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For the Matildas, both known and unknown





KEY TERMS, ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS






	ACL


	anterior cruciate ligament







	AFC


	Asian Football Confederation







	AFLW


	Australian Football League Women’s







	AIS


	Australian Institute of Sport







	AWSA


	Australian Women’s Soccer Association







	CBA


	collective bargaining agreement







	FA


	Football Australia







	FFA


	Football Federation Australia







	FIFA


	Fédération Internationale de Football Association







	FIFPRO


	Fédération Internationale des Associations de Footballeurs Professionnels







	IOC


	International Olympic Committee







	NIAG


	National Indigenous Advisory Group







	NPLW


	National Premier Leagues Women’s







	NWSL


	National Women’s Soccer League (2012–present)







	NZHRC


	New Zealand Human Rights Commission







	PFA


	Professional Footballers Australia







	USMNT


	US Men’s National Team







	USWNT


	US Women’s National Team







	VAR


	video assistant referee







	WNSL


	Women’s National Soccer League (Australia; 1996–2004)







	WSA


	Women’s Soccer Australia (2000–03)







	WUSA


	Women’s United Soccer Association (US women’s football league 2000–03)








Football/soccer


This book uses the term football, which is most commonly used around the world, and which is reflected in governing bodies’ nomenclature.


National governing football bodies, leagues and teams


Australia’s governing football bodies have undergone some name changes in recent times, and have also gone from women’s only and men’s only to women’s and men’s. As much as possible, the names used reflect the relevant bodies’ names at that time. However, although the Australian Women’s Soccer Association (AWSA) was briefly known as Women’s Soccer Australia (WSA) in the early 2000s, the book mostly uses AWSA as that is the most recognised name and the one interviewees used throughout.


Australian and New Zealand governing football bodies


• Australian Soccer Federation (men’s football association pre-1995)


• Australian Women’s Soccer Association (1974–2000)


• Soccer Australia (1995–2003/04)


• Football Federation Australia (FFA) (2005–20)


• Football Australia (FA) (2020–present)


• New Zealand Football/NZ Football


• Women’s Soccer Australia (2000–03)


Australian and New Zealand national leagues/teams


• Australian Women’s National Soccer League (WNSL) (women’s football league 1996–2004)


• A-League (Australian men’s football league 2004–21)


• W-League (Australian women’s football league 2008–21)


• A-League Men’s (Australian men’s football league 2021/22–present)


• A-League Women’s (Australian women’s football league 2021/22–present)


• National Premier Leagues Women’s (the tier below A-League Women’s 2014–present)


• Football Ferns (New Zealand national women’s football team)


• Matildas (Australian national women’s football team)


• Socceroos (Australian national men’s football team)


US national leagues/teams


• Women’s United Soccer Association (WUSA) (women’s football league 2000–03)


• National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL) (women’s football league 2012–present)


• US Men’s National Team (USMNT)


• US Women’s National Team (USWNT)





INTRODUCTION


CLAD IN KHAKI King Gee shirts and shorts and platinum-blonde wigs, and moving through the crowd with enthusiastic strides, seven women collectively known as ‘The Croissants’ unleashed their inner gregariousness at the 2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup. Their ‘Croc-Kerr-Dile Hunter’ costumes, an all-round crowd hit, were a reference to star Matildas striker Sam Kerr and Australian crocodile hunter and larger-than-life character Steve Irwin.


‘We just wanted to dress up and do something funny and iconically Australian and recognisable,’ the Croissants say of the outfits’ transformative, extroversion-inducing powers. ‘When we’re just in our civilian clothes, everyone’s real nervous. But when you put on that Steve costume, you become something else ... It’s a newfound confidence in costume.’


Those seven women were keen to show their support for women’s sport. ‘For some bizarre reason, we named ourselves the Croissants because we were going to France. In reality, we should have done something Australian,’ they say. Also: ‘Half of us don’t actually like croissants.’


While the Croissants’ efforts earned them a standing ovation at a 2019 Women’s World Cup pre-match pub gathering, those efforts did come with some attendant challenges—the first being negotiating with French security to bring their prop inflatable crocodile into the stadium. Whether or not French security got the Steve Irwin gag or were simply confused by seven women wearing tradie outfits and skew-whiff wigs was unclear. What was clear was that the crocodile was contraband.


But, fuelled by determination, beer and jet-lag-induced delirium, these sports-loving women weren’t going to be prevented from cheering on their team. So they sought first to negotiate with the security guards and then to outwit them. ‘I think we deflated it, shoved it down somebody’s shirt, and went back,’ they say of the crocodile. ‘The guards said, “We can see it—it’s in your shirt.” We were like, “We don’t know what you’re talking about.”’ Eventually, they and the crocodile made it into the stadium, at which time the crocodile was promptly reinflated.


After the Matildas lost that sudden-death Round of 16 match on penalties, dejected fans trickled out of the stadium and the city of Nice. ‘That next morning we woke up and everyone was super flat,’ the Croissants say. But then one of their members issued a pep talk: ‘Guys, we can be disappointed, but we’re here for women’s sport in general. We’re going to pick teams and we’re going to support them.’


Step one was to select teams and prep country-specific costumes. For Italy, they strung yarn ‘meatballs’ from hats and wore shirts emblazoned with ‘Pay me in pasta’. For the United States, they scoured regional fabric and craft stores and hostel bathrooms to assemble iconic Statue of Liberty togas and torches. Lucy Gilfedder (‘Gilf’), a product designer by day, was head of costumes. She baulked when her fellow Croissants suggested the Statute of Liberty. ‘I said, “No, it’s not going to work—we can’t find the materials.” We were in the middle of nowhere. We had no idea where anything was, and you can’t ask people, “Hey, what’s the equivalent of Spotlight?”’


Eventually the Croissants found green fabric that matched the Statue of Liberty’s oxidised copper, then sourced empty toilet rolls and tissue paper to make the torch and flames. ‘After that it was on,’ they say. ‘We stayed up to 4 a.m. cutting fabric that night. [We] will never forget it. We were cutting for hours.’


Brought together by a mutual love of women’s football (soccer), the Croissants individually and as a group embody what it is to be a contemporary women’s football fan. Intelligent, resourceful and self-effacing, they strike a balance of feminism and fandom. Acutely aware of the issues pervading women’s football, they are in awe of the sacrifice it takes for players to succeed. But more than anything, they are positive, enthusiastic, welcoming supporters of the game. (‘We have such respect for that US team. As a whole it has done such groundbreaking things for women’s sport in general, as well as obviously the equal-pay advocacy,’ the Croissants explain.)


The Croissants and their crocodile would be asked to pose for photos while they were weaving their way through the 2019 Women’s World Cup crowds. They happily obliged. One photo request came from a fellow Australian millennial. She was wearing a yellow T-shirt with ‘Australia’ stencilled on it that she’d purchased from the official merchandise stand. (The woman had actually been after a Matildas jersey and was musing on the missed commercial opportunity, because the merchandise stand only had ‘Australia’ shirts. But the Croissants had no knowledge of that. To them, she was simply a fellow fan.) The photo took but a moment, then the woman tweeted the picture and, as did the Croissants themselves, melted back into the crowd as she made her way to her seat.


Few knew who that woman was or why she was there, and her name may not be instantly recognisable to people beyond her work circles. A London-based human-rights lawyer and Rhodes scholar, Jennifer Robinson has worked on countless significant humanrights cases but is perhaps best known to ordinary Australians as one of the lawyers who represents actor Amber Heard and WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange. There to turn her legal mind to the humanrights issues hampering women’s football—including the effects of missed commercial opportunities on the games’ financial viability, prize money and player remuneration—Robinson’s presence spoke of the gravity and entrenched nature of the human-rights issues with which women’s football grapples.


* * *


Whether played out in front of record-breaking crowds or (as they were in their first few iterations) in relative anonymity, Women’s World Cups are pinnacle, quadrennial events in the football calendar. They are also litmus tests for social and cultural issues, attitudes and change. From tackling gender-based discrimination to challenging homophobia to normalising women’s participation in sport, Women’s World Cups are about more—much more—than football.


There’s the complexity of being the best women’s football team in the world and better than your male counterparts and having to sue your federation on gender discrimination grounds. Of being denied the opportunity to play until, and only as long as, you were needed to make up the numbers. Of being allowed to occupy only a space that is ‘not men’s’. (Hello, gender-delineated ‘Women’s World Cup’ compared with the default male ownership of the term ‘World Cup’.) Of the open slights when social media trolls suggest women can’t play football, and the more insidious ones when male administrators overlook you. Of grappling not just with time and training constraints, but also with crippling successive season-ending knee injuries, denigration, homophobic trolling and lack of pay parity as you attempt to forge a football career. Of not being able to see it—a role model—in order to be it, but also finally being able to see it and be it and inspire your peers, your predecessors and the next generation too.


There’s a lot to Women’s World Cups—exhilarating highs offset by achingly low lows, and the wearying weight of women’s rights advocacy to carry during and in between. Mostly, though, informed and brought together by a history and throughline of human-rights activism, there are stories of truly astonishing women (and some men). Individually and collectively, they have advanced the women’s game and women’s rights and accomplishments in innovative, inspiring, often invisible, non-linear but life-changing ways.


I asked many of the people I interviewed for this book when they became aware of the Women’s World Cup and that it was something they could become a part of. Some said it was 1999, with the tournament’s breakout success and US player Brandi Chastain’s iconic shirtless penalty-winning celebration. For others, as it was for me, it was 2007 and the Matildas’ initial taste of World Cup success. Combined with the fact that SBS TV broadcast every 2007 Women’s World Cup match, which was then cemented by the release of the Never Say Die documentary and the W-League launch, the 2007 tournament indeed marked a turning point in results and awareness of Australian women’s football.


More common was that the interviewees knew there was a Men’s World Cup and aspired to play in it courtesy of a youthful obliviousness to the fact it wasn’t open to them because of their gender. Many were for a long time unaware there was a Women’s World Cup or even a national women’s football team. This was despite the fact that they were skilled enough at football to be considered for selection for one or both—lack of visibility, access and opportunity have historically stymied Australian women’s football. Pitted against men’s football, it’s always been overshadowed or, at best, an afterthought.


That experience is familiar not just to the modern Matildas but to other Matildas throughout history. Nineteenth-century abolitionist and women’s rights activist Matilda Joslyn Gage, who was denied entry to medical school on account of being a woman, observed that men often maligned, overlooked or even usurped women’s expertise and achievements.1 Gage herself was largely lost to history until science historian Dr Margaret W Rossiter stumbled across her tale—in an Australian article, of all things.2 As a Yale History of Science student, Rossiter noticed that women scientists were absent from scientific history. Her lecturers informed her that this was because there were no contributions to mention. Certain that couldn’t be accurate, Rossiter researched, wrote and published not one but three books detailing women’s previously omitted or camouflaged scientific work.3 She also coined, on the basis of Gage’s observation of the phenomenon of writing women out of scientific history, the term ‘the Matilda Effect’.4


The Matilda Effect’s premise is that women’s scientific contributions have been forgotten, omitted or misattributed to the nearest male.5 (The Nobel prize is the classic example of this. Just fiftynine Nobel prizes—less than 10 per cent of the total—have been awarded to women since the prize’s 1901 establishment; fifty-eight if you consider that Marie Curie received the award twice.6)


While the Matilda Effect principle is firmly entrenched in the science, the experiences, principles and themes that underpin it are arguably quite recognisable to those working in women’s sport. In Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, as well as around the world, women’s football and women’s football players and administrators have long had to contend with being denied recognition for their work or having it devalued. That invisible handbrake has undoubtedly been applied to women’s football, which has operated with the tension of lack of funding and lack of opportunity, at best, holding it in stasis.


But as we approach the 2023 Women’s World Cup, such Matilda Effect-adjacent experiences are shifting and lifting. More successful, more accessible and voted most beloved national team in 2019, and the only Australian women’s sporting team operating on a truly global scale, the Matildas are being recognised for their achievements within and beyond Australia. As advocates for equal working conditions and pay, as well as unrivalled role models for women and girls, they have changed the women’s sports landscape. And in 2023, when Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand co-host the Women’s World Cup, the Matildas will no longer be a curtain-raiser or a footnote in history: they’ll be the main event and story.





1
1988:
BE SO GOOD THEY CAN’T IGNORE YOU


AT THE 1986 FIFA Congress in Mexico City, ‘mother of Norwegian football’ Ellen Wille asked FIFA for a Women’s World Cup.1 It wasn’t an unreasonable request. Women had been advocating for such a tournament for some time, and the equivalent men’s tournament, first held in 1930, had been running quadrennially for more than fifty years.


Wille had strategised her speech before heading to Mexico, including the fact that it would best be delivered by a woman. It wasn’t good enough that women’s football wasn’t considered or mentioned in FIFA’s documents, Wille argued when she addressed the room full of more than 100 men: it was, she said, time for women to have their own World Cup.


FIFA had periodically teased the possibility of staging a Women’s World Cup, with women’s football advocates and players having their hopes raised and dashed countless times. (‘FIFA was toying with the women, I think,’ says former football administrator Heather Reid AM.) But 1986 was the first time FIFA officially committed. Two years later, China hosted the FIFA Women’s Invitational Tournament, which was, for all intents and purposes, a pilot Women’s World Cup.


There had technically been a pilot-pilot Women’s World Cup in Mexico in 1971, but it had been independently organised rather than FIFA-endorsed. (Notably, that tournament demonstrated that the ‘No one would be interested in women’s football’ line male administrators had traditionally peddled was inaccurate: an estimated 100,000 people attended the opening match; more again attended the final between Mexico and Denmark.2)


Five incarnations of a third international invitational tournament, the Mundialito (Spanish for ‘the little World Cup’), which played out between 1981 and 1988, likely also applied pressure to FIFA to take ownership of the space. Taiwan had been angling for a Women’s World Cup too, staging an independent equivalent and showing up geopolitical and football rival China. ‘Taiwan was at the forefront of Asian women’s football competitions, for whatever reasons, whether it was political to say, “Up yours, China—we’re going to set the scene,”’ Reid says. Not that Australians were necessarily across the finer details of the tournament backstory and wider geopolitical machinations. It was former Matilda Moya Dodd, who has Chinese heritage, who unpacked the rivalry between the two countries for Reid while the team was travelling on a bus in Taiwan in 1987.


So whether FIFA read the room, sought to vanquish the competitor tournaments, realised there might be an untapped audience for and/or money in women’s football, or a combination of all three, 1988 became the auspicious year the Women’s World Cup unofficially officially kicked off.


* * *


The year 1988 was a big one for Australia showcasing itself internationally. With the tagline ‘Together We’ll Show the World’, the popular Expo ’88 spotlit Australia’s (and Aotearoa New Zealand’s) ability to host a world-class show. Its New Zealand pavilion contained wooden sheep-shaped stools visitors could straddle; the floor tilted to reflect and immerse audiences in the on-screen action as the visitors watched a short film. The Australian pavilion featured a boat ride with a concealed mechanical crocodile that leapt out, jaws snapping, at a predetermined but entirely unanticipated moment that successfully scared people every. single. time. Showcasing Australia in a much less publicised way, but befitting the ‘Together We’ll Show the World’ tagline, was an assembly of Australian national women’s team football players and administrators just beginning their careers.


Forbes would name Moya Dodd the seventh most powerful woman in world sport in 2018. (The Australian Financial Review and Westpac had named her the overall winner of their ‘100 Women of Influence’ awards two years before that.) But thirty years earlier, in the lead-up to 1988, Dodd was an Adelaide-based, tomboyish Asian-Australian teenager who just wanted to play football. Dodd, whose introduction to gender inequality had occurred at school when she discovered boys were allowed to play sport on the oval three days a week compared with girls’ two, knew little of the behind-the-scenes manoeuvres required to convince FIFA to stage the venerated pilot event. She was, as she puts it, ‘just a player who was hoping to get that letter in the mail [to tell me I’d been selected for the team]. I mean, literally going to the letterbox every day.’


That letter did eventually arrive. It was typed and sent by Reid, the woman who would later be one of the (if not the) modern matriarchs of Australian women’s football. In 1988, Reid was a newly minted sports management graduate in Canberra cutting her teeth in football administration. A self-described ‘young upstart’, she was brimming with ideas to elevate women’s football ‘from the kitchen table to the boardroom’. She had been a mature-age student, having completed her sports management degree in 1983, and was seeking to help and learn about the world game while transitioning from a previous job as a secretary. Handily, she could type and do shorthand, filing and bookkeeping—skills transferable to her fledgling sports administration career. Australian Women’s Soccer Association (AWSA) president Elaine Watson OAM’s response to Reid’s interest in the game was, as Reid puts it, ‘Wow, have I got a job for you.’


Hired as the AWSA National Executive Director in 1986, Reid was tasked with setting up the organisation’s office at ACT Sports House, a repurposed primary school in the inner-northern Canberra suburb of Hackett. From that office, which the AWSA shared with the ACT Women’s Soccer Association, she prepared the very letters players like Dodd were making trips to their letterbox for. ‘That was me writing individually to every player,’ Reid confirms. Her responsibilities included ‘notifying players of selection or non-selection and how they had to pay for the privilege of being in the national team, which included travel and accommodation expenses as well as their tracksuits and other items’.


Reid typed that correspondence on a Brother Super 7800 electric golf-ball typewriter—one she still has—and created template letters for efficiency. (She used to switch golf balls to vary the fonts for different documents.) ‘I would write to them all, and then I’d have to write to them all again to tell them their travel details,’ she says. Australia Post and a telephone with an inbuilt fax machine were the primary communication channels. ‘I’d come into the office in the morning and there’d be this roll and roll and roll of paper on the floor from something Elaine had faxed to me the night before, or something from overseas, replies from players ...’


Reid’s start in the national executive director role was relatively rocky. ‘I started in February ’86, and three weeks later—there’d been a dispute with New South Wales women’s football and the AWSA bubbling away for a little while—I was being told the five New South Wales players weren’t going to New Zealand for the Oceania Cup in March. They didn’t want to pay the money; many didn’t have the money. So in my mind now I see this as the first attempt at a strike or a boycott of a tour [long before the 2015 Matildas strike]. In the end, they did withdraw. The board wasn’t happy, and Elaine particularly wasn’t happy. I was instructed to talk to coach Fred Robins about replacing the players. We were going ahead.’


The withdrawal of the New South Wales players meant five new selections, with later Matildas greats Julie Murray, then fifteen years old, and Dodd, just turned twenty, getting their breaks. It effectively launched the careers of two players who would make substantial on- and off-pitch contributions to the game. But Reid didn’t know that at the time. Her primary concern was that, having been the messenger, she found herself the unanticipated focal point of media attention. She was fifteen workdays into the job.


Decisions by the board and the fallout from 1986 led to New South Wales not participating in the 1987 national championships, which doubled as a national team selection tournament. That meant the players were also technically ineligible for the 1988 national team and therefore the pilot Women’s World Cup. But after intervention from the New South Wales [men’s] Soccer Federation and from the coaches, perhaps because the point had been made or because the players were too valuable to exclude long term, New South Wales returned to the fold. So in 1988, Australia sent a truly national team to FIFA’s inaugural women’s world football tournament.


* * *


Australia had not been playing at international level long—in the vicinity of a decade—when the 1988 tournament unfolded. The team had few resources and minimal preparation time to work with, so it made do with a little to prove a lot. Players trained in isolation, sometimes in parking lots with car headlights providing the only light, and met up with teammates when they converged for the tournament itself. ‘We trained on a pitch for maybe a week before we left,’ Murray says, ‘so we had a week’s preparation. I guess you have to bear in mind that everyone had work, I had school, that sort of stuff.’


‘The stage that women’s football was at, this was next-level stuff for all of us. It was just the beginning of how it could look. It was very inspiring,’ says the inaugural Matildas captain, Julie Dolan, of training together as a team for more than a few days. ‘We all thought, Wow, if we could all get together much more often, how good would that be?’ But players hailed from locations as disparate as New South Wales and South and Western Australia. ‘So it was very difficult in those days to finance any kind of camp like that,’ Dolan says. ‘And most of the officials, well, I know the coach himself would have had to take time off work to attend.’


On one level, the players who attended the 1988 trial tournament didn’t know what they were in for. On another, they knew how essential it was to prove that not only were they skilful, but that a Women’s World Cup had merit as a sporting and commercial concept. Likewise, in some ways they knew they were making history; in other ways not.


‘I kind of did. It was exciting,’ Reid says. ‘But it was also a lot of banging your head against the wall. Because you’d go away to these [non-FIFA] tournaments and come back full of excitement and with more knowledge and world connections … There had been a lot of talk since the 1970s that FIFA was going to give us a World Cup, but, of course, we know that didn’t happen until they actually ran the tournament themselves as a precursor in China ’88. I often say this was just FIFA testing to see if we deserved a World Cup.’


No, not really, Dolan says when asked if she was aware she was making history. ‘You have a sense of how important it is, but when that momentum isn’t behind you, you sometimes wonder whether it will get any legs—you know, whether the pilot World Cup will turn into something else, or whether we will go back and keep trying to build … I didn’t really have a sense of what would happen in the future, probably because of the lack of momentum behind women’s football back at home. Everyone just tried so, so hard all the time. That hasn’t changed. People are still trying very, very hard to make the most of it.’


To participate in the tournament, the Australian players each paid A$850. Those fees covered such costs as domestic airfares to attend the pre-tournament Australian training camp, and team tracksuits. For Dodd, who had only recently started working full time, it represented weeks’ worth of pay. ‘I was allowed to pay in two instalments,’ she says. ‘I think I coughed up $400 and $450, something like that … That was a fair bit of money to cough up when you’re on about the $300 a week I was taking home.’


Being a woman footballer in and around 1988 was indeed an expensive and hard slog: in addition to paying fees out of their own pockets, they were constantly fundraising to cover costs for national championships and national team participation. ‘We were forever organising raffles,’ Dolan says. ‘I had a few casino nights that I had to run by the local constabulary.’ The casino nights were, she says, ‘much more lucrative than the lamington drives’. Other fundraising efforts were more miss than hit, particularly in Sydney, compared with Dolan’s other community in northern New South Wales. ‘I can remember going to a bowling club and saying to the manager, “Can I come through and sell tickets to the patrons to raise money, because I’m playing for Australia.” He [absentmindedly] said no. So sometimes it was great; sometimes it was a slap in the face. But those were the days.’


Employment situations proved equally tricky. ‘Generally they were pretty good. But at times, it was easier for me to leave the job,’ Dolan says. Some employers were, for example, outwardly and vocally supportive but ‘That sometimes wasn’t backed up by having a job to come back to or donating any funds to the cause.’ (There’s at least one newspaper article documenting such sacrifices—it outlines how Dolan was refused leave from a travelling salesperson job and would, if she couldn’t find anyone to cover for her, be forced to resign.)


Meanwhile, Dodd, who was a judge’s associate at the time, scored brownie points from the other associates by forgoing, and covering for them during, their university graduation ceremony. ‘So they all owed me, and when I went away, they covered for me,’ she explains. ‘I wanted to take two or three weeks off. We didn’t know how far we would go in the tournament. My workplace gave me one week off as special leave because I was playing for Australia, and the rest I took as unpaid leave. I have payslips that show me being docked. That was life as a Matilda.’


Reid and academic Marion Stell, who co-wrote Women in Boots, a book about Australian women’s football in the 1970s (published in 2020), point out that it’s the aggregate of such employment challenges that was the concern: it’s not just a few hundred or even a few thousand dollars of lost wages for the time you’re away—it’s the additional time it takes to find another job.3 So sacrificing financial security to pursue football hampered players visibly and invisibly, both short and long term. ‘Oh, absolutely,’ Dolan confirms. ‘That has a cumulative effect, essentially, because I found myself at twentyeight and all I had was a pair of old business suits—everybody else had a mortgage. You have to really reassess at that point and think, OK, here I am, I’ve got nothing behind me—what should I do next?’ But as she acknowledges of the playing experience, ‘You ask any of the Matildas and they probably wouldn’t change it.’


* * *


Having scraped together the fees to participate in 1988, the players left and returned with little fanfare, no ticker tape, and almost no awareness among the general public. But what they were going to and what they achieved laid the groundwork for subsequent Women’s World Cups.


The figures proved impressive for a first-time tournament: twelve national teams spanning all six confederations participated; 375,780 spectators turned out for it, with an average match attendance of 14,453. Between them, the teams scored 81 goals—an average of more than 3 per match.4 Norway won, perhaps a fitting full-circle outcome given that it was their delegate who’d most recently directly tabled the idea. (To be fair to New Zealand, they and many others had also been advocating for a Women’s World Cup for some years. Australia was invited as Oceania’s representative. The Football Ferns’ omission remains, as New Zealand’s ‘Mrs Football’, Barbara Cox MBE, notes, ‘a sore point’.)


Problematic, though, and controversial, was that the 1988 unofficial Women’s World Cup matches and the subsequent 1991 official ones were planned to be only eighty minutes long—something former US player April Heinrichs famously quipped may have been because FIFA was worried that women’s ovaries would fall out if they played the full ninety minutes.5 Murray recalls that clearly: ‘Like, did they really think our ovaries would fall out? Just bizarre.’ The ostensible reasoning was a carryover from decades of flawed medical opinion about ‘protecting’ women—protection that was more likely motivated by a desire to protect the men’s game from perceived competition. Irrespective of its concealed motivation, such reasoning had underpinned bans on women playing football around the world. In the same vein, the tournament regulations did not specify which size ball should be used. Organisers eventually went with the Size 5 ball—the standard size all footballers, women or men, were used to—but it was galling that there was even discussion about using a Size 4 ball. The eighty-minute matches, however, stood.6


Travelling from Australia to China involved flying to Hong Kong, then to China—all up, a trip in the vicinity of twenty-four hours. ‘It took a bloody long time to get there,’ Dodd says, after trying to calculate the travel time of various legs. (That’s before she recalled flying with then-Chinese-monopoly CAAC Airlines, which at the time had a disquieting safety track record that included multiple hijackings, a crash into a mountain, and a collision with a bomber while taxiing.) ‘And when we arrived, I remember the local organising committee met us and said, “Would you like to go to the hair salon?” We were like, “Er, not really.” But they kept offering. They must have heard that Western women liked hair salons—they had organised a salon where you could get your hair cut and blow-dried.’ After a few days of this, the Australians thought it would be rude to continue declining the invitation, so Dodd and a few teammates agreed to check it out. Unexpectedly, the salon was underground—a location that gave the players pause—but it turned out to be legitimate. ‘So I got my hair cut,’ Dodd says. ‘I used to have my part in the centre of my head. They moved it to the side and cut it, and it was much shorter at the back. I thought, Whatever. I’ve kept it on the side ever since. It’s my souvenir, having my part shifted.’


Reid’s recollection of the event differs slightly: she thinks the offer may have had less to do with catering to Western predilections than with the Australians’ hair being a little scraggly. ‘If you look at the profile photos of the Chinese players, they all had the same bowl haircut. Very few of them had long hair,’ she says. ‘And you look at the profile photos of the Australians and the Americans, in particular … You know, we’re talking 1980s hairstyles.’


In terms of the tournament itself, there was an impressive opening ceremony that featured flower-waving children and a Chinese dragon-lion.7 ‘That’s when we got our first walking-out uniform,’ Murray recalls. ‘When we’d travelled before, we just wore tracksuit pants. Here we got this white skirt, pants and blazer outfit, I think the night before we left to go to China. Mine was way too big.’ Also, Murray says, ‘We had tracksuits that were fleece-lined for a 38°C China summer, so it was pretty hectic.’


Dodd recalls the white suits, too. They were markedly different from the bottle-green trousers and jackets of previous tours that had made the players look like they ‘had visited the army disposals store … Of course, nothing fitted properly because we were never fitted properly. A bunch of stuff just turned up and everybody scrambled to get the best fit, and you might trade around so at least everyone could have something to wear, quite often too big, sometimes too small …’


The uniform challenges extended to the playing kits. ‘On the eve of the first match against Brazil, we were sewing shorts,’ Murray says. ‘I don’t think I was, because I’m not very good at sewing. Definitely someone else was doing mine,’ she laughs.


‘More often than not, we didn’t get the gear from suppliers or sponsors until the night before or a couple of days before,’ Reid explains. ‘They often didn’t have any embellishment. We didn’t have any names of players on the back, for a start, because the AWSA had to keep the uniforms for future tours. The players didn’t get to keep them—they were part of the AWSA stock. We had to account for them every June in the stocktake. So when the tracksuits arrived and they didn’t have Australian badges, I handed out the badges and either myself or Elaine or somebody else would sew them on to the tracksuits. We were rushed and had to ask the players to help sew the badges on. Otherwise, I would have been sitting on a plane sewing badges on to twenty-five tracksuits.’


The rice cooker Dodd famously traditionally took on tour to ensure the team had enough carbs didn’t attend the 1988 tournament. Dodd did, however, learn the words for ‘steamed rice’ before she went so she knew what to request. ‘We asked for bread and they didn’t know,’ Murray says. ‘We got this thick, sweet bread. They tried very hard, but of course they didn’t have any Western influence. We’d get pork buns and all that sort of stuff for breakfast.’ Not that she minded—they were all foods she liked.


Murray recalls that some of the players hired bikes and went for a ride. ‘Remember, this is pre–Tiananmen Square as well. There’s not too much Western stuff going on,’ she says. ‘We got caught on a roundabout and couldn’t get off. There were thousands of people [traversing the roundabout], and I remember laughing about getting killed before we’d played our first match.’


To get to that first match, the team was escorted by a cavalcade of police cars blaring their sirens. ‘I think it took us about three hours, four hours, to get there instead of eight. The traffic just parted—it was like parting the Red Sea,’ Murray says. ‘The police were up the front [with megaphones] saying “Get off the road” while our bus travelled along. Everyone was off the side into the rice paddies and all sorts of stuff.’ The team felt relatively special until they saw a funeral procession, including the coffin, move aside.


The printed program was equally unforgettable. It featured an eclectic mix of tournament regulations, team profiles and full-page ads for men’s underwear and pharmaceuticals. The latter variously claimed to remove inflammation and clear toxic material, and would likely not have passed tournament drug-testing protocols.


So few Australians of Chinese heritage have represented Australia in football that it was significant for her to be playing there. The team liaison person quickly realised Dodd’s familial background and one morning excitedly told her she was in the paper. ‘I was like, “Oh?” She showed it to me and I said, “Can you read it to me?”’ Dodd had purportedly granted the paper an interview in which she indicated she was happy to be back in her mother’s home country and hoped to perform well. ‘After that newspaper article, I became a point of interest and people at the matches were pointing at me in the stands, and even the soldiers wanted me to sign things like their uniform hats. I had a brief fifteen minutes of fame. Even funnier, when we left, we left by train … and as we were lining up to go through the passport checks, I got hauled out of the line. They wanted to see me separately and they checked my passport and looked me up and down. Everyone thought it was hilarious, but I was like, “No, I have an Australian passport. I’m Australian, and I’m leaving.”’


At tournament’s end, a few of the players attempted to keep their uniforms, stocktake requirements be damned. There’s some conjecture as to whether the heist involved shirts or shorts, but either way it came to light after some players found kit on their beds—kit they had not sourced for themselves. An investigation determined that some of the New South Wales players had distributed it. The rationale was that if everyone had some, ‘no one would dob them in’. As tour leader, Watson informed the team that no questions would be asked if the uniforms were returned to her room, stat. But half the kit was still missing by the time the team was at the train station, so manager Stephanie Quinn ordered the players to open their bags on the platform. The pilfered kit was located and grudgingly returned.8 Apparently the coaches had been complicit: they were sympathetic to the players’ disappointment that they couldn’t keep their uniforms as a souvenir. But, as Watson wrote in her tournament report, some of the players had been shouting drinks back at the hotel, which Watson later realised ‘should have made us suspicious’. You only had to show your room key to run up a tab, and they were using coach John Doyle’s. She noted that Doyle’s sympathy may have waned when he had to pay his account.9


That wasn’t the last of it, though. Another whole bag of gear was missing on arrival in Australia, and the uniforms were only returned after the AWSA asked its New South Wales equivalent to apply pressure to the New South Wales players. The AWSA flag, which had cost A$167, was also poached and never returned.


* * *


Uniform hijinks aside, the 1988 tournament was important for myriad reasons, not least because it was a chance for the national team to properly test itself against its international peers. Australia made history as the first team to kick the ball at the first-ever FIFA women’s football world tournament. The team also pulled off an upset win against the benchmark-setting Brazil.


‘That first game is quite historical,’ Dodd says. It wasn’t the official opening match, but it unofficially was because it kicked off earlier in the day. ‘The first kick-off that was ever taken in women’s football under a FIFA-organised match was by Australia—Janine Riddington and Carol Vinson—against Brazil in June 1988. That was the first-ever game we played in. It was not only our first FIFA match, but also FIFA’s first match of women’s football that it organised itself. And we won 1–0, much to our amazement.’ Their and the much-favoured Brazilians’ amazement, if we’re honest. The win came courtesy of Riddington’s spectacular long-range chip over the Brazilian keeper. As Watson notes in her book Australian Women’s Soccer: The First 20 Years, the win was so important it was ‘recognised by a telegram from Prime Minister Bob Hawke’.10


‘I can’t remember if all the teams were in the same hotel, but certainly the Brazilian team was in ours,’ Dodd says. ‘We’d see them around, and we had to play them in our first match, which was a hugely challenging idea because Brazil had such a formidable reputation in football and who were we from down under? We had no tapes of them playing, no footage. We didn’t know what we were in for. One of the coaches snuck off to have a peek at them at training before we played them. There’s a bit of a code [about not watching opponents’ training sessions]. Well, anyway, he did it.’ The intel was that the Brazilians played a 4–2–4 formation, with the weakest players at the back. The thinking was ‘If we can get to the end of the field, we’ve got a chance of scoring. But we’re going to have to defend like Trojans. So even when in full attack, we had to be prepared to scramble and defend.’


That the Australians did. (Defender Anissa Tann so put her body on the line that she ended up with a broken arm.) ‘We were obviously happy and relieved that we’d come to a tournament and been able to hold our own, we hadn’t been outclassed, and we’d actually taken three points off Brazil, which put us in a position to potentially make the quarter-final,’ Dodd says. ‘So we were thrilled but absolutely exhausted. The emotional energy you expend on that sort of occasion—not just on the match, but the whole occasion—is enormous. I remember sitting around that night and Jo Millman, who was always good for a laugh, said, “I’m going to write all my postcards tonight.” You know, nothing but good news. Could there ever be a better day to?


‘Some people wanted to phone home, of course, but the phone lines in China were limited. The way you made a call home was you rang reception and booked a call, then they rang back when they had the call for you. I think there were so few phone lines out of the hotel that they couldn’t actually carry many calls at once. People were getting calls back at two o’clock in the morning from home—you can imagine their parents being woken in the middle of the night by someone on the phone saying, “There’s a call for you,” and they’d be thinking, Oh my god, what’s happened? and there’s some excited Matilda on the other side—who’s also just been woken up in the middle of the night by the operator—telling them we just beat Brazil.’


That win set up a rivalry that continues to this day. ‘It’s always a good game with us and Brazil,’ Dodd says, ‘because Brazil are crowdpullers. Women’s football needs Brazil, I always think. We need the big countries like Brazil with a lot of tradition and a lot of support—well, a lot of a following, put it that way—and a big reputation …’ She’s alluding to the fact that Brazil, a country steeped in men’s football tradition, banned women from playing football between 1941 and 1979. Despite the Brazilian women players’ impressive talent, they received—receive—scarcely any support or funding. ‘For us to knock them off in the first game [was extraordinary],’ Dodd says. ‘We’ve had a lot of battles over the years, and they’ve gone both ways: we’ve won a few and they’ve won a few. It all started in 1988.’


Unlike most matches from that era, this match is preserved for posterity and publicly available on YouTube. ‘When it’s a FIFA tournament, generally you get cameras,’ Dodd explains. ‘That’s the difference it makes to have a global governing body running the tournament.’ (Reid recalls that, at the time, ‘I had to beg for money to purchase videotapes of games and then share those with SBS and other networks. We had the tapes copied and made available for players and others to purchase.’)


‘On one of the anniversaries of ’88—2020, so thirty-two years since that match—we got a bunch of ex-Matildas of that era together and watched it online,’ Dodd says. ‘We were basically all watching it at the same time. Some people fell behind, so we’d all stop and restart it again … We were on Zoom together, but we were each watching it individually on YouTube.’


‘It was sort of surreal,’ Murray says of watching that replay. ‘A little bit surreal in that I was playing in that match. It was eons ago. I’m one of the old people now as opposed to being young and spritely.’


Goalkeeper Theresa Deas (née Jones) didn’t get a chance to play against Brazil—Toni McMahon was the first-choice keeper at the time. ‘As my memory serves me, emotionally I was frustrated, but full of anticipation to get my chance at a starting spot,’ Deas says. ‘However, I do remember the excitement of being on tour with a talented group of players that I had a great deal of respect for, having played with and against them at many national championships.’ She also recalls the Brazilians as ‘having big and bold personalities both on and off the pitch’.


That Brazil win propelled the Australians into the quarter-finals, but that’s where their tournament ended. Deas was selected as the goalkeeper in what would turn out to be her last game for the Matildas. ‘To be in the Starting XI against a formidable China was very daunting, not just because they were fast and technical footballers and this was the quarter-final, but because our team was without previous Starting XI players who were benched for curfew violations,’ Deas explains. China won that match 7–0, but, impressively, Deas and her teammates managed to hold off 50 other direct shots the Chinese team made on goal.


The Brazil match may have been the high point of the team’s on-pitch results, but Australia made advances off the pitch too. Reid, for example, made connections that would prove fruitful both immediately and across her career. Two such contacts helped her link up with Danish club Fortuna Hjørring FC and Swedish club Malmö FF. Malmö later became the first European team to visit Australia for a three-match series, as part of the Matildas’ preparation for the Oceania qualification tournament for the 1991 Women’s World Cup. Reid leveraged the Fortuna Hjørring connection into obtaining the first-ever overseas contracts for Australian women footballers, for Murray and Vinson. Alison Leigh Forman would debut for the Matildas in 1989 and obtain a Fortuna Hjørring contract in 1992; she made 283 player appearances for the club and has lived in Denmark ever since, working with Fortuna Hjørring in playing and administration positions.


There’s not as much footage available of Australia’s subsequent pilot Women’s World Cup matches, but they played Norway and Thailand in their remaining group-stage games. Coach John Doyle was sent off during the Thailand match for coaching in a manner officials deemed too loud and enthusiastic. ‘He ended up being the only person on the other side of the stands,’ Murray says. ‘You could just see him, this dot, this male figure in a green Aussie tracksuit … still barking out orders.’


The 3–0 loss to Norway wasn’t what the Australians were after, but Murray has in recent years developed a new appreciation for the Norwegian players’ efforts on and off the pitch: ‘I was playing against Heidi Støre, who was obviously one of the best centre midfielders in the world at that time, and captain of Norway. She stands over six foot [183 centimetres]. I don’t know if you know my size, but I’m not close to six foot … It was sort of another welcome to football, to international football. But to be honest, I only properly realised in the last few years that Støre and some of those players were really instrumental in getting that particular World Cup—I won’t say going, but in terms of all the rules, because FIFA wanted less minutes in the halves and smaller balls. I had no idea up until a couple of years ago. So, really great credit to all those players who tried to say, “No, no, no, we are not accepting that. We’ll play football for 45-minute halves and play with Size 5 [ball].”’


* * *


It’s worth noting that the Men’s World Cup never really went through a trial phase: it was deemed something worth staging and applying the FIFA branding to straight away. Regardless, by executing the 1988 tournament well and making do with or without regulation ninety-minute matches, the women who participated demonstrated the golden rule that invariably underpins success: be so good that they can’t ignore you. Without grounds for kyboshing the event—for example, nobody’s ovaries fell out—FIFA ran a women-specific refereeing course in Norway in 1989 to develop referees’ skills and experience, and also earmarked a 1991 return to host nation China for the first official FIFA Women’s World Cup.
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1991:
LEGIT NOW


IF 1988 WAS the unofficial first, 1991 was the official first, albeit with that honour being applied retrospectively. It was named the rather convoluted ‘First FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football for the M&M’s Cup’. (M&M’s manufacturer, Mars, was the sponsor, a perk of which was that players received a packet of M&M’s on their hotel pillows each night.) The tournament was rebadged a World Cup only once it proved a legitimate success. So, viewed in relation to 1988, the women didn’t just have to prove themselves worthy of a Women’s World Cup, they had to prove themselves twice. Regardless, 1991 finished what 1988 had started, demonstrating that a FIFA-endorsed, FIFA-run tournament for women was feasible, much-supported, and warranted.


The Australians had to watch it from afar, though, as New Zealand pipped them at the Oceania qualification round. It didn’t need to be that way. As qualification tournament hosts, Australia set the draw. That meant they could—should—have scheduled the tournament in a manner that gave them the best qualification chance. ‘We could have chosen to play Papua New Guinea first, ease our way in,’ Heather Reid explains. Coach Steve Darby instead elected to gain insight into how New Zealand played. ‘We said, “We’ve played New Zealand a dozen times since 1978 or 1979. We know how they play,”’ Reid says, but Darby wasn’t swayed. So Australia started the tournament in the stands, watching New Zealand take on Papua New Guinea.


The Football Ferns defeated Papua New Guinea 16–0, setting a high benchmark the Australians spent the rest of the tournament chasing. They and New Zealand each defeated the other 1–0, cancelling out the results, and Australia needed to beat Papua New Guinea 20–0 to secure the coveted Women’s World Cup spot. The eventual 12–0 scoreline was a pummelling but still 8 goals short, so New Zealand booked that first Women’s World Cup berth. (Reid documents the result clinically in the AWSA’s July 1991 Far Post newsletter cover story. Her opening line is: ‘The national team will not be going to China for the 1st World Cup.’ In a layout that speaks volumes, the inside cover contains an advertisement inviting applications for a new Matildas coach.)


‘There’s no football god who decides what’s fair and allocates things accordingly. You just get what you get, and you need to make the most of it,’ Moya Dodd says pragmatically of the outcome, which clearly still stings. ‘We had a huge chance in ’91 and missed out on goal difference in a very strange tournament that involved two fairly strong and equal teams and one team that lost all its games by significant margins. That team was Papua New Guinea. And if you look at their scores, they lost by less each time they played.’ Papua New Guinea’s final match, against Australia, yielded the team’s best result. ‘So that’s how the cookie crumbles,’ Dodd continues. ‘It was hugely disappointing, because we had some great players of that era who would have done well on the world stage, I think.’


Still, not qualifying for the 1991 tournament was, Reid says, ‘devastating’ and ‘a massive wake-up call for Australia’. Encapsulating 1991, Julie Murray says, ‘We didn’t go, the US won, which actually, when you look at it, really catapulted the US Women’s National Team [USWNT] out of this world, because US men’s football hadn’t really, and still hasn’t really, done anything at the international level. So that was probably a really good indicator that a country like the US could take football globally to a higher level just because of what they were able to do as a team. For us, it was back to the drawing board.’


* * *


While Australia didn’t go to the tournament, Reid did. (‘I was able to convince the ABC to give me accreditation’ is how she puts it.) Under ABC Radio auspices, she was the lone Australian media representative among the 600 journalists who covered the event. She was also likely the first-ever Australian with media accreditation at a Women’s World Cup.


Reid still has the notebook she kept throughout the tournament. Notes in her neat cursive handwriting include where she jotted down the ABC telephone number and ‘Tracey’. That was Tracey Holmes, the ABC reporter who would go on to become the first woman host of ABC Radio’s sports show Grandstand. Reid relayed tournament reports to Holmes and ABC Radio through faxes and phone calls. On one page, Reid tracked her expenses and stipend: $64.50 spent faxing Australia, $79 for insurance, $500 to cover costs such as ironing and food. Another of her notes hints at the expense of international phone calls in pre-internet days: ‘Decided to pay to call home.’


‘Here’s a little scribble from Elaine [Watson],’ Reid shows me. (Watson has vascular dementia and her memory isn’t what it used to be, so every glimpse of her rich life and contribution to football is precious. She continued to be actively involved in the women’s game up to her mid-seventies, when the onset of her illness saw her withdraw her participation. She currently lives in an aged-care facility where staff ensure she watches the Matildas whenever possible as they know the joy it brings her to see ‘her girls’ play. That gesture represents invaluable recognition. It’s thanks in large part to Watson’s tireless, decades-long contributions that the Matildas are as accomplished as they are today.)


Another page provides particular insight into male administrators’ prevailing attitudes. ‘This is the final press conference, and I’m getting ready to ask a question,’ Reid says. She directed her question to FIFA president João Havelange and David Will, who was chairman of the Referees Committee. ‘Do you think it would be possible to have a women’s exhibition game at the 1994 Men’s World Cup, especially if the US wins today’s final, as that country is hosting the 1994 World Cup and the ’96 Olympics, in order to continue to improve the worldwide interest in women’s football?’ (This was before women’s football was in the Olympics.) The answer, as per her notes: ‘No chance. Too many games—54 already—and an extra game would be difficult. Also, don’t want to mix men’s with women’s.’


‘But this is the absolute clincher for me,’ Reid says, explaining that another journalist asked Havelange if it was likely we’d see women’s football admitted to the Olympic Games. ‘Havelange said, “Can’t be too greedy and want too many things at the same time.”’


The tournament technical report was attitudinally indicative, too. It placed the United States and Norway in what it termed the ‘Ambassador’ class; Sweden, China, Italy and Denmark made up the quizzically titled ‘Medium But Rare’; and the outright offensive ‘Learning the Hard Way’ included Brazil and Chinese Taipei. The report also deemed there not to be any need for sex-determining tests, because it was purportedly doable and necessary to determine sex just from looking at the players. Seeing these words typed plainly is disconcerting. Their innocuous typesetting belies their damaging nature. Even after all these years, Reid is able to quickly locate the report in the football ephemera she’s collected throughout her career and can almost recite by heart the most troubling passages.1


Reid next draws attention to how the report hints at the writers’ surprise that the players were fit, capable and not incapacitated by either exhaustion or dysmenorrhea (period pain). ‘They proved the ball was in play more frequently at the Women’s World Cup than at any other tournament, meaning it wasn’t kicked out as much,’ she says. So the women demonstrated skill and control. ‘And that meant they also played a lot more.’ So they were extremely fit and capable.


* * *


The opening ceremony was similarly informative, poking holes in the adage ‘Sport and politics don’t mix’. It featured Ling Ling, a giant illuminated golden phoenix mascot who was meant to symbolise women’s football’s rebirth after decades of dying a slow death through lack of funding and opportunity, and through outright bans.2 (In addition to women being banned from playing football in Brazil, women in England, for example, had been banned from playing for fifty years.)


It was a remarkably political, statement-making mascot. (Reid, who was gifted a rather impractical 90-centimetre-tall stuffed Ling Ling toy she then had to wrangle into a bag to get home, terms it ‘China really posturing to the world’. She recently gave the toy to the FIFA Museum in Zurich.) Ling Ling’s agenda-advancing statement has possibly only been matched by the 2007 mascot, Hua Mulan, a woman who disguises herself as a man and achieves great accolades, surprising everyone when she reveals her sex. Interestingly, both mascots came from when China, a country better known for toeing the conservative political party line, hosted the tournament. Other tournaments in other countries veered towards more generic, cartoony characters. There was Fiffi, a friendly looking, helmet-adorned Viking, for Sweden in 1995; Nutmeg the fox for 1999 in the United States; Karla Kick, a cat, for Germany in 2011; and Sheume, an owl, for Canada in 2015. In 2019 the mascot was Ettie the chicken, the daughter of 1998 Men’s World Cup France mascot Footix.


The players weren’t necessarily aware of all this political and cultural intrigue. If they were, the attitudes were so ubiquitous as to be mere background noise. As with the 1988 iteration, teams largely entered the tournament with little preparation and even less understanding of their opponents. All the associations were operating on bare bones, so team cohesion was just as much a focus as their opponents given there had been limited or no training camps.


Wendi Henderson appeared for New Zealand in this Women’s World Cup and would go on to appear for the team again in 2007, the next time New Zealand would qualify. This double effort makes her the first player, woman or man, to represent New Zealand at two World Cups. To be part of the 1991 tournament was, she says, ‘absolutely amazing. Not only to be at a World Cup for women’s football, but to be part of history by attending the first ever [Women’s] World Cup … We weren’t just focused on the football, we were consumed in the massive occasion it all was.’ As she notes, ‘I just couldn’t believe this was all for us and for women’s football.’


The tournament was a resounding success. Former US player turned coach, instructor and administrator April Heinrichs termed 1991 a ‘silent trigger’ that sent women’s football to another level.3 That included both players and officials, specifically referees. Cláudia Vasconcelos Guedes and her assistants, New Zealand’s Linda Black and China’s Zuo Xiudi, became the first all-woman team to officiate a FIFA finals match. Overseeing the third-placedetermining match was an auspicious honour but one burdened by expectation and judgement: just before the team headed out to the tunnel, a FIFA Referees Committee delegate told Guedes the future of women’s football refereeing hinged on her performance.4 She and her team performed admirably.


At the tournament’s final press conference, David Will talked about the women referees’ extraordinarily high standard. ‘He said something about when the women officials went out to do the game and started the game, people didn’t see female referees, they just saw referees,’ Reid says. ‘So I thought, right, I’ll be cheeky and ask the question: Do you think we will see women refereeing at the Men’s World Cup in ’94?’ Havelange’s non-committal response, according to Reid’s notes, was ‘If they’re that good, but it’s too early to tell, and we have fitness levels [they’d need to meet] and that sort of thing.’


Regardless, the referees had proved themselves and sparked further women referee development and inclusion through FIFA policies that facilitated future Women’s World Cups to feature predominantly women and then all-women refereeing teams.


* * *


On 28 November 1991, two days before the tournament’s end, Reid and some other women’s football administrators and advocates gathered in the Dongfeng Hotel—in room 2519, to be precise. Perhaps aware that the meeting was auspicious, or perhaps ever the diligent secretary-meets-sports-administrator, Reid minuted it in her notebook. What she documented was attendees formulating a plan for women’s football’s inclusion as an Olympic sport.


It might seem an unusual focus given the group was at the Women’s World Cup, but the plan was deliberate. The Women’s World Cup was in a fledgling state; the Olympic Games were at that time much more esteemed and, crucially, received more media coverage and money. ‘For a lot of countries, Olympic status is important because of government funding,’ Reid explains. (Australia experienced that firsthand with the 2000 Olympic Games. ‘Hosting the Olympic Games in 2000 was huge because we got a full-time Australian Institute of Sport [AIS] program in the lead-up as part of the gold-medal plan,’ Reid says. ‘That full-time residential program meant players could just focus on being players, with all the bells and whistles—sports science and nutrition and all the things that went with them.’)


‘It’s also important because when people watch the Olympic Games and the Paralympics, they’re watching the Australians, they’re watching their own nationality participate, and the gender stuff is diminished,’ Reid continues. ‘So they’re not watching women—they’re watching Australia participate in sport. Research into media coverage of sport clearly shows that during Olympics and Commonwealth Games, the coverage of women skyrockets because it’s about watching Australia rather than watching women.’ She’s not wrong. Women’s sports coverage increases during the Olympics in a more gender-blind or at least gender-neutral ‘Olympic Games effect’.5


‘We mobilised to put pressure on FIFA to have the competition added to the Olympics for 1996,’ Reid says of the actions that emerged from that room 2519 meeting. FIFA had actually already requested that the International Olympic Committee (IOC) add women’s football to the 1996 Olympic sport list, but IOC president Antonio Samaranch had regrettably informed FIFA the 1996 list was already set and the IOC would instead revisit the issue for the 2000 Olympics. That was the catalyst to start, or step up, lobbying. ‘We all started writing letters to various people. But most importantly there was a bill from a congressman that went to the US Congress to make women’s football a gold-medal game in Atlanta 1996,’ Reid says. That bill did the trick. Suddenly, women’s football was in the Olympics.
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