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For my cousins, Henry and Athena.


For all the young girls we have opened doors for,
I hope this helps you walk through them confidently
and without hesitation. For the young boys who
support them, I hope you always choose to be an ally.


This is only the beginning of your journey.
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Hello,


My name is Leah Williamson. I’m a footballer. You might have watched me lead England out onto the pitch as the team’s captain at the Euros in 2022. You might have seen me lift that big silver trophy when we won the tournament. We were the first England team to win a European title. I still can’t believe it!


Even now, I get goosebumps thinking about the end of that final. It was the proudest moment of my life. There had been a long journey to get to that moment, with lots of twists and turns, that involved not just us players on the pitch, but so many others. But winning the tournament wasn’t the end of the journey, it was another beginning.




AND NOW WE NEED


PEOPLE LIKE YOU


TO CONTINUE OUR STORY.





What is the story? In part, it’s the story of women and girls who have been pushed to the sidelines taking centre stage. It’s a story about football, about grit and determination. But it’s more than that. It’s about having the freedom to find what you love and to go on to be the best you can be at it, whatever it is. I don’t want that win to just inspire girls to play football, I want it to prove to all people, whatever their passion is, that they should believe in themselves and follow their dreams.


So, this isn’t a book about how to be a good footballer – (though it does include some tips and tricks I’ve learnt along the way!):




THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT


FINDING OUT WHAT


MAKES YOU HAPPY,


WHATEVER THAT MAY BE.





It’s a book about finding your inner strength, believing in yourself and taking control of your life. It’s full of lessons that helped me along the way, things I wish I’d learned at your age, and I’m still learning how to bring our the best in myself and other.


Playing lots of football hasn’t just developed my skills on the pitch. The things you learn while playing – teamwork, organisation, determination – are just as important when the ninety minutes are up. So, whether reading this book makes you want to put on some trainers and go play a kickabout with your friends or not, I hope it will give you the skills to succeed in all kinds of things!


One thing I love about being part of a team is energising those around me to thrive and be happy. I’ve played in lots of teams over the years, but it would be the biggest honour to be a part of your team – which includes your friends, your family, your teachers – because I want to help you be the happiest version of yourself. I want to help you achieve anything you want to, I want to show you that you have the power. All you have to do, is read on.


It’s time to begin.


Leah
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Do What You Love


When I was growing up, lots of people thought girls weren’t interested in football. I never really understood why.


For as long as I can remember, I have LOVED football.


I can’t tell you when I started loving football, but I can tell you why – my family loves football. They always have, and that’s why I loved football too, right from the moment I understood what it was. (And probably even before then!) We shared it as a passion.
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FOOTBALL WAS WHAT BROUGHT


US TOGETHER AS A FAMILY.





My brother Jacob is five years younger than me, which meant that we lived quite different lives, but football was the one thing that we always had in common. We’d play in the garden all the time, and sometimes our parents would take us to Regent’s Park in London where we’d put our jumpers down as goalposts and have a game of footie, two-on-two. It was always a good battle!


[image: A football between two jerseys.]


Football also divided our house. You see, my mum is a massive Arsenal fan, but my dad is an avid Tottenham supporter – and they’re Arsenal’s biggest rivals! My mum was determined that I would be an Arsenal supporter like her. There was NO WAY she was going to let my dad recruit me to Tottenham (he did try though). When I was five, he took me to a match at White Hart Lane, Tottenham’s stadium. We said goodbye to mum and headed to London. Before we went into the stadium, my dad bought me a Tottenham shirt for me to change into – my mum would never let me wear one so he had to be sneaky about it! It was a really fun day, but it only took one trip to see The Arsenal and I was sold. There are loads of things that are great about Arsenal, but the main reason I loved it was because I went with my mum and my grandma. When I went to watch Tottenham with my dad – I didn’t feel out of place, but I was aware of being a girl surrounded by boys and men. So being able to share football with my mum and grandma at Arsenal games felt very special. I’ve loved Arsenal ever since. I’ve always felt at home there.
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My dad won my brother over to Tottenham though – disaster! – but it meant we had a good fun rivalry at home.


From an early age, my family instilled in me that it’s important to do what you love, and follow your passions. Football was that passion for me. Not just watching it but playing it too, even though it hasn’t always been an easy journey.


Not many people know this, but when I was small I didn’t walk properly. My toes pointed inwards instead of straight forward. When your feet point inwards like that it’s called ‘in-toeing’ or being ‘pigeon-toed’. To help correct it, I’ve had to wear insoles in my shoes my whole life. The doctors said I should try gymnastics or horse riding, as they might help to make my feet straighter and could help me avoid having to wear a brace on the back of my legs. So, I started gymnastics lessons when I was two years old. That meant going to the gym just down the road from my grandma’s house four evenings a week. I did gymnastics right up until I started in the Arsenal academy when I was nine, at which point it got too difficult to do both. Ironically, it was doing gymnastics that developed my interest in playing football!
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My gymnastics coach loved football, and at the end of every session on Friday, if we finished a little early and were waiting for our parents to pick us up, he would get out a football and we would kick it about. It was brilliant because everyone would get involved. Gymnastics is an individual sport, but when we played football together at the end of the sessions I got a taste for what it would be like to be a part of a team; working together to achieve something. I already loved my team at home, my family, and now I had an idea of what it was like to be a part of a team outside of that family unit.


After one of those chaotic fun sessions I went home and asked my dad if I could have a goalpost for the garden for my birthday – and he got me one! As soon as I had a goal, I was out playing football as much as possible – with my brother, my mum, my dad, even my grandma!


Getting that goal changed my life. It meant that football was always on my radar, and I was always running outside to play, whenever I could. Not long after getting the goal I told my mum that I wanted to join a team and play regularly – I didn’t want to just do it now and again at the end of gymnastics. She was a little concerned about it, because she used to play football when she was younger and knew what it was like for girls. (I will tell you more about that later.)
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But I really, really loved football, and I wasn’t going to let anything stop me from playing – not the fact that I was a girl, nor the fact that my feet turned in! All I knew was that I loved the sport and I wanted to play as much as possible.


Sometimes it was tough. I was self-conscious because I felt like I wasn’t what they expected a football player to look like, and not just because I was a girl, but because I was a bit lanky, or my knees were too knobbly.


Sometimes I felt as though I wasn’t quick enough, or skilful enough. I would also get injured more easily. For a very long time I put the everyday insoles that my doctor advised me to wear in my normal shoes into my football boots as well. They weren’t designed for sport, but I didn’t know that at the time. I didn’t realize that the reason I was getting so many ankle injuries was because the insoles raised my foot on one side – by the time I was twenty-two I’d already had six major ankle injuries!
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I haven’t let any of this stop me. It’s meant I’ve had to work harder. I’ve had to convince coaches and players that I am just as good as any other player. Even though my ankles are weak and I have long legs, which is really unusual for the position I play (I’m a defender, and they’re usually strong and muscular, whereas I’m more long and skinny). I’ve learned to make all of these things my strengths.


All of our weaknesses can be strengths at times and that’s what gives you an edge. It’s what makes you different. I’ve had commentators call me ‘Bambi’ before, because my legs are so long and they see it as a weakness. But when we’re doing a rondo training (where we are in a circle with two players in the middle trying to win the ball, as we pass it around), I’ll stick my toe out and because my legs are long and lanky I’ll block a ball easily. We’re all different in how we’re made and the different things we can do – make what’s special about you, work for you!


If you think about great footballers, you might think about those who can do fancy tricks and skills. Cool skills are not my strengths, but I’m not ashamed to have different strengths to others. In fact, having eleven players with different strengths is the key to being a winning team. If everyone on the pitch was good at shooting, but there were no good tacklers or dribblers, the team wouldn’t get very far. But a team that has a mix of different strengths, with some players who can run really fast, others who can jump very high, and some who can pass really well, will be much stronger. And that’s a rule for life, not just football. We all have different skills, and that’s what means we can work together better as a team.
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IT’S SO IMPORTANT TO FIND THE


THINGS THAT YOU LOVE TO DO.





I love football because it has always offered me so much. It gave me a chance to challenge what was considered to be ‘normal’ and to do things that some people didn’t think I should do. It gave me an opportunity to learn what it’s like to be a fighter; to shout back at all those people who think women and girls shouldn’t play football, just by doing it. I have learned the power of coming together and being part of a team and a movement.


I was always made to feel like I could do anything. Whenever anyone in my family wanted to try something, they did it, and they were supported by everybody. My parents never questioned what I wanted to do. Even if what I wanted to do wasn’t always as common for girls, or I was too small, or my feet made things difficult. And I’m so grateful for that. My mum and dad were my first teammates, helping me to be the best I could be, at anything and everything I wanted to do. I loved football because it made me confident, it helped me to communicate really well with others, and kept me fit and healthy, and also because it was another way of spending time and sharing a passion with my family.


My mum and dad are my biggest cheerleaders. They helped me to believe that I could do anything I wanted – that I was in charge – and I had the ability to be great at anything. And my brother has always been my biggest supporter. He has seen me playing football his whole life, and always encouraged me. That is why you will always see me celebrating with my mum, my dad and my little brother after I’ve won something, because without them, I wouldn’t be where I am today.
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Everyone’s lives looks very different, but every single one of you reading this book matters. I know that I was so lucky to have my family believing in me, but even if you feel like you don’t have a solid support system around you, I want you to know that you can find a way to do what you love. Your parents, guardians, siblings, friends, teachers, are all around you, there for you to turn to if you need help.
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