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FROM THE FIRST WHISTLE: THE HISTORY OF FOOTBALL

The history of football is a captivating and complex story. It has been filled with beauty, controversy and tragedy; moments of great joy and great sadness; life changing euphoria and heart-breaking disappointment. And then with every new season, a new page is turned and a new story is written.

FOOTBALL’S ANCESTORS

Activities involving the basic premise of football – two teams attempting to move a ball into their opponent’s goal – have existed in different forms for centuries. In fact, more than two millennia ago, the ancient Chinese were playing a game, known as Tsu Chu, which involved kicking a ball into what could be referred to as a goal. However, it’s more likely that the sport of association football that dominates the world today stems from the mass games played in Europe, and particularly Britain, during the Middle Ages.

These games, often referred to as mob football, involved two teams of unlimited size, with ill-defined rules attempting to move some form of ball to a recognised point. Violence was acceptable, although murder was frowned upon, and as there were no recognised ‘pitches’, property was often damaged as the game raged across fields and through streets. Although far removed from the modern professional game, the similarities to lower league football are clearly astounding.


Pocket Fact

There are references to football in two of Shakespeare’s plays. In King Lear, Kent insults Oswald by referring to him as a ‘base football player’. And in The Comedy of Errors, Dromio of Ephesus asks Adriana, the wife of his master: ‘Am I so round with you, as you with me, that like a football you do spurn me thus? You spurn me hence, and he will spurn me hither: if I last in this service, you must case me in leather.’



THE EARLY 1800s: REGULATIONS, RULES AND PUBLIC SCHOOLS

The rules surrounding mob football varied throughout countries, counties and even villages, and the game may have remained an occasional pastime were it not for the adoption of football by English public schools. By embracing the game, public schools paved the way for a more regulated version of the mob game. The number of players on each side was limited and the size of the pitch was restricted, signalling the foundation of modern football as we now recognise it.

Although the basics had been established, there were still fundamental variations between schools: for example, some schools allowed the ball to be carried and some required that it only be kicked. There was also vast disagreement on the level of violence which could be inflicted on the person with the ball. By the turn of the 19th century, these differences were becoming more pronounced.


Pocket Fact

English public schools (particularly Rugby School) were also responsible for the creation of rugby. Both rugby and association football share common roots and only began to move down different paths in the mid 1800s, when the schools that favoured rugby emphasised the importance of running with the ball in hand.



Boys moving on from public school to university took their enjoyment of their school’s variation of football with them. However, this led to an obvious problem: the university students were unable to play the sport together as they all played using different rules. Fortunately, there was an obvious solution to this problem: the creation of a unified version of football rules using the best and most popular elements from each variant.

Written rules

• 1848: Students at Cambridge University formulate the first written rules of football. These rules prevented players from handling the ball and hacking opponents.

• 1858: The Sheffield rules are devised. These include the introduction of free kicks and throw-ins; but there was no rule concerning offside.

• 1863: The London meetings which create the Football Association also produce a set of written rules, including an early version of the offside rule.

• 1877: The FA rules and the Sheffield rules are unified – the FA accepts the introduction of throw-ins and Sheffield accepts the offside rule.

1860–1939: BIRTH OF ASSOCIATIONS, LEAGUES AND CUPS

THE FOOTBALL ASSOCIATION AND THE FA CUP

On 26 October 1863, the Football Association (FA), football’s oldest governing body, was formed at a meeting held at the Freemason’s Tavern in London. Initially, interest in the new organisation was limited and so in 1871 it was decided that a cup competition would be organised to encourage interest in the sport and its new ruling authority. Fifteen clubs entered the competition, which became known as the FA Cup, and the trophy was won by Wanderers, who defeated the Royal Engineers 1–0 in the final.


Pocket Fact

Queen’s Park from Glasgow participated in the inaugural FA Cup, reaching the semi final without playing a game due to other teams withdrawing. However, they also withdrew after drawing their semi final match 0–0.



PROFESSIONALISM

As football’s popularity grew, the northern clubs, dominated by the working classes, pushed for the legalisation of professionalism. However, the southern clubs, who wanted football to remain an amateur sport, strongly opposed this plan. By 1885 the northern clubs had won the argument and the FA accepted professionalism. Eight years later in 1893, the Scottish FA followed suit.

Key moments in the 19th century

• 1869: Goal kicks introduced

• 1872: Corner kicks introduced

• 1873: Scottish FA formed in Glasgow

• 1874: First shin pads appear

• 1876: Welsh FA formed in Wrexham

• 1878: Referees start using whistles

• 1880: Irish FA formed in Belfast

• 1891: Penalty kicks introduced in Football League – John Heath scores the first for Wolverhampton Wanderers

International matches

• The first ever international match was played between Scotland and England on 30 November 1872, and finished 0–0 (a scoreline not repeated until 1970).

• England recorded the first international victory, beating Scotland 4–2 at the Oval in 1873.

• The first international tournament was the Home International Championship involving England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. It began in 1884 with Scotland winning the inaugural competition.


Half Time Quiz

Who is the only player to have scored a goal for two different nations at the World Cup finals?

(Answer: Robert Prosinecki. He scored for Yugoslavia at the 1990 World Cup and Croatia at the 1998 World Cup.)



THE FOOTBALL LEAGUE

The success of the FA Cup led to a desire for more competitive fixtures, and the inevitable result of this was the creation of a national league.

The Football League was created at a meeting held in Manchester on 17 April 1888. The 12 founding clubs who played in the first ever league season in 1888–1889 were Accrington, Aston Villa, Blackburn Rovers, Bolton, Burnley, Derby County, Everton, Notts County, Preston North End, Stoke, West Bromwich Albion, and Wolverhampton Wanderers. The popularity of the league led to the creation of the Second Division in 1892. Preston won the debut League (without losing a game) and the FA Cup (without conceding a goal), making them undefeated in all 27 of their competitive games that season.

The Scottish League soon followed in the 1890–1891 season. The 11 founding Scottish Clubs were Abercorn, Celtic, Cowlairs, Cambuslang, Dumbarton, Hearts, Rangers, St Mirren, Renton, Third Lanark and Vale of Leven.

FIFA

FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) is football’s global governing body. Its main roles include organising the World Cup competitions, contributing to the maintenance of the rules of the game, and ensuring that national football associations remain free from government interference.

• 1904: FIFA formed at a meeting in Paris by representatives of the national associations of France, Belgium, Denmark, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. The British associations had been asked to attend but declined the invitation. They did join the following year.

• 1909: FIFA becomes global when South Africa joins. Argentina and Chile followed in 1912 and the United States in 1913.

• 1930: The first World Cup takes place in Uruguay.

• 1974: João Havelange becomes FIFA president and pushes through a series of reforms, turning FIFA into a modern institution.

• 2007: Montenegro becomes the 208th affiliated member of FIFA (the United Nations can only boast 192 member states).

THE FIRST WORLD CUP

FIFA had been eager to organise its own international football tournament since its inception. Football had been very popular at the Olympic Games since its introduction in 1900 and this had only increased the desire of FIFA’s French president, Jules Rimet, to establish a new independent competition. And so at the 1928 FIFA Congress, the delegates voted to create the World Cup. The inaugural tournament took place in 1930 in Uruguay and the hosts were rewarded with a 4–2 victory in the final over Argentina. Football’s crown jewel had been born.


Half Time Quiz

The Home Nations initially refused to participate in the World Cup due to a dispute with FIFA over professionalism. Which was the first World Cup tournament that a Home Nation took part in?

(Answer: England took part in the 1950 World Cup held in Brazil.)



FOOTBALL DURING THE FIRST AND SECOND WORLD WARS

In England, the First World War led to the League, the FA Cup, and all international matches being suspended after the end of the 1914–1915 season. Football became restricted to regional leagues and players were no longer allowed to be paid. In 1939, the Football League was stopped almost immediately after the Second World War began. However, throughout Britain regional leagues were set up, although crowds were limited and teams were allowed to field guests to replace players who had joined the armed forces. Football also played an important part in maintaining morale; most army regiments had their own teams, and in some prisoner-of-war camps soldiers were able to organise leagues.

Early records

• Arbroath defeated Bon Accord 36–0 in the first round of the Scottish Cup in 1885. This remains the highest scoring match in the professional game.

• Liverpool were relegated from the First Division in the 1903–1904 season, even though they scored one more goal than the League winners, Sheffield Wednesday.

• Huddersfield Town became the first team to win the First Division three years in a row between 1923 and 1926. Arsenal, Liverpool and Manchester United have all since equalled this record.

• Dixie Dean remains the record scorer in England’s top division, managing 60 goals for Everton in the 1927–1928 season.

• Aston Villa still hold the record for most goals scored in England’s top division: they managed 128 goals during the 1930–1931 season.

1945–1969: FOOTBALL ON TELEVISION AND IN EUROPE

UEFA AND THE BEGINNING OF EUROPEAN CLUB COMPETITION

The years following the Second World War saw Europe become increasingly divided; however, football acted as a common language that brought the continent’s clubs and nations together.

• 1954: The Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) is set up at a meeting in Basel.

• 1955: UEFA launches the European Cup (now known as the Champions League): a tournament for the champions of each member nation’s football league. The Inter-Cities Fairs Cup also begins, and although initially not organised by UEFA, it later evolves into the UEFA Cup.

• 1960: The first UEFA European Nations Cup (now known as the UEFA European Championship) is held in France. The Soviet Union become the first winners, defeating Yugoslavia 2–1 in the final.

• 1960: The European Cup Winners’ Cup is introduced for the winners of each nation’s domestic cup competition.


Pocket Fact

Greece withdrew from the 1964 European Nations Cup after being drawn against Albania; the two nations were at war with each other.



FOOTBALL ON TELEVISION

Football has changed from a sport viewed only from the terraces, to a sport viewed mostly from armchairs. However, this shift has taken many years to develop.

Television milestones

• The BBC arranged a special friendly match between Arsenal and their reserve team to be shown on television in September 1937.

• An England versus Scotland match becomes the first international to be shown on television in 1938. Later the same year, the FA Cup final is also televised.

• ITV negotiated the rights to show a number of English First Division games in the 1960–1961 season. However, many teams were unwilling to allow their matches to be screened as they believed it would lead to a vast fall in attendances, and so the deal was scrapped.

• In 1964 the BBC introduced Match of the Day: a highlights programme. From 1966 it became available nationwide and has continued to be broadcast to this day.

• The 1970 World Cup was the first to be shown live and in colour on British television.

• Live League football returned in 1983 on both ITV and the BBC. As the decade advanced, both interest in televised football and the money involved increased exponentially.


Pocket Fact

UEFA prevents League football being broadcast live on television between the hours of 2.45pm and 5.15pm on Saturdays in both England and Scotland, to prevent falls in attendance at lower league games. This has led to many televised games being played on Sundays.



1970–1989: THE UGLY SIDE OF THE BEAUTIFUL GAME

The 1970s and 1980s produced some of the greatest football the world had ever seen; however, the beauty produced on the field was sadly overshadowed by football’s greatest problem: hooliganism. This was not a new problem; instances of hooligans causing trouble at matches stretch back to the 19th century, but the problem became widespread in Europe, and particularly Britain, in the 1970s.

• 1972: After their victory in the European Cup Winners’ Cup final in Barcelona, Rangers fans invade the pitch and clash with Spanish police, leading to the death of a supporter. Rangers are subsequently banned from European competition for two years.

• 1975: Leeds are banned from European competition for four years when their fans riot after losing the European Cup final to Bayern Munich in Paris.

• 1985: The FA Cup quarter final between Luton and Millwall, broadcast live on television, has to be temporarily stopped due to rioting Millwall fans.

• 1985: Thirty-nine fans die at the European Cup final held at the Heysel stadium in Belgium, after they had attempted to escape charging Liverpool fans. As a result of this tragedy, UEFA banned English clubs from European competition indefinitely.

• 1988: At the European Championships held in West Germany, nearly 400 England fans are arrested after England lose all three of their group games.


Pocket Fact

After the tragic events at the Heysel stadium in 1985, English clubs were banned from competing in Europe until the 1990–1991 season. Liverpool’s ban lasted an extra year.



1990–PRESENT: NEW LEAGUES, NEW LAWS, MORE MONEY

TWO NEW LEAGUES

From humble beginnings in a London pub in 1863, football has grown to become the world’s most popular sport: a fact underlined by the success of two new competitions created in the early 1990s.

• Towards the end of the 1980s, the revenues generated by television income began to increase at an exponential rate. Clubs in the English First Division wanted a greater share of this money and eventually decided that the best way to achieve this would be to break away from the Football League and form a new organisation.

• The FA Premier League came into being at the beginning of the 1992–1993 season. Initially the League consisted of 22 teams, but this was reduced to 20 at the start of the 1995–1996 season.

• Manchester United won the Premier League in its debut season; they remain one of only five teams to have won the Premier League title. The others are Arsenal, Chelsea, Manchester City and Blackburn Rovers.

• UEFA were also keen to take advantage of the growth in television revenues, and in the 1992–1993 season the Champions League replaced the European Cup. Instead of a straight knock-out tournament, the format was changed to include a qualifying round followed by a group stage. Further changes were made in the 1997–1998 season to give teams from the top-ranked nations who had not won their national league a place in the competition.

• Currently a maximum of four teams from a single nation can qualify for the Champions League.


Pocket Fact

The 2009 Champions League final was the world’s most watched sporting event; it surpassed viewing figures for the American NFL’s Super Bowl for the first time.



THE BOSMAN RULING

In December 1995 the Belgian player, Jean-Marc Bosman, won a ruling from the European Court of Justice which would fundamentally alter the nature of football in Europe. The ruling affected football in two major ways:

• It allowed players to leave clubs once their contracts had expired. Previously, teams in most European nations could prevent a player from leaving unless they were paid a transfer fee. This has resulted in an increase in the power that individual players hold.

• In European competitions, the ‘three foreigner rule’ had applied. This had meant that clubs competing in the three major European club competitions could only field three players that were not nationals of the association that the club played in. For example, Manchester United could only field three non-English players, AC Milan only three non-Italians, or Barcelona only three non-Spaniards. The court ruling decreed that this amounted to a restriction of trade and was therefore illegal in the European Union, and so this rule was abolished. The change in law has allowed clubs to field teams that do not include any home-grown players in their starting line-ups – a situation that occurred in the 2010 Champions League final when Internazionale’s starting 11 included four Argentinians, three Brazilians, one Romanian, one Dutchman, and one Macedonian – but no Italians.
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