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INTRODUCTION





The great fallacy is that the game is first and last about winning. It’s nothing of the kind. The game is about glory. It is about doing things in style, with a flourish, about going out and beating the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.




TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR LEGEND
DANNY BLANCHFLOWER




The joy of football? Where do I start? I don’t think I can point a finger at one single thing – it’s many things to many people. It’s something deeply personal but at the same time shared, often intimately, with millions of others. It is tribal yet universal, everyday yet special, crushing yet utterly thrilling. 

   There is nothing like playing the game. Five-a-side, seven-a-side, 11-a-side, it doesn’t matter. Of course, the joy is in scoring goals, tackling, making passes or pulling off saves, but it’s also in pulling on the shirt, wearing your clubs’ colours and trying to emulate your heroes. It’s about going collectively into battle, pitting yourself against your opponents, giving everything you have and finding out if it’s enough. Whether you’re playing in the local park, in the evening for your work team or on Saturday or Sunday in a weekend league, when you play well, when it all comes off, when you score, when you win, there is no feeling quite like it. It’s immense, whatever age you are.

   Then there’s watching the game, whether it’s in the stands or on the television. Arriving at the stadium, picking up a programme, getting a drink and a snack, finding your seat and watching the action unfold before your eyes: it’s a ritual that has a soul-stirring electricity and one that fans repeat religiously for a lifetime. Why do they keep doing the same thing? Partly because each game is a step into the unknown. That’s the joy right there. This is what keeps us turning up, at the turnstile, at the pub or on the sofa. You can never be sure of what is going to happen: lucky bounces, cruel deflections, yellow cards, early baths, last-minute winners, last-minute misses. Who will be heroes and who will be villains? That’s what it boils down to: good against evil. It’s Star Wars but each club gets the chance to write its own script.

   And the final draft of that script is another place where the joy of football can be found. When you can’t be playing or watching football, there is another way to get your hit: by reading about it. Poring over match reports, digesting the stats, seeing how a day’s matches have affected your teams and others, working out who’s closer to glory and whose fate looks ever more doomed. That’s why the papers are full of football pages, why there are countless football magazines, websites and podcasts. And it’s not just the latest games; football history is a treasure chest waiting to be opened, inside the prospect of finding something new and wonderful every time, whether it’s a look back at a past player, a classic game, a great manager or a winning philosophy. This is a well that, it seems, will never run dry. 

   Reading (and watching) also leads us to different worlds. The globalisation of the game in the past 30 years has been incredible and this revolution has given us access to football in foreign lands, both on screen and in print. It has given us the chance to discover how the game on our doorstep is so different yet so similar to that played on faraway pitches. Today football on the other side of the world is just as close as football at the other end of the street.

   Playing, watching and reading: three good places to start when it comes to unearthing the ingredients that make up the joy of football. But there is more, obviously: collecting replica tops, scarves and stickers are just a few more hobbies of the hopelessly addicted. Of course, I should also mention writing about football. All fans do it in some way or another, whether it’s by messaging friends, posting on Internet forums or writing blogs, it’s just another excuse to show your love for the game.
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