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Introduction


Some football fans think they know it all, don’t they? From Cole Palmer’s favourite food to Northampton Town’s ‘next big thing’ (that’s Max Dyche in case you’re wondering), they seem to have all the facts at their fingertips.


But if you really want to impress your footie-mad mates, then this is the book for you. Over the next 240 pages, you’ll find out all about the most incredible true football stories you never knew. Such as the true tale of the greatest women’s football team of all time, who played their last match in 1965. Or the player who faked his own death on the football pitch in 1977. And even an octopus who correctly predicted every result for Germany at the 2010 World Cup. Yes, an octopus!


You probably already have your favourite football stories, and we could play the ‘Why didn’t you choose …?’ game until the end of time but, if we did, there would be no book! So, Unbelievable Football is a collection of what I think are the best and most unbelievable stories out there.


And there are chapters to suit all fans. There’s ‘War and Peace’ for people who say football and politics don’t mix, and ‘Overcoming the Odds’ for those who think being a footballer is an easy life. But perhaps you want to read about clever creatures who love the game but have never kicked a ball? Well, ‘Amazing Animals’ is for you. Or maybe you prefer football fairy tales about teams that never gave up? Try ‘Unbelievable Comebacks’. Then there are the cunning cases of mystery and mistaken identity in ‘Who Are Ya?’, and the lifesavers and gamechangers in ‘For the Love of the Game’. Plus, Weird & Wonderful entries throughout and last-minute, Extra Time stories just before the final whistle.


My hope is that these stories will make you smile, gasp, laugh, and then want to share them with all your football-mad friends. Because whatever the time, the team, the theme or the place, there are two things that all of the stories have in common (other than football, obviously!)


The first is that when you read them, they’ll make you think:


‘No way, it can’t be true!’


And the second is that once you’ve remembered that all of the stories are real, you’ll say to yourself:


‘Wow, football really is unbelievable!’


Sound good?


Time for kick-off!
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The Christmas Truce, 1914


Football is more than just a game, more than just a group of people kicking a circular object around a field. It has the power to bring people together, whether it’s fans cheering on their favourite team or young footballers playing with their friends in the back garden. And there are plenty of great and unbelievable stories of football uniting even the fiercest of rivals, such as Brazil and Argentina, or Gary Neville and Jamie Carragher. But one story that has gone down in history is that of the Christmas Truce.


On a summer’s day in August 1914, the First World War broke out and thousands of brave young British soldiers signed up to fight for their country against Germany. Their families hoped that they would be home by Christmas, but it soon became clear that the war would last a lot longer than that.


Well, if those fathers and sons couldn’t come home for Christmas, then Christmas would just have to come to them. That December, 2.5 million letters and 460,000 parcels were sent to British soldiers, who were fighting the Germans along the Western Front in Belgium and France. The parcels were filled with games, sweets, chocolate and knitted scarves to keep the troops warm during the winter. Would their loved ones get to open their gifts on Christmas Day, the British people back home wondered? Couldn’t all the fierce fighting stop, at least for a few hours?


The soldiers and their families got their wish. On Christmas Eve, a German army officer walked across ‘No Man’s Land’, the space between the two lines of trenches, to deliver a message to the British. It called for a truce, so that everyone could celebrate Christmas in peace. The British agreed and so both sides laid their weapons down wearily. They were all homesick and tired of fighting. All they wanted was the chance to bury their fallen soldiers and then enjoy a rest and some fun.


As the daylight faded into night, the Germans lit candles and began to sing Christmas carols including ‘Stille Nacht’. Recognising the tune, the British troops sang back with their own words – ‘Silent Night’! It was a beautiful reminder that even in the middle of a violent war, there could still be a moment of peace, where people came together as fellow human beings, rather than enemies.


That friendly feeling continued on Christmas Day morning. Some soldiers even strode boldly out into ‘No Man’s Land’. It was usually a very dangerous place to be because there were guns firing from both sides of the trenches. However, not on that special day. Instead, the British and German troops met in the middle to swap items, take photos with each other, and care for their wounded soldiers. For the first time in months, the ear-splitting sound of gunfire was replaced by conversation and laughter.


And … football! Yes, without a shared language to speak, it is said that in some places along the Western Front, the men connected over their favourite sport. According to the stories, all of a sudden, a football appeared, and the soldiers started kicking it around together on the frozen ground. Soon, they threw their caps and coats down as goalposts and began to play a game. So, was it Britain vs Germany? It’s unclear whether there were actual teams or just the total chaos of everyone vs everyone!


Although the two sides were at war, they were able to play a friendly football match together, without even having a referee. Lots of soldiers chasing after one ball in their big clumpy boots doesn’t sound like a sporting classic, but the beautiful game had still brought them all together for one day of peace.


[image: Two soldiers in different uniforms stand in the snow beside a ball, moving between broken fences and barbed wire.]


Sadly this peace didn’t last. In most places along the Western Front, the battles started again on the next day. Some senior officers worried that truces would undermine the war and wanted to stop them happening in future too. So, there was to be no repeat of the Christmas Truce for the rest of the First World War, which didn’t end until 1918. However, that only made the Christmas of 1914 all the more special. The legendary day when the fighting stopped, and a football match started.
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The Elephants Who Played for Peace


There are some things in life that you really shouldn’t mix: water and electricity, pale skin and bright sunshine, fingers and glue, feet and jellyfish. What about football and politics? Well, it’s a risky combination, but sometimes they can work together to make the world a better place. Especially if your name is Didier Drogba.


Drogba was born in 1978 in Ivory Coast, on the west coast of Africa. During the early years of his life, the country was in crisis, with rising levels of poverty and crime. It wasn’t a very promising place for a young child to grow up in, but fortunately Drogba’s uncle, Michel Goba, was a professional footballer in France and he offered his nephew a way out.


At the age of five, little Didier left his homeland and went to live with Goba. Didier had to leave his parents behind because they couldn’t afford to fly with him to France. He missed them very much, crying every day at first. However, he was determined to make them proud by following in his uncle’s footsteps. Didier decided to become a football hero in Europe but also back home in Ivory Coast.


Drogba grew bigger and stronger and better at football until, eventually, his parents joined him in France. Now, aged 15, he was ready to really kick off his sporting career. But he didn’t make it to the big time straight away. He had to be patient and believe that his chance would come. So Drogba started at a small club called Le Mans in the French Ligue 2. He was sure that if he played well enough, one of the big teams would want to buy him.


The next step was a spell at Guingamp, where he showed that he could shine at a higher level. Then in 2003, Drogba finally got his dream move to Marseille, the team that he had supported since he was a boy. And in his first season, he scored 32 goals! He led them all the way to the final of the 2004 UEFA Cup (which is now called the Europa League) and even won France’s Footballer of the Year award.


After that breakthrough season, Chelsea came calling for him. Over the next eight years, Drogba became a club legend there, winning 12 trophies, including three Premier League titles and the Champions League in 2012. Drogba was their match-winning hero that night in Munich. First, his powerful header saved them from defeat and then he scored the last spot-kick in the penalty shoot-out. Chelsea were the new Champions of Europe!


But throughout all those happy football times in France and England, Drogba never forgot about his homeland. Since 2002, Ivory Coast had been fighting a violent civil war – a war between different groups of people within the same country. Each time he returned home, it was horrible to see what was happening to his beloved country that had changed so much since his childhood. Drogba really wanted to help make things better, but what could he do? He wasn’t a politician; he was a famous footballer.


In fact, there was plenty that Drogba could do. First of all, he used those skills that he had learned from his uncle. He scored goal after goal to lead the Ivory Coast national team, who are nicknamed ‘The Elephants’, to their first-ever World Cup. In order to qualify, they needed to beat Sudan and, after their 3–1 victory, the ecstatic players sank to their knees on the pitch. It was a dream come true – ‘The Elephants’ were on their way to the 2006 tournament in Germany! It was an incredible achievement and one that could hopefully help to unite their divided country.


During the post-match celebrations in the dressing room, Drogba decided to speak out. He had just used his football skills to shoot Ivory Coast to the World Cup; now, it was time to use his fame to try to bring peace to his homeland. All across the country, the Chelsea striker was a superstar, a symbol of pride and success. The people would listen to him while he used football as a tool to bring the whole country together.


The dancing stopped as Drogba took the microphone and looked down the lens of a video camera. All of his teammates were there by his side, supporting their inspirational leader.


‘Men and women of the Ivory Coast, from the north, south, centre and west. We proved today that all Ivorians can coexist and play together.’


Then, The Elephants dropped to their knees again, this time to ask fighters on both sides of the conflict to lay down their weapons and work together towards peace. They pleaded with President Gbagbo to put an end to the civil war.


The video ended with the Ivory Coast players singing together, ‘We want to have fun, so stop firing your guns!’




‘I HAVE WON MANY TROPHIES IN MY TIME, BUT NOTHING WILL EVER TOP HELPING WIN THE BATTLE FOR PEACE IN MY COUNTRY.’





Drogba and his teammates got their wish; the fighting finally stopped.


At the 2006 World Cup, Ivory Coast only managed to win one match and were knocked out in the group stage. However, The Elephants and their captain Drogba had achieved something that went far beyond the world of football. They had helped to bring peace to their nation.


In 2007, an agreement was signed, and national elections took place in Ivory Coast.


So, job done? Not quite for Drogba. The Elephants were due to play Madagascar in an Africa Cup of Nations qualifier in his home city, Abidjan, but instead he asked President Gbagbo for one more favour: to move the match to Bouaké.


The city of Bouaké had been the scene of lots of fighting during the civil war. By playing the game there, The Elephants could once more bring the nation together, and help people to put aside their differences. Again, Drogba got his wish. Before kick-off, members of both sides of the conflict stood side by side to sing the national anthem. A new Ivory Coast was born, and football had played a key part.









The Lancashire Lasses Who Changed Football


Do you want to hear something really, really unfair? Well, between 1921 and 1971, women in England were not allowed to play football on any pitches owned by the Football Association (FA). Fifty years without a proper, decent match – can you imagine? That’s as long as Paris Saint-Germain has been a football club!


But it was especially unfair because, during the First World War (1914–18), women’s football had become one of the most popular forms of entertainment. With the men away fighting for their country, the women had stepped up to take their places, both working in the factories and playing on the football pitches. And could they kick it? Yes, they could.


In fact, some female footballers became international superstars and huge crowds would come out to support them. And there was one totally awesome team that ruled them all – Dick, Kerr Ladies.


Dick, Kerr & Co was a factory based in the northern city of Preston, founded by William Bruce Dick and John Kerr. All day long, the women worked hard making weapons and equipment for the war so, during their lunch break, they wanted to do something fun. And what better than have a kickaround in the yard outside?


Sometimes, the women at Dick, Kerr just played against each other but, at other times, they joined in with the men. By October 1917, there weren’t many men left at the factory and their team was doing really badly in the local league. So badly that one of the women joked, ‘Call yourselves a football team? We could do better than you lot!’


And with that, Dick, Kerr Ladies were up and running. After a ‘friendly’ match against the men where the women’s team triumphed, they were on to their next adventure …


A local hospital for wounded soldiers was looking to raise money, and they asked the women at the factory to help. ‘What about a music concert?’ they suggested. The Dick, Kerr Ladies, however, had a much better idea:


‘What about a football match instead?’


The date was soon set for the special charity game – 25 December 1917. They would get to play football on Christmas Day, but that wasn’t even the best bit. The top local football club, Preston North End, let them use their huge stadium, Deepdale. Wow, there would be thousands of people watching!


But who would they play against? The Dick, Kerr Ladies sent an invitation to one of the nearby factories, Arundel Coulthard. Challenge accepted!


So far so good, but the next step for Dick, Kerr Ladies was picking their team for the charity match. That part was a lot more difficult because almost every woman at the factory wanted to play. In the end, the manager, Alfred Frankland, held trials to find the best 11 players. They included captain Alice Kell, tough-tackling defender Lily Jones and the ‘2 Florries’ in attack – Rance and Redford. It was a brilliant line-up.


After dinner on Christmas Day 1917, the Dick, Kerr Ladies finally took to the field, wearing black and white stripes on their shirts and on their hats too. Hats? Yes, they wore thick bobble hats to cover up their hair! As they walked through the tunnel and out onto the pitch at Deepdale, the players must have been full of nervous excitement. They could hear the cheers of thousands of voices. About 10,000 voices, in fact; it was easily the biggest crowd of the year!


All eyes were on Dick, Kerr Ladies as they kicked off in their football debut. So, how would they cope under the pressure? Well, as it turned out, very well indeed. They thrashed Coulthards 4–0 and raised £600. Not a bad sum now but back then, £600 was equivalent to £50,000!


[image: Two women footballers, wearing bobble hats, run forward, one guiding the ball as the other stays close beside her.]


At first, some of the supporters found the idea of women playing football strange and even a little silly. Not for long, though. Once they saw the talent in the Dick, Kerr Ladies team, they had no choice but to really take them seriously.


‘We want more!’ the fans cheered as the game ended, and the players all agreed. The Christmas Day charity match was such a huge success that Dick, Kerr Ladies became an official football team.


That Coulthards crushing turned out to be the first of many famous victories, at Deepdale and other stadiums around the country. In no time at all, the Dick, Kerr Ladies were so well-known that people even asked them for autographs and photos.


As the war went on, the interest in women’s football grew and grew. Not only were teams like Dick, Kerr Ladies helping to keep the people happy during hard years of war, but they were also making important money for charity.


‘Play up, Dick Kerr’s! Play up, Lancashire!’


In the past, sport hadn’t been seen as a ‘ladylike’ thing to do, but not any more. Female footballers were making the most of their new freedom and fame. They were showing that anything men could do, they could too! In that way, it was a really important step in women’s fight for equality.


As Dick, Kerr Ladies got bigger and bigger, they also got better and better. Frankland started to strengthen the squad by taking the best players from other nearby teams. One of those was a tall, skilful striker called Lily Parr, who played for St Helens Ladies. What a signing! She was only 14 years old at the time, but she went on to score nearly 1,000 goals in 30 years at the club. Lily also became the first female player in the English Football Hall of Fame and she now has a statue in the National Football Museum in Manchester.


In 1918, the First World War finally ended and the soldiers began to return home. Soon, the men’s English Football League was starting up again. Uh oh, what would happen to the women’s game now? Well, in fact, 1920 was the biggest year yet for Dick, Kerr Ladies. When a French team arrived for a tour of England, who did they choose to play against? Dick, Kerr Ladies, of course, the best team in the country!


Twenty-five thousand excited fans filled the Deepdale stadium for the first-ever women’s international match. And who won? Dick, Kerr Ladies, of course – 2–0. The team then travelled to France for a fun European football adventure of their own.


But that amazing day at Deepdale was nothing compared to Boxing Day 1920. Dick, Kerr Ladies took on Lily Parr’s old club, St Helens Ladies, at Everton’s Goodison Park in front of … 53,000 people! And there were thousands more waiting outside the stadium who couldn’t get a ticket.


It was a new record crowd for a female football match, and a clear sign of just how important and successful the women’s game had become. Dick, Kerr Ladies had proved that they were just as talented and popular as any men’s team.




‘WOMEN WANTED TO WORK, THEY WANTED TO VOTE AND THEY WANTED TO PLAY.’


– Gail J Newsham





In 1921, Dick, Kerr Ladies had played 67 games against teams from England, Wales, Ireland, Scotland, Italy and France. A total of 900,000 people had come to watch them win ALL 67 of those games.


Yet despite their amazing success, there were dark days ahead for the women’s game. After the war had ended, munition factories began to close, men went back to work, and the country started to piece itself back together. Some individuals believed that female footballers were getting a bit too big for their boots.


‘Who do they think they are,’ they asked each other, ‘stealing all the limelight from us men?’


Many people began to think that women should return to their traditional role of looking after their families at home, rather than playing football in front of huge crowds. Thankfully, views have changed a lot since then but, in 1921, the FA also decided that football was ‘quite unsuitable for females’. And that wasn’t all. They came up with a really unfair new rule: women’s football matches were no longer allowed to take place at FA grounds.


For Dick, Kerr Ladies, it was the worst news ever. That meant no more massive crowds at Deepdale or Goodison Park. What were they going to do? Could they continue? The team would battle on bravely for another 44 years in the new ‘LFA’ (Ladies Football Association), first as ‘Dick, Kerr Ladies’ and then as ‘Preston Ladies’. But, sadly, their golden, glory days were over.


Still, those ‘Lancashire lassies’ had already put their names down in the history books, thanks to their remarkable achievements on the football field. Kell, Jones, Rance, Radford, Parr and many others played a really important part in changing the role and reputation of women in British society. One hundred years later and women’s football is now bigger and better than ever, and England’s Lionesses are back-to-back European champions! But where would our modern heroes like Leah Williamson and Chloe Kelly be without those brave and talented women that played before them? Not starring on the football field, that’s for sure. So, for one last time: ‘Play up, Dick, Kerr’s!’
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