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To Harry and June Batt and their son, Keith.

To the Lost Lionesses (especially my mum [image: Illustration]).

To my boys, Harry and Ollie.
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22 August 1971, Mexico City

In the hallowed depths of the iconic Azteca Stadium, 14 girls clad in the purity of all-white football kits, occupy the cool embrace of the underground dressing room. Anxious and nervously casting glances at each other for support, their youthful faces mirror a mosaic of emotions – excitement, anticipation and energy pulsating through the air.

In a world where these girls dared to defy societal norms, all united by their love for football, their journey unfolds against the backdrop of persistent gender stereotypes. Growing up in an era when girls were told football was a sport reserved for boys, destiny leads them to this moment. It is here that, against all odds, they stand as England’s representatives in the historic 1971 Women’s World Cup.

Among them, Leah, a mere 13 years old, radiates impatience, her eagerness to step onto the grand stage evident. Meanwhile, Carol, the stalwart captain, breathes in the moment, attempting to subdue the jelly-like tremors creeping into her legs. The room, electric from tense whispers and silent encouragement, centres around Carol, the rock upon which the uncharted uncertainties of the moment rests. She imparts the final words of motivation and encouragement to the girls, gazing into the depths of each player’s eyes, affirming her unwavering belief in them, a reflection of the trust she holds in their collective abilities.

In the midst of this nervous tension, Harry Batt, the sagacious 65-year-old manager, smartly dressed in a black suit and white shirt with thick-rimmed glasses, attempts to veil his excitement about the impending match. His calm voice imparts tactical wisdom, positioning each player strategically. Encouragement flows like a river, his words cascading over the fast-paced wingers Louise and Paula, advising them to conserve energy in the sweltering heat and unforgiving altitude. Then, turning to the whole team, he delivers final tactical instructions for the crucial clash against the host nation, Mexico.

Harry’s words start to become a distant echo as the noise level rises, drowning out all else. The stadium thumps with anticipation, a symphony of 90,000 fervent fans echoing the heartbeat of a team determined to rewrite the narrative. Unable to resist the allure, centre back Jean, the tallest among the girls, clambers onto a bench, and peers out through a metal vent to catch a glimpse of what lies beyond. Her partner in defence, Trudy, a mere 16-year-old, clambers onto a toilet to steal a glimpse outside the high window, capturing a preview of the grandeur awaiting them. Not one unoccupied seat.

An official arrives, knocking on the dressing room door, interrupting the pre-match anticipation and beckoning the team to follow. It is time. In a procession, the girls, and Harry, traverse the dark underground corridors, arriving at the entrance of the tunnel where they await their moment to emerge into the shining spectacle of the stadium.

Through the tunnel’s end, the midday sun blazes, casting an intense glow that heralds the forthcoming event. The noise intensifies, an anticipatory crescendo echoing the onset of a grand performance. As the Mexican climate’s heat envelops them, droplets of sweat begin to emerge, catching the light and shimmering on the faces of the team. They stand, heads turned upward, ascending the stairs, poised to face the fate that awaits them in the world of football.

As the crowd roars with chants of ‘Mexico! Mexico!’, the atmosphere intensifies, marking a momentous occasion. No English women’s team has ever stepped onto a stage of such magnitude, no English women’s team has played in front of a bigger audience.

In a symbolic formation, Carol stands at the forefront, hand in hand with the team’s mascot Keith, the 10-year-old son of Harry, who gazes up at her in bewilderment. A reassuring squeeze from Carol communicates strength, and as she breathes in the humid air, she glances back at the girls, offering a nod of unwavering reassurance. Battle-ready, this is their moment – the emergence of women’s football, etched in the history of time. The echoes of cheers reach unprecedented levels.

This is it.
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