’t the end – the following week they played again – but this time the crowd had increased to 5,000! According to newspaper reports, the second game was disappointing and the crowd invaded the pitch and began to riot. Unfortunately, this meant that the planned third match was cancelled, and women’s football took a bit of a knocking.


Slightly later (around 1894–1895) in England, a young woman aptly named Nettie Honeyball decided she’d start a ladies’ football team, so she placed a newspaper advertisement in the Morning Leader. Nettie wanted women to be able to make money from the game, the same way men could. Around thirty women saw her advert and signed up to play, and the British Ladies’ team began! Nettie even managed to persuade some of the leading male coaches of the day to train them.
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Not much is known about Nettie except that she was between twenty-five and thirty years old and believed that women should be able to enjoy the same sports as men. She wanted the club to show the world that women were not ‘ornamental’ creatures. Her team would attract the finest female footballers, so when she advertised for players, Nettie announced that the women would play:




‘A manly game and show that it could be womanly as well.’





In March 1895 the first British Ladies’ match took place at Nightingale Lane, watched by over 10,000 spectators. This was a great number for the day and the match was between London and the surrounding areas: effectively North London vs South London. The players wore blouses, knickerbockers fastened below the knee and caps on their heads. It was sponsored by the Club President, Lady Florence Dixie, who was also a war reporter for the London Morning Post and a skilled horsewoman.


The match ended up being a 7–1 victory for the North and many more fixtures were arranged by Lady Dixie. The women played many games throughout England, Scotland and Northern Ireland.


Although it was popular, many people were outraged and the British Medical Journal published an article claiming that football could expose women to ‘violence’ and damage their organs! One journalist writing for the Manchester Guardian said of the match:


‘When the novelty has worn off, I do not think that women’s football will attract the crowds.’


Although the British Ladies’ team went on to play many games, they continued to face lots of criticism. Sadly, a lack of finances and support meant that the club folded a few years later and they slipped into the history books. Women’s football would go quiet for a little while. That was until the start of a life-changing event. The First World War was about to begin.
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‘So was Nettie Honeyball actually her real name?’







‘Well, some people think that she might have made it up as a pseudonym. It’s fun though, isn’t it?’







‘It is a great name, but why would she have made it up?’







‘Well, lots of people would have been against her at the time – they wouldn’t have liked a lady of her standing to have been involved in football.’







‘Well, if that’s true then who was the real Nettie Honeyball? Do we know?’







‘No one is sure, but she might have been Jesse Mary Ann Smith, a middle-class lady and the sister-in-law of Alfred Hewitt Smith, who was the British Ladies’ manager. Bit of a coincidence …’







‘Well, whoever she was, she was pretty important to football, wasn’t she?’







‘She really was. She was an incredible early influence on women’s football and, if it was a pseudonym, what a great name to have chosen!’





PLAY ON, DICK, KERR GIRLS


In 1914 the Great War began in Europe and it changed life for everyone. England needed a lot of things when war broke out. It needed soldiers. It needed weapons and it needed people to help produce them. Because of this, England also needed women!


‘Your country needs you’ posters were stuck up in every town and city asking women to help with the war effort by working as nurses, or in factories, or on the railways and farms. Many extra workers were needed to fill the jobs that had belonged to men who had left to fight.


One particular factory in the north-west of England was looking for munition workers. The Dick, Kerr factory had previously made electronic goods for the local tramway – but now it was producing ammunition for the war. As the workers headed to war, the factory needed young, strong women to take up the work. It was grim work, because the women were handling explosives and many lost fingers, noses or eyes. Similar to our fishwives in the eighteenth century, these women quickly became a strong team, and their friendships and tough willpower helped them through the hard work.


The women working in these factories were also encouraged to exercise and enjoy their lunch breaks, because fit and healthy workers would be more productive! Many of the girls played football, as it was a game they had learnt in the streets where they lived. Since the turn of the century, football had become more of a working-class sport, and for families in the poorest areas, it was a fun way to bring everyone together. So it was here, in the yard of the Dick, Kerr factory, that another twist on the women’s football journey was about to begin …


In October 1917 a young worker named Grace Sibbert was teasing the young lads who were still working at the factory. Grace was one of the young women who liked kicking a ball about on her break, and she had heard that these lads had not been playing well in their local football games. Grace, perhaps feeling a bit mischievous, had apparently said, ‘Call yourself a football team? We could do better than you lot!’


The boys, not liking this at all, challenged Grace to a game, which she accepted, saying, ‘Come on, girls, let’s give it a go. It’ll be a laugh.’ She assembled a team of fellow female players to compete against the boys on a field in Preston. Sadly, there is no record of the result, but word of the match caught on. A matron of the local Moor Park Hospital, where injured soldiers were treated, approached the Dick, Kerr factory to see if the girls would be interested in playing a charity match to raise funds. Not long after, a clerk at the factory, named Alfred Franklin, saw the talent in the Dick, Kerr girls and the potential to raise much-needed money for charity – so he agreed to manage them. The Dick, Kerr Ladies were born.


On Christmas Day 1917 the Dick, Kerr Ladies played the neighbouring Arundel Coulthard Foundry. The girls could hardly believe their eyes when over 10,000 spectators arrived to see them play! The Dick, Kerr Ladies won the match in commanding fashion, 4–0, and raised approximately £600 (that’s equivalent to more than £29,000 now).


This was the beginning of an amazing period for women’s football, which saw the Dick, Kerr Ladies attract large crowds, go on international tours, become celebrities and raise the equivalent of millions of pounds’ worth of money for charity. They were the Lionesses of their time, commanding respect wherever they played and defying the many critics who still believed that women should not be playing football.


It was an exciting time. It really did seem that women’s football was on the march – and nothing could stop it. But the best was yet to come …
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‘Now here’s a fact for you: did you know that the women who worked in the munitions factories during the war were nicknamed the Canaries. Any idea why?’







‘I’m guessing it’s nothing to do with Norwich Town FC?’







‘Afraid not. It was because the chemicals they were working with turned their skin a nasty shade of yellow, but luckily it was only a temporary side effect.’







‘It certainly doesn’t sound like the best way to stand out on a pitch.’





GOAL-SCORING IN GOODISON PARK


By the end of the First World War the Dick, Kerr Ladies were becoming a big name in the footballing world. They had established themselves as a skilful team and crowds were keen to see what all the fuss was about. The Dick, Kerr Ladies fans grew and grew. Who couldn’t help but fall in love with a talented team that worked hard together, never gave up, barely lost a game and raised loads of money for charity?
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‘Here we are on 16 December 1920, and I think we are going to be watching a memorable charity match tonight.’







‘Well, I’m always excited to see the Dick, Kerr girls play, but I’m surprised we are here so late in the day. It’s nearly dark!’







‘That’s why this is a memorable game – see those searchlights over there? The Dick, Kerr girls have borrowed anti-aircraft searchlights from the War Office to light up the pitch tonight. This is the first time floodlights have been used in such a way. They’ve even painted the ball white so it can be spotted in every corner.’







‘I think the crowd will be impressed with that.’







‘Yes, just look at the numbers here tonight. We’ve got over 10,000 in the crowd to watch the Dick, Kerr girls light up the country in more ways than one.’







‘Surely this is one for the history books?’





The women also had the fortune to play internationally in France, a country where women’s football was developing quickly, so their reputation was growing at home and abroad. The hype was building that this team was as good as any men’s side!


Perhaps one of the most exciting events to happen in women’s football occurred on Boxing Day in 1920 when the Dick, Kerr manager, Alfred Franklin, decided to arrange a match that would defy expectations. The match would be played at Goodison Park, one of the biggest grounds in the country, and the hope was that the team would be able to raise even more money for charity than ever before.


Remember that only a few years before this, women’s football was seen as a bit of a silly novelty – so just the idea of having the Dick, Kerr Ladies play on a major footballing ground (and a men’s one) was a big step! The Dick, Kerr Ladies were to play St Helens, another exciting ladies’ team based in Merseyside. The teams hoped that many fans would want to come and see these talented women play …


All expectations were blown out of the water when over 53,000 spectators tried to pack themselves into the ground. It was a squeeze, and even then, 10,000–14,000 people were unable to get inside. Many of them hung around, standing in the surrounding streets, hoping to pick up on what was going on from outside the ground. This wasn’t a game they wanted to miss! The match was a huge national event with lots of press attention. The attendance remains the biggest in English women’s domestic football – and was the biggest English international record for 92 years (until Team GB beat Brazil in the 2012 Olympics in front of 70,584 fans).


The crowd was so excited that the teams had to have a police escort take them safely into their changing rooms. Only years before, women’s football was barely spoken about, and now our footballers were being treated like celebrities! They were loved because they were so exciting to watch and they made the game a truly uplifting experience.
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