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That is one of the main reasons for my writing: to prevent the erosion of time, so that memories will not be blown by the wind.


– Isabel Allende
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PREFACE


LAUNCHING BACKWARDS INTO the water, locking his hands into a ‘V’ and breathlessly propelling himself with an underwater dolphin kick, in the 1980s Harvard swimmer David Berkoff pioneered the ‘Berkoff Blastoff ’ backstroke technique.1


Through the technique, which minimises drag, Berkoff avoided expending energy splashing on the surface trying to compete with taller, stronger swimmers. Breath held, heart pounding in his ears, crowd and swimmer noise muffled through the water refractions, he quietly focused on his dolphin kick before surfacing body lengths ahead of his competitors. In doing so, he reimagined backstroke, gave himself a competitive advantage, and forever changed the sport.


What the Matildas and the 2023 Women’s World Cup organisers achieved is equivalent to the game-changing Berkoff Blastoff. Playing the long game and overcoming decades of underfunding, indifference, omission and inertia, they immersed themselves in their development work and processes, held their breath, blocked out background noise and concentrated on their drag-minimising technique before emerging body lengths ahead.


From the longest penalty shootout in World Cup history to the most-watched television event since Australian records began, the 2023 Women’s World Cup was as transformative as it was gripping. Across the tournament and beyond, each match, each match result and each viewership eclipsed the previous, with sell-out crowd being surpassed by sell-out crowd, and sold-out jerseys demonstrating clamouring, unabating feverish goodwill and interest.


It was the tournament’s ninth official iteration, but its sophistication and impact leapfrogged that innocuous single digit. By its end, it would record firsts beyond the ones that had long been touted: the first time there were thirty-two teams (up from twenty-four), and the first time it was co-hosted in the Southern Hemisphere and by representatives of two different confederations. The tournament’s contribution was so watershed that advertising and media purveyor B&T would later put it in the same culturally significant category as September 11, Princess Diana’s death, and the #MeToo movement.2 Indeed, through its prodigious lighthouse efforts that comprehensively fulfilled the tournament aspiration of going ‘beyond greatness’, the team not only reshaped how women’s sport can be done but left an indelible imprint on football and the wider sporting, social and cultural landscape.


But while it’s clear the Matildas and the Women’s World Cup have already had significant social, cultural and sporting impacts, we are at the early stages of understanding that influence. So much happened, with such intensity and across so many planes and platforms, that we haven’t yet woven the independently and collectively important fragments into a cohesive, depth-filled narrative. Likewise, such was the volume and attendant inability for us to process and catalogue the events of July and August 2023 in the moment that even now, a little more than a year on at the time of writing, the remarkable event is becoming a highlights reel—that penalty shootout, that Sam Kerr goal—which does not do justice to the tournament’s or the team’s seismic influence. (For example, no one—and I mean no one—interviewed for this book in any way referenced the Denmark game. Sorry, Denmark.)


That’s relevant not just because the stories are enthralling as we seek, against bleak world events, escapism and something to celebrate, but because we know from past experience that women’s stories are not traditionally valued; their history is often not well preserved. We also know that without documenting or analysing said stories, we can’t learn from or build on them. And we most definitely need to learn from and build on the transformative events of, and the Matilda Effect stemming from, July and August 2023.


So this book is a bid to document a small segment of the ephemeral details—some big, some small, some comprehensive, some fragmented and fleeting, all contributing to the bricolage of history—of the what and when and who and how of that sport- and society-shifting time before they disappear into the ether or are consolidated through the accordion of memory. It’s one person’s humble effort to lay down a broad-brush foundation that will hopefully soon be built on by many others.


It is, in the paraphrased words of Isabel Allende, an initial, imperfect attempt to write what should not be forgotten.3





1
INTRODUCTION: SOMETHING’S SHIFTED


A WEEK BEFORE THE 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup kicked off in capital cities around Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, vibrant orange and pink tournament branding appeared overnight at key locations, adorning everything from temporary football pitches to baggage carousels to freeway lampposts.


Individual athlete sponsors concurrently unfurled their own campaigns. Apparel and activewear company adidas opted to go big, literally, by wrapping skyscraper-sized action shots of sponsored players Mary Fowler and Caitlin Foord around central business district buildings. The giant images were something of a surprise to the general public generally and the women’s football fanbase specifically—neither was used to sponsors playing such a gambit around the women’s game.


The images were also a surprise to the photographer who took them. ‘I thought I was just coming in to shoot Rachel Daly, who is one of the Lionesses,’ UK-based Madeleine Penfold says, elaborating on how a polite one-time conversation turned into her being invited to shoot first one player, then tens more: ‘Before I knew it, they’d booked me to photograph maybe thirty female athletes who were taking part in the World Cup.’


Penfold started her photography career in the men’s-football space, aged twenty-three. Photographing footballers was a thrilling work opportunity, but apart from the fact that she was often the only woman in the room, something was missing. Where are the women footballers? Penfold wondered. She also quickly noticed that the resourcing and energy expended in providing professional coverage were skewed towards the men. Throwing in much of her own time, energy and resourcing, Penfold set about trying to rectify that, shooting girls and women from the elite to the grassroots and thereby raising both the quantity and quality of coverage. As she put it, ‘My whole thing was if I can just do a little bit now to shift it, and try and do everything I can so that this younger generation of girls can see these female athletes who are outstanding, then that’s worth putting everything I have into it.’


Seeing the adidas skyscraper images in Sydney in real life was a slightly incomprehensible moment for Penfold. She actually first saw them second-hand. ‘After that campaign was shot and done, that was kind of it,’ she says of the adidas shoot. As is characteristic of photography gigs, she delivered the images and turned her attention to the next job. Fast forward to July 2023, when Penfold arrived in Sydney a few days in to the tournament. She had taken a small detour to shoot for National Geographic, a job too good to turn down. In the interim, she followed her friends’ adventures via social media. ‘I see on one friend’s story they’re on this motorway flyover, and they’re going past this billboard. And I’m like, Oh my god. That’s my picture,’ Penfold explains. ‘I messaged them—and I never get too excited [about where my work appears]—and was like, “Oh my god. That’s my pic.” They were like, “This is your picture?! We can’t believe it! This is the iconic image that is pride of place in Sydney right now!”’


Towards the end of the Women’s World Cup, Penfold finally made it down to see the image in person and at scale. She posted a meta moment of her seeing it, her in the foreground, the storeys-high image towering in the background. That moment was special—in fact, the entire tournament was like stepping into ‘a real-life immersive exhibition of why you do what you do and what you love,’ she says.




Because, to go back to why I was doing what I was doing, and what I was working towards, this was exactly it. I wanted to see female footballers—because they’re so incredible at what they do—projected and displayed in a way that captures even a glimpse of how amazing they are so everyone can see it. I remember looking at it and being like, God, I really set out to do this. This was my intention seven years ago, and it’s taken that long to get here. But we’re here, and what an amazing journey it’s been, for me and for them … It was just like, Yeah, we’re here, we’re here.





* * *


Further west from Penfold’s images, halfway between the CBD and Sydney’s premier tournament venue, Stadium Australia, seven long-time Matildas fans set about staging some experiential, tournament-hyping events. Part of a loosely assembled group they call the Croissants, the women commenced by hanging a giant ‘’Til It’s Done’ banner outside a cafe operated by one of their number. The poster, which had vertically stacked text, referenced the campaign Football Australia had launched leading into the tournament. People soon stood examining the poster, trying to decipher its meaning. ‘We probably had maybe a dozen people on the first day being, like, “What is that banner?” and standing there reading this thing going: “What is Ma/Til/Das?” By the end of [the tournament], we had people being, like, “Why aren’t you showing the games?”’ the Croissants laugh.


The Croissants opened the Australian leg of the tournament in their trusty Steve Irwin costumes—the iconic khaki King Gees made famous by the crocodile hunter, and platinum-blonde wigs. Prior to the tournament, they had donated one of those iconic costumes to the FIFA Museum. The Croissants had received an email request from the museum’s Switzerland-based curator. ‘We all thought it was a joke. We were just, like, “This cannot be real.” I’ve been to the museum … It’s got the best-of-the-best relics in there—and they say they want one of these dirty Steve things that we’ve Sharpied on, and this crocodile that we dragged through the streets of France. We were like, “There is no chance they’d want to display this”,’ Croissant Lucy Gilfedder explains. Actually, yes chance. ‘We ended up sending [the costume] to Switzerland. Then it came back to Australia [for the tournament], and we didn’t know it was going to be here.’ FIFA set up a pop-up museum next to Sydney Harbour for the tournament, but it took the Croissants a while to make it there to see their artefacts in person.1 They headed down one night after their own football training. It was winter, the queue to enter the museum was massive, and the Croissants’ sweaty post-training discomfort was starting to kick in. The irreverent women remembered they had the curator’s phone number and thought, Why not try it? He answered and not only allowed them to jump the queue but provided them with a VIP tour.


Months before that museum moment, the Croissants were planning their opening-match event and outfits. ‘I had this vision of a sea of Steves,’ Croissant and primary costume designer Gilfedder says, explaining that the Croissants wanted to host an opening-match party where they would gift 100 or more people khaki shirts and wigs and then converge on the stadium for the Matildas game. The problem was that procuring the khaki shirts in bulk was prohibitively expensive. ‘I could not work out for the life of me how to do it [affordably]. I explored all my options, sent countless emails …’ Then one of the Croissants, Maddy Bart, mentioned that her mum knew someone who knew Terri Irwin. Gilfedder explains:




I said, ‘What?! Why have you not brought this to my attention?’ She goes, ‘No, don’t use that contact.’ I said, ‘Give me that number.’ So we got on to Terri Irwin, and she was so goddamn lovely—everything we expected, pretty much—and she loved the idea.





Irwin provided the Croissants with 100 khaki shirts from Australia Zoo and the Croissants put on pizzas and bestowed wigs and shirts on their guests. (They invited Irwin to the party, but she couldn’t attend because she had a crocodile seminar on, and it was also her birthday.) ‘We didn’t know whether people would get into it or whether it’d be weird, standoffish,’ the Croissants explain of the outfit distribution. It was a non-issue. ‘We had 100 outfits and probably about 120 people coming. They were fighting over those wigs and shirts.’


The Croissants had hired two buses to transport everyone to the game. ‘Watching Steves from probably twelve years old—our youngest—to Bob at ninety-one in his wig and khaki shirt climbing onto this bus to get out to Homebush to support the Tillies [Matildas] was the most incredible thing ever,’ they explain. Mission accomplished. A sea of Steves converged on Stadium Australia to see the team take on Ireland in the Matildas’ 2023 Women’s World Cup opening match.


* * *


The Tuesday before the Matildas’ sold-out pre-tournament France friendly, and weeks before we’d see fans packed shoulder to shoulder in Naarm/Melbourne’s Federation Square breathlessly following a history-making semi-final and busting out of their skins celebrating a Sam Kerr goal, 3500 people packed into that public space for an event of a different kind.


It was standing room only in a crowd awash with green and yellow scarves, beanies and jerseys seemingly impervious to the wintry conditions and the exposed landscape. Young girls held aloft handcrafted decorated signs indicative of what we were to see throughout the tournament, thrusting the signs forward in an effort to signal their fandom and to gain players’ attention. One young fan, sporting a cast, had a sign that explained she’d broken her wrist trying to be a Matilda.


Then, in front of fellow fans pressing against the barricades separating them from the team that would represent the country on home soil, twenty-three girls of various ages made their way onto the stage one by one. All named Matilda, they were there to play a role in an intergenerational presentation ceremony where girls named Matilda presented jerseys to the 2023 Women’s World Cup Matildas squad.


The namesake presentation was the brainchild of a Football Australia marketing-and-communications team that included marketing manager Arith Ranasinghe and media and public relations manager Ann Odong. (The latter is a longstanding women’s football advocate who has been quietly providing coverage for the team for close to twenty years, as well as mentoring the next generation of women’s football media; Danielle Warby, a fellow great of preserving the history of the game, describes Odong as ‘the Yoda of women’s football in Australia’ in our interview.)


Ranasinghe, Odong and their colleagues had consulted with senior Matildas players late in 2022 as they set about developing and articulating a comprehensive 2023 Women’s World Cup communications and public relations plan. They asked the players what they wanted the world to know about the team by 21 August 2023, the day after the tournament’s completion. Synthesised, the team’s goals were to leave a legacy, to unite the nation, and to transform how women and girls see their participation in the game and in sport. It was through the second pillar—unite the nation—that Odong and her peers felt the team could connect strongly with its fans. Enter the Matildas for the Matildas jersey presentation.


Having been steadily increasing in popularity for some years, the name ‘Matilda’, whose Germanic original meaning is the appropriate ‘mighty in battle’, was ranked the seventh most popular girl’s baby name in Australia for 2023.2 Whether or not Ranasinghe was aware of that growing popularity and, therefore, population when he initially floated the concept of reaching out to grassroots generations of Matildas is unclear, but the concept was well received and Football Australia ran a competition to seek out said-named Matildas. The barrier to entry was low: tell us why you love the Matildas in twenty-five words or less. By design, that competition criterion, which invited heartfelt entries, helped the team determine which participants would find being involved really meaningful.


The Matilda namesakes selected to present the jerseys to their heroes in front of thousands of eager fellow fans were certainly chuffed, and in some cases even a little bit teary, as they entered stage right, jersey in hand. The relevant fan-Matilda and player-Matilda then stood together facing the crowd, each holding one side of the jersey and bridging fan–athlete, current–future-generation divides.


* * *


On the first match day of the Women’s World Cup, and for the Matildas, hundreds of women aged between approximately thirty and sixty converged on Sydney’s Central Station. From a demographic that doesn’t normally take up space or garner enormous amounts of attention, the women, clad in green hoodies and wearing an assemblage of matching green-and-gold beanies and scarves, took over the escalators, lifts and train platforms.


They may not have known who the women were, but members of the general public navigating that transport hub certainly noticed the group moving with purpose. Slowing down from their hurried commutes, they instinctively paused to pay attention and make way for the women traversing the concourse.


Some of the women in that collective knew each other well. Others knew each other only by name or reputation. But, united by a common thread of having helped build the foundations of women’s football in Australia, the women, all former Matildas, moved as one towards the designated train platform and then piled onto the awaiting Stadium Australia–bound train.


* * *


Less than twenty-eight days later, hurtling through the air, unusually punctuating that space–time continuum that is international travel, everyone aboard an Emirates flight had their in-flight entertainment tuned to a single live-streamed channel. Well, everyone except one person, who was watching The Lord of the Rings.


At the ground, everyone in the at-capacity Brisbane Stadium, as well as millions of people outside it crowded around screens in homes and at public venues, was laser-focused on the twenty-two on-pitch players steeling themselves for what became the longest penalty shootout in World Cup history—women’s or men’s.


That match and its tense, definitive, nation-stopping moments were as gripping, seismic and culturally unifying as another unforgettable sporting moment: Cathy Freeman’s winning 400-metre run at the 2000 Sydney Olympics. The match’s 120 minutes of deadlocked, end-to-end football and twenty excruciating penalties imprinted on the entire nation a collective where-were-you experience.





2
100 DAYS, 25 DAYS, 20 PENALTIES


THROUGHOUT THE 2023 Women’s World Cup, which had and continues to have an outsized effect for its modest investment, big moments were surpassed by bigger moments; records set one day were blown away by successively more impressive records the next. Indeed, the sensation that was the 2023 tournament not only made history, it nudged—if not seriously rotated—the dial to advance women’s sport and gender equality.


But 100 days before the tournament started, that success was not guaranteed, and relationships with the women who had established the foundations of the Australian national women’s football team were even a little shaky.


Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand had been named tournament co-hosts during the depths of COVID lockdowns, a bleak time when football had been halted worldwide. Securing the 2023 Women’s World Cup hosting rights, and the funding influx accompanying them, helped Football Australia ‘keep the lights on’ after having had to stand down 70 per cent of its workforce.1


Throwing all its weight behind the Women’s World Cup campaign, Football Australia shifted its business model to lead with the Matildas.2 With the benefit of hindsight, and with players, match tickets and merchandise continuing to be in high demand, it’s now easy to say it was the right decision. But at the time it could have been written off as too commercially risky, not least by the ‘No one watches women’s sports’ camp.


Despite Football Australia’s forefronting of women’s football, the tournament’s 100-days-to-go countdown celebrations were noticeably absent Matildas Alumni,3 the women on whose shoulders contemporary Australian women’s football was standing. ‘Nobody knew,’ former Matilda Renaye Iserief says. ‘I came home from work and sat down for dinner, and here’s all the celebrations and the release of the chant [on the news]. I’m like, Isn’t this stuff that we should be included in?’ It was especially piercing because, as former Matilda Janine McPhee explains, the alumni had completed a questionnaire nominating when and how they could make themselves available for such events.


The alumni were still also awaiting match-ticket allocations. They’d been told the tickets were coming, but the allocations were taking so long that many alumni, understandably nervous about missing out, had purchased tickets and booked their accommodation individually. (Iserief, who would go on to forge such an integral facilitation role that she would be nicknamed the Alumni CEO and bestowed with spoof business cards, equates the feeling of seeking tickets to the Golden Ticket hunt in Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory.)


The alumni felt blindsided, undervalued, excluded.


At the time, the national body would have been incredibly busy with its legacy program and wider team tournament preparation. No doubt it was intending to get to the alumni inclusion once some of the more urgent external elements had been bedded down, but the signal its radio silence sent, however unintentional, was wounding.


The exclusion came to light after journalist Tracey Holmes asked questions about the alumni’s absence from the 100-days-togo media event. She knew that at least one former Matilda was supposed to be there but was a last-minute scratching due to food poisoning. The only other former Matilda was Sarah Walsh, but her attendance was assured through her capacity overseeing Football Australia’s women’s football and tournament legacy program. Contacting a few alumni, Holmes received the same answer from all: they hadn’t known about it, hadn’t been invited. As Holmes puts it, Iserief ’s response was ‘No, we never knew about it—because of course we would have made every effort to get there.’


Holmes leveraged her media skills and platform to draw attention to the omission. Unsurprisingly, the information she uncovered garnered concern. Was this a blip, or was it indicative of how the long-term omission and devaluing of women footballers’ contributions would continue throughout Australia’s co-hosting of the largest women’s sporting event in the world? Fortunately, it proved the former. Football Australia stepped up to ensure former players were appropriately involved. (It’s worth noting that Holmes not only gave Football Australia the opportunity to correct the issue, but fairly credited them once they had. ‘I think what I’ve always tried to do is not be critical without there being an avenue for something to be made better’ is how she explains her approach.)


With the inclusion misstep starting to be addressed, Football Australia could return its focus to preparing the current Matildas for the tournament itself.


The lead-up to the tournament had involved an audacious plan: have the Matildas play more Top 10 teams, and specifically more European ones. Analysis had shown that the Matildas were comfortable with Asian teams’ playing styles. (Geographical proximity and a budget that barely stretched for flights to Asia had fostered that familiarity.) The team invariably came up, and unstuck, against European teams in major competitions such as the Women’s World Cup. Sweden, as would be relevant in the 2023 tournament, had bundled the Matildas out of the 2011 iteration; Norway had done the same on penalties in 2019.


More pressing was that European nations had invested heavily in football in recent years, evidenced by the Netherlands’ remarkable 2017 Euros win and 2019 Women’s World Cup runners-up finish, not to mention the undoing the Dutch had delivered the Matildas in a pre-2019 tournament friendly. England, too, was investing heavily in its Women’s Super League (WSL), attracting talent including Australia’s Sam Kerr and Steph Catley to cashed-up clubs such as Chelsea and Arsenal, respectively.


Additionally troubling was that Australia’s squad depth was much shallower than other teams’, and that Australia’s top players were all playing huge numbers of minutes across the national and their club teams.4 That was further compounded by their enduring some of the longest travel distances of any national team players in the world. The need to mitigate those issues meant head coach Tony Gustavsson urgently had to not just introduce but embed some future-generation talent.


The plan, designed both to blood new players specifically and to expose the team more widely to top European teams and higher-ranked oppostition, had to be executed within a compressed timeframe. It was certain to result in some early losses in the hope of making future gains. Still, it was hard going and hard to witness—no one likes to lose, and no one likes to watch their beloved team lose. Both Gustavsson, who was early in his tenure, and Football Australia had to hold their nerve.


Walsh has since spoken about how the lowest points of this pressure-cooker strategy played out while the team was also being filmed for an unscripted, fly-on-the-wall documentary. But then the Matildas beat England, a team that had seemed invincible and infallible on a tear that included winning the 2022 Euros. And they did it in England, far from home and without a supportive crowd.


Jump to the Matildas’ send-off friendly against France, played at a packed Docklands Stadium in Melbourne. It was at the time a record crowd for an Australian women’s football match—50,629. Little did anyone know that figure would be so comprehensively and so frequently surpassed in subsequent weeks that it would be all but forgotten. That electric, inimitable match finished 1–0 to Australia, a result that would hold new meaning and foster fortitude as the team progressed deep into the knockout rounds of the Women’s World Cup. The match in fact acted as a partial preview of what was about to captivate and consume our collective memory—it was as though someone flipped a switch. (Former Matilda Jane Oakley puts it well: ‘France gave us some early insight that something big was about to happen.’)


It also marked a turning point in the alumni’s involvement. In an effort to redress their previous exclusion and to perhaps provide the current players with some intergenerational fortitude, Football Australia invited the Matildas alumni to enact an on-pitch ceremonial guard as the team ran out for the game. Carol Vinson terms it ‘an absolute honour’ to provide that support and send-off. ‘As far as I know, that was the first time it had been done, and we all had a ball!’ (Tangentially, it marked the important inclusion of the National Indigenous Advisory Group members, including inaugural Aboriginal Matilda Karen Menzies.5 The group was granted permission to perform the Welcome to Country when the traditional custodian elder of the Naarm/Melbourne land on which the match played out was unexpectedly unavailable due to some Sorry Business.)


The alumni had started the day at the Professional Footballers Australia (PFA) office in Melbourne, undertaking free health screenings provided to former players as part of the PFA Past Players Program. PFA Head of Player Development Rita Mankowska says of the atmosphere:




They were in such a jovial mood. World Cup fever had taken hold, and you could see how the former players felt deeply connected to it. They replayed matches from the 2019 World Cup on the TVs, and at one point [the women] linked arms to sing the Australian national anthem together. This was about eight hours before the France game kicked off.





Former Matilda Sue Monteath says:




It was really exciting, because we got out there a little bit early and the players were coming off their warm-up. I was pretty much in awe, thinking, Oh, there goes all these players from the warm-up. Someone said Sam Kerr couldn’t find the way back to the dressing room—because we were all coming and going, I suppose … So it was really special to be out there. But especially when they ran out to play the game. What a result, as well.





Football Australia and the PFA staged alumni-specific events throughout the remainder of the tournament, something Alicia Ferguson describes as making the former Matildas ‘feel really respected, valued’. The national body provided two nights’ accommodation for alumni who travelled from interstate for the opening game, and the alumni were also gifted hoodies and other merchandise. They proudly wore the hoodies—it wasn’t, Ferguson confirms, a case of being too cool to wear the shirt of the band. It felt like new-kit day for Ellen Beaumont: ‘It was a nice touch … we all looked again like teammates representing our country!’


Remarkably, the pre-match event at the Australia v Ireland game was the first time all Matildas generations had been in a room together. ‘They took photos in decade groups,’ Monteath says. ‘They had a whole Matildas one, and then they had the 70s, 80s, 90s, and so on. So that was pretty cool. It gave you a little bit more understanding to see who was who, and try and put names to faces.’


Ferguson agrees: ‘It was also really nice to reconnect with the players you played with, meet players you’d maybe heard of, but never met.’ Just all-round positivity, she says. ‘We’re not just connected by playing for Australia—we’re connected by being Matildas.’


The intergenerational appreciation was mutual, as McPhee explains:




You bumped into players you knew were selected after you, but who you didn’t really know, and heard their stories and their challenges and the fun they had and the success they had. They’d actually be saying, ‘Thank you so much for paving the way.’ It was just a whole lot of respect. I guess there’s only 200 to 230-odd alumni, and the respect within the group, and the friendships made [with] those you didn’t even know about, was fantastic.





* * *


Concurrent to alumni gathering and getting to know each other, fans were getting to better know and understand the team. Released ahead of the tournament was Matildas: The World at Our Feet, a Disney+ documentary designed to humanise the players and help build the tournament hype. A good strategy to garner and cement a following with fans, the documentary provided content when it wasn’t competing for airtime with other football content, and took the pressure off having a film crew in the inner sanctum throughout the tournament itself.


‘It was more about showcasing the diversity of our team, the amazing personalities, and just what it actually takes to be a professional women’s footballer now,’ explains Ferguson. Having been a Matilda and transitioned to media after her playing career, she was uniquely positioned to balance the requirements of both a production and a high-performance environment. She was also uniquely placed to help the production go beyond surface-level stories. So for the documentary, as she was for the tournament itself, she was appointed a conduit between the players and the production team.


But while Ferguson might have understood the environment better than most, even she found the experience valuable:




I think for me, having been retired for so long and having lived in London, I found the connection back to what it actually means to be a Matilda and how important it is to the players across every single generation. Yes, it’s representing the country, it’s putting on the green and gold. But actually … being a Matilda is more than a brand. It actually made me go, How good is this?





Their budget was smaller, but an adept and nimble all-women production team was filming another documentary in parallel. (‘It’s very much by design,’ they tell me of the single-gender production-team composition: it’s a deliberate contrast to the traditionally male-dominated sports media space.) Maggie Miles and Maggie Eudes, who go by Maggie M and Maggie E but have been nicknamed ‘a Maggie sandwich’, navigated COVID, border closures and lockdowns to film their Trailblazers documentary. The film’s guiding principle was that ‘the team should be celebrated, even before a game [had] been played at the World Cup’, explains Miles. Acknowledging that while good on-pitch results are always helpful, the results were incidental: the film’s higher purpose was to underscore the team’s gender equality success. In fact, it is an educational tool. Its release was accompanied by an impact campaign that has seen it shown in sporting clubs, boardrooms and schools, with lesson plans created for the latter.


The Matildas’ is a precious and important story for which to act as a sort of storytelling midwife. Eudes’ greatest fear was that she wouldn’t do the tale justice, that the alumni wouldn’t recognise themselves when they saw it on screen. She needn’t have worried. The alumni who attended the preview loved it. McPhee notes an additional touch that made it special: the documentary makers asked the alumni in the room to stand up in acknowledgement of the history and their powerful contribution to it. ‘Those sorts of things are starting to happen more and more regularly, where alumni are being recognised at events.’


That distinguishment sometimes comes in unexpected but entertaining forms. ‘There was a group of young boys [at the preview], and they were so excited to meet us, which was fantastic in itself,’ number 2 cap Matilda Shona Bass recalls. She and inaugural Matildas captain Julie Dolan,6 whom Bass terms ‘the real famous one’, were introduced to the audience that night and the boys and their mothers came up to speak to them afterwards. ‘The boys were just so excited. Then, there was a pause and they said, “Wow, we can’t believe you’re still alive.”’


* * *


Hundred-days-to-go celebrations aside, the tournament lead-up involved some nervy times. FIFA issued verbal smackdowns and refused lowball offers after international broadcasters undervalued the broadcast rights.7 (Fans rightly pointed out that it didn’t sit well that such moral high ground was being taken by the governing body that had traditionally lowballed women’s football as a whole.) That meant some jurisdictions—including Japan, a country whose team had won the 2011 Women’s World Cup—were in danger of not being able to watch the tournament at all. It didn’t bode well for growing the audience and market for women’s football.


Then, in a kind of corporate blanding in order to head off the kinds of human-rights advocacy so often entwined with women’s football, FIFA issued a ban on player activism during the tournament other than wearing armbands that generically supported addressing various issues such as racism and homophobia.8 (This was antithetical to the history of the women’s game. Speaking in early 2024, Megan Rapinoe incisively observed, as others had before her, that sport is a site for inspiring social change. Women’s sports, particularly, are ‘on steroids’ for that, she said, something that the sports and the people in and around them should lean into and that players such as her had traditionally done.9)


Players were threatened with penalties should they subvert the armbands and go all out on protests, but New Zealand’s Ali Riley subtly skirted the rule by painting each of her nails a different colour to represent the LGBTQIA+ rainbow pride flag. (The gesture had immediate impact: it reportedly provided solidarity and fortitude for a young patient who had been admitted to a mental health ward.)10 Signalling it was not messing about, the Brazilian team arrived in a 787 Dreamliner emblazoned with images of Iranian activists Mahsa Amini and Amir Nasr Azadani and the words: ‘No women should be forced to cover her head’ and ‘No man should be hanged for saying this’.11 More subtly, and more related to climate change—a crisis on which football is generally silent—forty-four players, spearheaded by Denmark’s Sofie Junge Pedersen, donated money to a climate-resilience, carbon-offsetting and climate-adaptation initiative. The action was designed to counter the carbon-footprint-intensive flights taken to and from Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand for the tournament.12


Closer to home, Puma engaged in ambush marketing by leveraging the messiness of recognition for the women from a NSW club team who attended the 1975 Women’s Asian Cup.13 There is a deep divide over whether or not they officially represented Australia. (Since then, the players involved have been offered unnumbered caps and recently, controversially, named the First Matildas.14) But that was about as extreme as it got—the rest of the tournament’s activism was fairly muted.


‘We had players come to us proactively wanting to do something around the armbands, and we thought it was great because this was something that FIFA and the players could work on together,’ says Sarah Gregorius, a former Football Fern and former FIFPRO women’s player union turned NWSL advocate. The thinking was that players could nominate the causes they wanted to champion and FIFA would support them to find ways to facilitate armband design and implementation in accordance with its regulations. So, win-win. ‘We also had players who were like, “Oh, this would be amazing, we could auction them off for charity and that could also go towards the cause.” I’m always blown away by the ideas that the players have,’ Gregorius says, acknowledging that many of the issues feel personal because many of the players are members of the marginalised communities affected by the issues they wanted to highlight on the proposed armbands.


But FIFA did what FIFA does. ‘They just sanitised it. They got ahead of it in a way, because I think they didn’t want their stage to be one where there was activism or protest or any attention they couldn’t control. So I can understand from FIFA’s perspective why they did it. Of course, it frustrates me,’ Gregorius says, adding that although you can’t argue with the causes, such as uniting against poverty or hunger, switching armbands and causes each game dulled the armbands’ impact. ‘You can’t pay attention to any of them, because you only wear it for one round,’ she explains. There wasn’t an option to concentrate on and amplify just one issue. ‘So I think it just ended up being really watered down. There was never going to be the type of activism I think we were all hoping for.’


* * *


On Sunday 25 June 2023, 4000 people collectively walked across a closed Sydney Harbour Bridge to celebrate twenty-five days until the tournament kicked off. It was a made-for-TV scene set against the backdrop of the soaring bridge structure, high above the breathtakingly blue harbour. Offsetting the imagery was the iconic Opera House that had hosted the images of Julie Dolan and Sam Kerr on the bid-winning night. That was night. This was day.


That Harbour Bridge walk was when the momentous occasion started to feel real and its specialness realised. Thousands of people had got up early to participate on a particularly nippy winter weekend morning. Leading the group, having first gathered at Observatory Hill where they were gifted alumni jackets and then ferried in a kind of VIP bus-and-golf-cart convoy, were some of the previous generations of Matildas players. ‘I don’t know if they thought we were invalids or if there was a time constraint, but they put us in minibuses and carted us halfway across the bridge to where they had the start. Then we walked back along the way we’d been carted,’ Monteath recalls. (Tellingly, her thoughts don’t go to the fact that the ever-humble alumni might have been ferried out because they were VIPs.)


There was always a plan to bring the alumni central to the tournament, and it all came together that day on the bridge. Football Australia worked closely with FIFA on recognising the players as the living history of the game: ‘They built it, and so we’re going to make them central to this very big moment on what is an iconic piece of infrastructure in Australia and across the globe.’The idea for closing the bridge had come from co-chief operating officer (co-COO) Jane Fernandez, tournament head of marketing Kim Anderson explains:




She’s an operations person that I like to call a part-time creative director, because she’s definitely got a left and right brain going on. As far back as the bid, when we were doing those big things like lighting up the [Opera House] sails and getting that PR impact, she was like, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we closed down the bridge?’





Fernandez laughs when she hears Anderson’s comment:




I do have a bit of a creative side, even though my title’s operations. I like the colour and the movement. I find that really exciting. At the end of the day, my job is all about the experience. Operations is really about experience, and it’s about setting the experience for people to make sure it’s a great one from when they leave home to come to the games, to when they return to their home. So that’s the nuts and bolts. That’s ensuring the experience is unbelievable. But the other side of the experience is how they’re feeling. What are they seeing? What are they hearing? What are the emotions attached to it? I really love diving into that.





Closing the Harbour Bridge was no small mission for FIFA—the last time Walsh recalled the bridge being closed for football was for Football Australia’s 2022 Men’s World Cup bid. That’s the aspect that stood out to Dolan: ‘The enormity of a women’s sporting team closing the Harbour Bridge. I just couldn’t get over that.’ Of the 2023 shutdown, Anderson says:




That did take some convincing of the government. There’s various councils involved, there’s so many logistical things to get in place to make sure these things happen. But that was a great example where we said, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we gave the former Matildas a moment and asked them to come in or walk and be at the front of the queue?’





She explains the thinking:




For that generation who had to, as Julie Dolan would say, do bake sales and all of that sort of stuff, to start to experience what the current generation gets to experience—all of this has been built on the shoulders of the giants before—it was really nice for them to have that moment and feel that excitement twenty-five days out and get really pumped up about it.





In the same vein, Anderson then says something that sums up not just the sentiment of the Harbour Bridge moment and the alumni involved but what the tournament itself would become: ‘This is not just about the Sam Kerrs of the world. This is about all of the Matildas.’





3
THE CALF THAT STOPPED THE NATION


Australia v Republic of Ireland, Sydney, 20 July 2023


TENS OF THOUSANDS of people heard the news that Matildas captain, lead goalscorer, team talisman and point-person Sam Kerr had been ruled out of the Matildas’ opening match when they were just minutes away from watching Australia open their years-anticipated 2023 Women’s World Cup account.


The news of Kerr’s calf-muscle injury (it ended up being two injuries—she hurt her other calf against Sweden but didn’t realise it at the time; we’re not yet at that part of the story) ripped through the crowd in contagious, disbelieving, wildfire whispers. You could see it unfolding in real time: those who knew, those who didn’t, and the moment the mood-tempering information spread. (Journalist Samantha Lewis recalls seeing her phone blowing up with notifications when she was on the outskirts of the stadium: ‘My first reaction was absolute panic.’)


Fans had spent the journey to Stadium Australia singing and engaging in good-natured cross-cultural banter until Kerr’s calf injury news started to spread. Brows furrowed, fingers swiped and anxious impatience flashed across faces as Australian fans waited for facial recognition to enliven their phones and allow them to feverishly, repeatedly, check and refresh news websites and social media. The hope was that the platforms would provide insight and, better yet, reassurance that this wasn’t happening.


But Kerr was most definitely injured. Not only was she not starting, her omission from the team sheet meant she wasn’t even a possible substitute. It was the worst-case scenario, and it ratcheted up the nervous tension. It also meant we were about to find out the answer to a question many of us had privately contemplated: What would it mean for the Matildas if Kerr got injured?


Truth be told, I’d been anxious but not daring to speak aloud the fear that she or another integral player would sustain a major injury such as a ruptured ACL before the tournament. The odds were not in their favour. We’d seen many top women’s footballers experience exactly that in the preceding six to nine months—for example, England’s Leah Williamson and Beth Mead, the Netherlands’ Vivianne Miedema, Denmark’s Nadia Nadim, the USA’s Catarina Macario and Christen Press, Canada’s Janine Beckie ... Still, it felt as though this injury, on the tournament precipice, was cruelly ripping the bandaid off.


(Compounding it was the anxiety-inducing phone app commanding ticket sales. Ticket activation only occurring approximately ninety minutes before the game, and the dynamic QR code functionality designed to prevent screenshots and other system-subverting measures, meant fans could not opt for old-school ticket printouts. This prompted a constant low-level will-it-won’t-itactivate frustration that would play out tournament-long. Further to that was the high-level frustration that you couldn’t transfer a single ticket—an anti-scalping measure that was not communicated pre-tournament and that would have changed the way many of us divided up ticket-buying responsibilities. Nor could you upgrade or buy unaccompanied kids’ tickets once those tickets were on the resale platform.)


It would be dubbed ‘the calf that stopped the nation’, and accompanied by a fervour that marked how much the game and Kerr’s brand had grown. No doubt it also stopped the hearts of sponsors and companies whose KPIs hinged on Kerr’s marketability. With children’s books and major advertising campaigns built around her, she wasn’t just a high-profile player: she was, through sheer volume and spend, the face of the national team and the tournament.


Putting aside the fact that it’s a marvel the injury information hadn’t leaked, the interest level was unparalleled. ‘I’ve never experienced something like that about a woman footballer before,’ Lewis says, noting that such a level of attention would normally attend someone like David Beckham, Lionel Messi or Harry Kewell. ‘This was really the first time that so much attention had been focused on this one player, and this one player’s particular muscle.’ She says that it felt intensified due to how much emphasis had been placed on the Matildas starting the tournament strongly. For their lead goalscorer to suddenly be unavailable? ‘What’s that feeling when you get winded? It just sucked all the air out of the country.’


Hopes had been high leading into the tournament—perhaps unreasonably so, given that the Matildas were not at the time in the world’s Top 10—with the team’s opening match selling so strongly and so quickly that organisers had moved it to the much larger but still quickly sold-out 75,000-seat Stadium Australia, up from the 42,500-capacity Sydney Football Stadium for which it was originally slated.


The Homebush-based Stadium Australia, as it was badged neutrally under FIFA regulations, was the 2000 Olympics’ primary site. Most notably, it was where Cathy Freeman had stopped the nation with her striding, gliding, pride-swelling 400-metre track-final win. That run is widely known to have inspired more than a few of the current crop of Matildas, and Football Australia had secretly arranged for Freeman to meet with the team prior to the tournament. ‘It was really a touching moment for some of those players, because Cathy had taught them to believe,’ Football Australia head of marketing Peter Filopoulos explains.


Digital lead Liana Buratti provides some more background on the Freeman moment:




We worked really hard behind the scenes to bring Cathy into camp. I mean, we had to make sure all the stars aligned at exactly the right moment without the players knowing! It was a massive surprise—they had absolutely no idea.


We worked with Tony [Gustavsson] and he essentially brought all the players together under the guise of a team meeting. The lights were all turned off and an inspirational video was played. While they were all distracted, we snuck Cathy through the back door.


The lights were turned on and the players saw their hero standing before them. The looks on their faces will be etched in my memory forever. The way they were completely captivated, it was almost like they had become kids again, the way they were hanging on every word Cathy said. They were asking questions, sharing stories, asking for advice …


I feel like working with this team, we’d got so used to seeing the players do this for others—being the hero, being the inspiration. To see those roles reversed and see them receive guidance and mentorship from someone they look up to was really special.


We did end up protecting a lot of that content and only releasing a small snippet because of how personal it was. Some things are meant to be kept sacred, and this was one of them.





What was discussed in that room remains secret (the Football Australia team also provided the players with some protected time where it was just them and Freeman), but what is known is that Freeman is probably one of the only people in the country who truly understands the weight and intensity of expectation and the life-changing celebrity the Matildas experienced over the tournament’s subsequent days and weeks. My guess is she was probably thinking, Welcome to the club.


Regardless, broken-calf news having broken, we all settled in, some of us in that record 75,784-person crowd perched in vertigo-invoking nosebleed seats closer to the stadium roof than the pitch, stress-sipping our soft drinks and stress-snacking on hot chips, trying to quell our nerves that the Matildas’ prospects of a good showing on home soil at the world’s biggest women’s sports tournament might be over before they’d begun.


* * *


There’s a saying that sometimes you have to win ugly. That ‘sometimes’ is especially true in opening Women’s World Cup matches where you’re trying to shake off intense tournament nerves and the heavy expectation that comes with being the national team of the tournament’s co-host nation. Oh, and you’ve suddenly had to pivot your playing style because your captain and go-to striker is out with injury. Winning ugly against Ireland was unlikely to have been the game plan, but getting through however they needed to is what the Matildas did. At times they looked as rattled and as at a loss as the crowd as to how to operate without Kerr making runs, improbably rising—almost hovering—high above defenders, employing precision timing to head in goals. Ireland, bringing both technical skills and physicality and perhaps sensing the Matildas’ vulnerability, pushed them to the wall.


It wasn’t that the Matildas weren’t giving it everything they had. Katrina Gorry, a commanding midfielder who had returned to the squad an even more commanding midfielder after giving birth to a daughter, Harper, in August 2021, covered so much ground that match that she inspired memes about how the world is covered by 70 per cent water and the rest by her.1 (Commentator David Basheer copped flak for his observation that motherhood hadn’t ‘blunted’ Gorry’s instincts.2 It was a poorly phrased statement that would fail the Finkbeiner test.3 Although Basheer would have done well to check his patriarchal biases, that isn’t perhaps the most interesting element here. Apart from the fact that people quickly and rightly pointed out that mothers are extremely capable of achieving anything they put their minds to, the improved conditions within the high-performance environment and the collective bargaining agreement that underpinned them had allowed Gorry to return and excel. That’s unlike many of her predecessors, including former Matildas Heather Garriock and Melissa Barbieri, who experienced the definitive motherhood penalty in the kerbing of their football careers.)


Ultimately, with the Matildas unable to create real chances in open play—so many balls floated in to where Kerr would normally be rising like a salmon or lurking to slot a goal in—it was a penalty that saved them. Deputised captain Steph Catley, who herself had only recently returned from a hamstring injury, stepped up without the pressure of defenders but with all the weight of the nation’s hopes and dreams to hit the ball sweetly into the back of the net. That second-half penalty, which came after more than forty-five agonising minutes of the Matildas looking rather toothless, was the match’s sole goal and Catley’s first for a Women’s World Cup: 1–0.


Australian fans exited the match more relieved than happy. For his part, fan and Matildas Active Support member Teddy Bryant explained that he’d never felt more relief at a penalty hitting the back of the net, and likewise at the final whistle, which signalled that that single penalty had secured the Matildas the win.


Things were a little more euphoric across the Tasman as co-host nation Aotearoa New Zealand opened their campaign with their inaugural Women’s World Cup win, defeating former champions Norway. It was the inverse anticipated result—Australia had been expected to win while New Zealand hadn’t necessarily—but a win was a win for both host-nation teams.


Former Matilda Ash Sykes commentated that opening New Zealand match for Optus Sport. ‘It was definitely more fun watching that game than Australia’s first game,’ she says. ‘Thankfully, I wasn’t on the Australia games until later in the tournament. I think the games you’re invested in emotionally are way harder to do.’ That match provided enough interested-observer distance for her to be happy for the Football Ferns as well as their coach, Jitka Klimková, who had previously coached Sykes at Canberra United. Also: ‘I think that set the tone for the tournament: anything could happen.’


A record crowd turned out for that New Zealand match: 42,137, a massive figure by any stretch and especially for a team with few runs on the board and, with no national league and most players having to be journeywomen in the Kiwi diaspora, a small domestic footprint. (Even more curious and now heartening, although likely stressful at the time, was that the New Zealand team was almost late to its opening match because traffic heading towards the stadium logjammed the bus.4 It was reminiscent of what happened to the US Women’s National Team (USWNT) in the breakout US-held tournament in 1999.)


Knowing what we know now, those strong opening-match ticket sales, combined with the more than 1.4 million tickets sold tournament-wide before the first ball had been kicked,5
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