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            A NOTE ON THE TEXT

         

         Worldwide, the game of football has many names: calcio (Italy), futebol (Brazil), Fußball (Germany), and Kopané (Czech). Among English-speaking communities, the United States knows it as ‘soccer’, but in the United Kingdom, English supporters will always talk about ‘football’.

         In 2023, the New York Times conceded that ‘Real fans call it football. Using “soccer” identifies you, immediately, as an interloper: at best a neophyte, at worst a fraud. Or, worse: an American.’

         In The Penalty Kick, which was researched, written and published in Britain, I refer only to ‘football’. American readers beware.

          

         Robert McCrum
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            Prologue

            18 December 2022

         

         Someone, somewhere, is kicking a football, possibly to take a penalty. It’s a moment of truth that can sometimes take your breath away, and the climax to a story about a young goalkeeper from Northern Ireland that’s become one of the game’s fairytales.

         Ah, football!

         Willie McCrum was an inheritor of means who believed in fair play but ruined his family and died a pauper. ‘This man,’ Gary Lineker once said, in ironic homage, ‘has a lot to answer for.’ Among the sepia shadows of the past, there’s also a god-fearing McCrum, with an Old Testament beard, who shares my name, a resilient optimist who believed in doing the best he could with what he had, a progressive innovator and church-going workaholic who – never mind football – was too busy for recreation. This personal history holds a mirror up to more than a hundred years of the game, but also harbours a father-son relationship that could have been torn from the pages of a late-Victorian novel, a scenario, provoked by the collision of family with football, which also happens to be true.

         On TV, the penalty kick looks like someone belting a ball at a nearly open goal in the merciless humiliation of a doomed defender. Actually, the odds xiiare not quite as bad as they seem. Global statistics suggest that approximately one third of such shots will fail. And that’s the hook. For the spectators, it’s an enthralling agony which will propel us to the brink of some excruciating sensations: joy, dread, hope, dismay, rage, and exhilaration, as if Time itself stood still.

         Every second of the penalty kick is a drama as suspenseful as a five-foot putt at the eighteenth hole, or a Wimbledon matchpoint. People have gone into a similar kind of rhapsody about cover drives in cricket, but that’s light verse compared to this spectacle. No other sporting moment distils such a fear factor, in which the penalty box becomes, according to one writer, a ‘chamber of truth’. When the whistle blows for that spot kick, the fate of the earth seems to hang in the balance during a fleeting passage of single combat whose outcome might bless or curse either protagonist.

         It’s 18 December 2022. Psychological moments in sport rarely come much bigger or better than this, the climax of the World Cup Final, France vs. Argentina, in Qatar. After extra time, with both sides punch-drunk, the score is tied, 3–3. Inside the stadium, a sea of blue-and-white, flecked with tricolores, there’s uproar; the suspense is unbearable. Once the inevitable shootout begins, it’s over to the gladiators: competing kicks from each team.

         First up, the superstar French striker, twenty-three-year-old Kylian Mbappé. Television captures him steadying himself, after a very deep breath, cheeks xiiipuffed in nervous exhalation, a sportsman masking the moment with an edgy half-smile. Then, in a thrilling gesture of self-confidence, with the ball at his fingerends, just before he steps forward to take the penalty, as if in the sunrise of eternity, this great player kisses the ball like a plaything, en passant.

         In the past, footballs were weapons more than toys. As one sportswriter has put it, ‘The old leather ball, classically struck by an instep encased in the old leather boot, generated a noise that only the Royal Artillery could have replicated.’ Mbappé’s ball is no bruiser, but a distant relative, many times removed, of the great leather beasts of yore. As airy as thought, this Derbystar Deliciae Platearum is a miracle of aerodynamic ingenuity, tailor-made for the mind-games of the penalty kick. On the toe of a great striker – spinning, drifting, dipping, or looping – such a multi-coloured sphere becomes a thing of magic, a trick to tease and tantalise.

         Tonight, Mbappé has already scored a hat-trick. He’s the first player, since England’s Geoff Hurst in 1966, to achieve this feat in a World Cup final. He will shortly score again, but to no avail. France are about to join the catalogue of title holders who lose. Mbappé’s ruthless efficiency is followed by Lionel Messi’s audacious shot. He just rolls the ball beneath the goalkeeper’s nose, in a teasing display of sang-froid. There are international sports analysts with careers devoted to the psychology of the penalty kick. Now xivthe shootout becomes a masterclass in what English players call ‘shit-housery’.

         Next, no. 20, Kingsley Coman, for France, gets bamboozled by some outrageous gamesmanship from the goalkeeper Emiliano Martínez, who defies the odds to make a brilliant save. (‘The box is mine’, he boasts afterwards.) With team confidence surging, the Argentine striker Dybala, no. 21, slots it home down the middle, as cool as you like. Then no. 8, Tchouaméni becomes visibly rattled by Martínez’ antics with the ball, and hits the post. France are 2 down, and there’s no way back. Once Paredes (no. 5) has smashed the ball past Hugo Lloris, Kolo Muani, no. 12, for France, holds steady to score. Now, as Gonzalo Montiel makes that long, lonely walk down mid-field, the pressure is intolerable. But he calmly sends Lloris diving … the wrong way.

         Game over: Argentina 4, France 2. In Qatar, bedlam. In Buenos Aires, a crazed fan gallops bareback on a white horse down the crowded Avenida 9 de Julio. On national radio, a veteran broadcaster is celebrating his newest nervous breakdown like a banshee: Arg-Arg-Arg-Arg-enteeeeeen-aaaaaaa!

         The British pundits are gasping. Pixie-eyed Gary Lineker, a former England striker, commentating for the BBC, has been known to joke that football is a simple game: ‘Twenty-two men chase a ball for ninety minutes and, at the end, the Germans win.’ Not tonight. Having declared that he’s ‘never seen anything like it’, he hails a Final for the ages. Alan Shearer, xvanother renowned ex-striker, chimes in: ‘We’re breathless.’ He also judges it ‘an unbelievable Final … I don’t think I’ll ever see anything like it again.’ After this, Rio Ferdinand, his colleague in the commentary box, announces that he feels ‘blessed’, adding that he will ‘tell my grandkids I was here’. Off-camera, the aftermath of a great match has become a wall of noise.

         Among rival French and Argentine supporters, massed in the Lusail stadium, a secular cathedral of sport, tears of desolation or joy streak the painted faces of the faithful. Lineker is still summarising. ‘Somewhere in this script, someone made it into a drama,’ he says. Lineker once took TV cameras to venerate the grave of the half-forgotten amateur who first conjured this duelling moment; he knows his football history. These kicks, super-charged with such positive and negative electricity, combine box-office with football mythology.

         Amid so much ecstatic storytelling, Mbappé’s stolen kiss gets lost. But I can’t help thinking that Willie McCrum from Co. Armagh might have recognised the French player’s tender act of superstition. My neglected ancestor devoted some of his best years to improving the game of football in the 1890s. The penalty kick was his brainchild, a peculiar contribution to the conduct of the game. Every nuance of this World Cup shootout – a great conflict reduced to a visceral moment of catharsis – would have made perfect sense to my great-grandfather. He might have been astonished to witness this extraordinary climax televised in xvisuch a stadium, but the fundamental things apply. A kick is just a kick.

         ‘You could not make it up,’ says Lineker, almost lost for words in Qatar. For many like him, this is the real thing: a game that tells us who we are, and what we feel, in a casual but gripping commentary on the story of our lives.

         Perhaps he’s remembering his own magic boot. (Lineker holds the England record for goals in World Cup Finals.) Actually, ‘making it up’ might not be the worst strategy. If this game is partly a metaphor, there’s plenty of room for creative digression and competing narrative strategies. Even as a matter of life-and-death, the power of a global sport to promote seductive versions of luck, risk and redemption is more than metaphorical, however. There’s history here: The Penalty Kick is a football story about Ireland, game theory and a fervent young keeper.

         Penalties come in different guises. From 1891 to 2022, you can find many other kinds of penalty-kick drama in the mirror of history. Sepp Herberger, Germany’s national coach during the 1930s and 40s, had it best. A pragmatist, obsessed by his team’s performance, and not much else, who somehow survived the rise and fall of the Third Reich, Herberger once said of football: ‘The ball is round. The game lasts ninety minutes. This much is fact. Everything else is theory.’

         Mbappé’s kiss tells another story.
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            PART ONE: 1891–1966

         

         
            ‘The suspense is terrible. I hope it will last.’

            – Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest2
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            Chapter One

            Mbappé’s Kiss

         

         Powerbrand

         ‘Everything is theory,’ said the German, but Mbappé’s kiss tells us that football is more serious than that. Theory, or money, or global sponsors (Adidas, Coca-Cola, Wanda, Hyundai/Kia, Qatar Airways, Visa and Qatar Energy): football is about so much more than merely playing the ball. The modern game lies at the secret heart of a greater Game – the skein of everyday life that’s woven from memory, history and events; childhood and school; family, work and friendship; plus money, TV and the marketplace. To some fans it’s a way of life, a habit of being, and the most sublime obsession.

         Football shirts, socks and boots; aprons and shower curtains; rulers, kitchen towels, sleeping bags, travel mugs, napkins, tablecloths, toffee tins, first-aid kits, memo pads, book bags, pencil sharpeners, key chains, fridge magnets, ring binders, address books, envelopes, wastebaskets and even garden gnomes: such are the ephemera that define the gaudy global commerce of football. The World Cup’s money-tree has promoted countless other products, too. In 2022, consumer electronics (Vivo), dairy and soy food (Mengniu), 4home-and-away kit (Hummel) and footwear (Puma; Nike), contributed to the phenomenon advertisers call a ‘powerbrand’, where the sport’s global status seems so natural that we take every aspect of its role for granted. (In 2015, the seamy side of this omnipotence fell under the spotlight with the dramatic prosecution of some shocking revelations about FIFA corruption.)

         This all-conquering game, in its various guises (football in the UK; soccer in the US; calcio in Italy; Fußball in Germany), often claims a worldwide audience of billions. In the most impetuous versions, this can become a figure that exceeds the world’s actual population by a factor of four or five. From the wilder shores of hyperbole, it’s also been claimed that Striker, America’s World Cup mascot, had an audience of more than a trillion viewers. In truth, only God is the game’s undisputed rival on earth: more people across the planet will pray in church than go to football matches. The Pope may be just a deputy, but his audience more than equals those damned to football.

         Leave the Almighty to His inscrutable mysteries, follow Mammon, and you’ll encounter a monetised vocabulary, commensurate with the sport’s global reach, that can be expressed in billions. Football’s contribution to the British economy, for example, is more than two billion in sterling. (In 2023, the emergent American ‘soccer’ market was reliably reported to yield $3.02 billion.) Qatar 2022, meanwhile, is expected to surpass revenues of $6.5 billion, topping the earnings 5of every previous tournament, a figure four times the turnover generated in Korea and Japan during 2002.

         The headline to this story is unequivocal. Football promises the Midas touch of unprecedented rewards. An era of unaccountable riches has also blessed the sport with star players of extraordinary quality and panache. The torch carried by Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi has now passed to Kylian Mbappé and Erling Haaland. Sadly, these prodigies have been accompanied by casino salaries, a rigged market and the ominous reverberations of financial scandal, especially in any negotiations surrounding the administration of the World Cup.

         FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) remains on probation. To some, at the domestic league level, a spendthrift free-for-all has provided astounding entertainment while betraying the essence of the sport itself. It’s claimed that the purchase of multi-million-pound superstars makes the game soulless. Among the purists of the game, a tide of sleaze has severed the bond of trust between the clubs and the public. Worse, a virtuous eco-system defined by social mobility and athletic prowess has been trashed. According to this reading, a football community ruined by reckless cashing-in is in urgent need of reform.

         It wasn’t always like this. Football began among the poor and outcast, in a meadow. Those encounters were rough and lawless: the origins of world football are as brutal and basic as a sodden leather ball. But it’s 6one of the game’s more remarkable qualities that it has always been on the lookout for a better, modern story. That quest takes us deep into an old debate about hearts vs. brains, physical prowess against tactical cunning. At the end of the last century, the philosopher Alistair Macintyre once wrote: ‘You can’t know what to do until you know what story you’re part of.’ As in so many arenas of popular culture, football’s narrative used to be simpler, straighter and easier to regulate.

         In the age of Tik-Tok and X/Twitter, football as a Powerbrand projects a sleek, super-choreographed account of itself, in many iterations of fantasy. As creatures of a storytelling species, we spectators respond to football’s rival tales: inspired by archetypical characters, incessant conflict and competition, the frisson of jeopardy and many minor miracles of performance. Whatever the fans believe, however, this is not written in the stars. The so-called ‘beautiful game’ has no divine right to its self-image, and its sport was not always this glossy.

         Ancient history records many examples of games with balls. However, it was not until medieval times, when team-sponsored ball games began to flourish in the Celtic societies of the far-west in Europe (Ireland, Brittany and parts of Normandy) that a recreation with some, but not all, of the characteristics of contemporary football began to emerge. At first, in the wild and thuggish parts of the British Isles, it was mainly mayhem. In 1314, an English law enacted in the name 7of Edward II denounced ‘a great uproar in the city, through certain tumults arising from great footballs in the fields of the public, from which many evils arise’.

         In the nineteenth century, that ferocious crucible of the industrial revolution, a new, and occasionally darker, violence was released. Before the formation of the FA (The Football Association) in 1863, football was not merely raw, but dangerous. In Northern England (including Ulster) during the 1880s and 90s, the game was bloody, and occasionally lethal. Shameless cheating, punch-ups and brawls, sometimes culminating in pitched battles, were typical of late-Victorian matches, but the FA could not decide how to judge such crimes and what, exactly, should be the proper sanction. The matter remained unresolved. Today, that’s a lost world. Only the traditional ferocities inspired by Glasgow’s Celtic vs. Rangers fixtures linger as a reminder of those times.

         Celtic vs. Rangers contests that ended in riots used to be commonplace. Within living memory, one Old Firm game in 1975 provoked no fewer than two attempted murders, two meat cleaver and one axe attack, nine stabbings and thirty-five common assaults. Underlying this violence was the fact that Celtic are Roman Catholic and Rangers Protestant. (Similarly, on Merseyside, traditional expat-Irish divisions animate an old Liverpool vs. Everton rivalry.) Meanwhile, in Ireland itself, where the penalty kick was conceived, ancient tribal and religious loyalties once inspired the 8Irish punk band Pope Paul and the Romans (sometimes known as the Bollock Brothers) to sing ‘Why Won’t Rangers Sign a Catholic?’ In that arena, religion, sport, and politics were indistinguishable. Out of this maelstrom, an eccentric and fervent spirit of modernisation would inspire this young Scots-Irishman, a public-spirited amateur footballer from Ulster with complicated aspirations to Britishness, to launch his mission to pacify ‘the fields of the public’ for future generations.

         The Fields of the Public

         ‘The Ancients knew the ball, but football is born of modernity,’ writes the sport’s historian David Goldblatt, entertaining the paradox that, just as the game was disappearing from the popular customs of English village life, it would be rescued from obscurity by the elite footballing fraternity of privileged young amateurs such as William McCrum. By the middle of the Victorian century, sports such as rowing, cricket and especially football, had become integral to ‘the curriculum and ethos of the public school’. Only one question remained: what sort of football? Was it permissible, for instance, to handle the ball? Rugby School, with an oval-shaped ball known as a ‘quanco’, had one answer, while Eton College had another in the Field game.9

         Football, as we know it, had still not become the modern game; it remained a sport for toffs. As Goldblatt writes in The Ball is Round, it was ‘a minor recreational pastime for a very narrow stratum of Victorian society.’ A few elite clubs, such as the Corinthians, in crisp white shirts and dark shorts, and renowned for their ‘sportsmanship’, nurtured the flame of the amateur ideal with disdain for modernity. Still, aristocrats and professionals, gentlemen from the public schools and players from the factories, would compete on the same pitch. The coming trend – horrors – was towards professionalism, but the DNA of English amateurism was braided into the game’s deepest traditions.

         In the sport’s history, this became a turning point. By the 1880s, the football that was now being played on the playing fields of Britain’s elite schools, and also across its Northern industrial heartlands, had become a work-in-progress, driven by the quest for goals (corner kicks came in 1873; crossbars in 1875; and nets in 1891). Although still in search of its modern identity, football had begun to promote its unique quality: a raw, thrilling and innate simplicity. Even in its late-Victorian colours, it was always easy to follow, inexpensive and adaptable, suited to almost any environment, from the beach to the backyard.

         The theatre director Peter Brook used to argue that theatre will always respond to an ‘empty space’. Similarly, football, which can flourish on side streets, cul-de-sacs or waste ground, was becoming both sport 10and theatre, a game that gave its spectators an unambiguous outcome, shaped by the scoring of goals. Now, in the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the fusion of an industrial economy with popular culture into the beginnings of modern football would commence an important transition. Brawling on the pitch was one thing, but the joy of scoring would become the nobler challenge

         The brilliance of the penalty kick – set down in Rule 13 – was the result of luck as much as calculation. Prima facie, it offers terrible odds. The zone defended by the goalkeeper is just twenty-four feet wide by eight feet high, and presents a target which, at close quarters, most dispassionate observers would consider impossible to miss. Professional keepers, indeed, will say that a yard inside each post is out of reach, and indefensible. But that’s where an unexpected psychological advantage comes in. Unknown to its creator, the kick itself became such a psychological challenge that about thirty-three percent of all penalties would be missed/saved. Few gamblers would welcome such percentages, but Willie McCrum was addicted to the thrill of risk. His bold new rule was the work of an amateur goalkeeper who was happy to be centre stage.

         From the first, for almost a hundred years, the spot kick defined by Rule 13 was always spell-binding. Shots on goal, which always appeal to a football crowd scenting triumph or defeat, derive their magic from this simple fact: a penalty kick is, simultaneously, 11a deed of attack and defence. Goalkeepers will have their defensive strategies, in which luck must play an important part; strikers have only one ambition – ‘to stick it in the back of the net’. Both protagonists face imminent doom; each is contending with a public kind of potential failure to which rival spectators can never be indifferent.

         In retrospect, the penalty-kick rule was the game’s first step towards a tighter dramatic structure, with an added element of theatre – extra characters, a narrative twist to the free flow of either half, and even more suspense. In the re-shaping of football’s basic narrative, during the transition from Victorian to Edwardian England, despite the Corinthians’ opposition, the penalty kick was adopted with increasing enthusiasm. Slowly, the ill-repute in which it had first been held among amateurs and gentlemen would fade, though not entirely, as we’ll see.

         During the twentieth century, the dilemmas of the penalty kick developed a life of their own. A hundred years of avid football, worldwide, would inspire countless competitive theories, innumerable myths, and a repertoire of apocryphal tales, provoked by the psychology of the moment. Eventually, on television, in the real time of the penalty shootout, it became even more exciting (to some fans, infuriating). In 2019–20, the introduction of VAR (video assistant referees), would add yet another twist, with the sting of controversy. However, in the life of the global game, it was 12the introduction of the climactic shootout in August 1970 that transformed the drama of the penalty into a notorious mix of curse and fairytale. The fates of footballers could be made or broken in a few seconds. The career of Gareth Southgate, for instance, would become emblematic of the contemporary player’s simple, but treacherous, rendezvous with the spot kick.

         A Religion in Search of a God

         Remote tremors of that Corinthian disdain continued to shape sporting attitudes towards the penalty kick in its late-twentieth century guise. In 1983, the Nobel Prize-winning novelist Mario Vargas Llosa announced, in Making Waves: Essays, that the game was the epitome of a contemporary paradox, intense yet ephemeral or, as he puts it, ‘non-transcendent, innocuous’. This, declared Vargas Llosa, in a pointed allusion to the shootout, was a comparatively new phenomenon, ‘an experience where the effect disappears at the same time as the cause. Sport,’ he continued, in a dithyrambic aside, ‘is the love of form, a spectacle which does not transcend the physical, the sensory, the instant emotion, which unlike a book or a play, scarcely leaves a trace in the memory and does not enrich or impoverish knowledge.’ To Vargas Llosa, that was its appeal. ‘It is exciting and empty.’

         Vargas Llosa is one of literature’s supreme all-rounders, 13at once a novelist, essayist and sports writer, but he’s not alone in his critique. In 1996, the sports journalist Simon Barnes, writing in The Times, thundered: ‘Penalties are not football. They are not even, as television people are always telling us, great drama. They are cheap melodrama. Melodrama is based on ridiculous exaggeration. Melodrama is bad art as penalties are bad sport.’ David Goldblatt has no time for this. ‘People say, It’s cheap drama. I say, “Bring on the cheap drama”.’

         By the World Cup of 2022, however, penalty kicks had been purged of almost all traditional negativity, a point acknowledged by one American correspondent: ‘In most cases,’ declared the New Yorker after the Final, ‘a penalty shootout feels like an unfair denouement. But somehow, tonight, it didn’t.’ In Qatar, the New Yorker was in no doubt about the significance of a World Cup that had just culminated in such a cathartic climax. Never mind some fierce pre-tournament disputes about the ethics of Qatar’s bid, and the abuse of human rights in the Gulf, this was – the magazine judged – ‘the best World Cup final I have ever seen, that perhaps anyone has ever seen – a match stuffed full of so many remarkable incidents, so much tension, such dramatic momentum swings, such joy. It was football played con brio.’

         The 2022 Final had been a thriller, but there were few complaints on the night. Had its climactic shootout compromised the sacred spirit of the beautiful game? 14Not at all. If anything, such penalties seemed integral to the encounter. After a century of football, the modern game was inspiring a new kind of commentary among the high priests of football culture, who were enthralled by its existential significance. To Manuel Vázquez Montalbán, it was nothing less than ‘a religion in search of a god’. Was it a casino, or a secular church? Competing tides of opinion would ebb and flow.

         Exciting and empty? Cheap melodrama? Bad sport? The search for God? In academic circles, football – at once a metaphor and a cult – has become the subject of obsessive game theory, a subject for earnest, sometimes anguished, discussions about this ‘unfair denouement’. In the twenty-first century, the weaponised penalty kick of the shootout has become part of football’s story, a televised moment of competitive intimacy in a sporting event shared by billions that speaks to an age of dread, and especially to a generation super-conscious of risk and uncertainty.

         It’s here that I find past and present, family and football, becoming fused into another, more relatable story that’s closer to home. Some people claim that football is driven by the heart and the wallet. Every line of The Penalty Kick is interwoven with love and money, but my story is fundamentally Irish. In Milford, County Armagh, a community once devoted to the manufacture of the finest Irish damask linen, there was a ragged pitch, and a muddy goal mouth, which once 15witnessed a lot of rough play. In this village, the proprietor’s son would modernise the future of the game he loved in the spirit of the society in which he’d come of age. To appreciate the unintended allure of this mini-drama, or to understand its peculiar DNA, and its place in contemporary Association Football, we have to go back to Northern Ireland, to a time long before the Troubles, to the days of Sherlock Holmes, Gilbert and Sullivan, and even that outrageous but enchanting show-off, Oscar Wilde, whose ‘The suspense is terrible. I hope it will last’ might have been coined to describe the spectators’ experience of Rule 13.

         Enter Willie McCrum, centre stage, a character in search of himself, an amateur and an outsider in a divided world. In Ireland, English football during Victorian times was principally the sport of Protestant unionists. Roman Catholic nationalists played Gaelic football (GAA), a game not dissimilar to Australian Rules football. Hurling – an outdoor team sport of old Irish origin – was another kind of ball game, sharing several features with Gaelic football, notably the field, and the number of players (fifteen). In some nationalist neighbourhoods you could get beaten up (or worse) for playing football. The penalty kick is unintelligible without an appreciation of this solitary young man in knickerbockers whose sporting mantra was ‘Keep your eye on the ball’.
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            Chapter Two

            Master Willie

         

         ‘Robert McCrum & Co.’

         I first encountered the unhappy shade of Willie McCrum on a shimmering Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1987. Up to that moment, he was just a name on a neglected silver salver whose mysterious inscription had been part of my childhood:

         
            presented together with a chest of plate to william mccrum esq. on the occasion of his marriage. august 13th 1891. by the employes [sic] of robert mccrum & co. and the gillis linen co.

         

         Family secrets are always spellbinding. For as long as I can remember, the confusions and loyalties provoked by this reference to William McCrum Esq. (with that upper-case salute to ‘Robert McCrum & Co.’), had been something unspoken, but potent. At home, the message of this Victorian heirloom was part of a silent history. It was like walking into a conversation, or possibly an argument, that no one wants you to hear.

         In Belfast, at the height of the Troubles, I was describing our history to my friend, the documentary 17filmmaker David Hammond, a folk singer, mentor, and pied-piper to my generation, when this old silence found a new and appreciative audience. Hammond responded at once to my tale. Steeped in the life and arts of Northern Ireland, he was intrigued. Who was this William? And where was he from? His questions multiplied: how, when and why? Awkwardly, I mentioned something about planning to visit a village called Milford, near the border. Hammond’s expression glittered with curiosity: ‘Do you mind if I come with you?’

         The following day we made the short journey down the motorway: Lisburn, Lurgan, Portadown … the frontline of a civil war. Soon we were driving through the part of Armagh city known as the Mall – fine Georgian houses, the Palladian portico of the County Museum and a leafy esplanade flanking a park with a cricket square. The atmosphere was strangely English, but with a hint of violence in the air – the thudding rotors of an army helicopter somewhere in the hazy afternoon.

         Turning off the Monaghan Road, we were unprepared for what awaited us like a movie set: a Victorian village as tranquil and nostalgic as a provincial museum. We crossed into a lost world – red-brick streets dozing in the sunshine; bright green fields nibbling at asphalt; kids kicking a football; the murmur of TV sport drifting through open windows; and the factory chimney standing above the village school like an 18authority. Opposite the mill, a blind public building that might have been a courthouse or a music hall. Over its door, in broken letters: r.g. mccrum institute. Again, more questions: Who was this R.G.? What did his Institute have to do with ‘Robert McCrum & Co.’? And what about his son? Soon we began to hear about Willie McCrum from retired damask weavers, and Great War veterans, and met the local historian who guided us towards the swampy field – now McCrum Park – on which the penalty kick had first been practised. Like a football crowd, stirred by a great goal, the many mute voices inside the silent history I’d grown up with were getting raucous.

         The surviving sepia portraits of Willie, posing in the first flush of youth, show a sensitive young man with a moustache. He’s an attractive Victorian matinee artist in a sporting blazer, perhaps playing a part in a light opera. There’s something in his uncertain demeanour that finds an echo in the faces of my many cousins; the faintest hint of familiarity; and that pulse of shared blood. His vulnerable, wide-open gaze suggests a curiosity about the world before him. He’s a player responding to an audience; in life, both tragic and confident. The more I came to know his story, the better I understood his quest for a role. In 1987, the significance of this visit was beginning to settle in my mind as a collision of sport, blood and identity, but starved of humanity. These were bleak times, illuminated by the lurid glare of petrol bombs and burning 19vehicles. Football history, next to IRA hunger strikers and the shoot-to-kill tactics of the British Army, seemed inconsequential, even trivial.
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         In 2023, after the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement, Milford’s story seems to have become reconciled with that past. Since 1997, the village, transformed by the peace dividend, has learned to become proud of its place in sporting folklore. Since the Troubles, this football story has acquired a human face: a stern, indomitable father falling out with his wayward son. But the landscape of that family breakdown hasn’t changed. Milford, some ten miles from the border, remains a different world, and another climate, a far cry from Qatar.20

         The Home of the Penalty Kick

         There are no camels in County Armagh. Here, the apple orchards and swelling hills of the province are as sweet as any on the island of Ireland. In Milford, it’s often raining or cloudy, but always temperate. Summers are cool; and the long winters wet, and windy. This village could not be further from the Lusail Stadium.
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         Actually, the smile of Co. Armagh masks many tribal cruelties of sectarian rage and vengeance. The city’s jail once housed IRA women prisoners in conditions that inspired the ‘dirty protest’ of menstrual blood smeared on cell walls. During the 1970s and 80s, this part of Ulster was feared as Bandit Country whose mazy backways British army patrols navigated in mortal peril, until they learned to use helicopters. 21Milford was once part of a countryside steeped in the obscure horrors of ‘low-intensity operations’, and the notorious interrogations of Gough Barracks. This village, however, was largely unscathed by the Troubles.

         The community’s aversion to conflict runs deep, and the respect it pays Willie McCrum (whose bust presides over the open space that once witnessed his first trials with penalties) gives it a special place in football literature, as if it’s the site of a famous skirmish. In football commentary, the metaphorical palette to which many writers will turn is often drawn from warfare. Here, for example, local players might display ‘do or die’ resolve and ‘fighting spirit’, while English headline writers often frame matches against the German national team with references to two world wars. In this, they are possibly encouraged by the domestic fans who used to taunt their German opponents, chanting: ‘Two World Wars and One World Cup’ to the tune of the Camptown Races.

         Such provocations take inspiration from the aggressive origins of the game. But Milford, an oasis of Presbyterian fairness, was never like that. ‘R.G.’, the pragmatic cotton king, Robert Garmany McCrum, who built a renowned damask linen mill during the 1870s, had no appetite for discord, and favoured a non-sectarian spirit. His family put games before fights. Above all, R.G.’s only son was an enthusiastic patron of any sport played on the fields of the village where the ‘tenters’ and ‘weavers’ were housed. By the turn of 22the century, the sight of ‘Master Willie’ being chauffeured down Hill Street towards the football pitch was a familiar experience in Milford; everyone knew that the heir to this linen mill was mad about football, the English game.

         Willie McCrum was the polar opposite of his father. Where R.G. was remote, serious, thrifty, teetotal and God-fearing, this boy was sporty, willing and games-conscious. Like a character from Three Men in a Boat, I imagine him learning to play the ukelele. He told funny stories, sang songs, but loved chess, cricket and especially football. He took a keen interest in the conduct of this sport for one very good reason: as a Victorian goalkeeper he knew all about foul play. Willie wasn’t much of a keeper, but he must have been sick of getting roughed-up by teams who liked to play the man not the ball.

         Milford remains proud of him. Today, driving into the village, you will pass a granite cairn advertising the home of the penalty kick. Arguably, it’s here that the modern game, as we understand it, first came of age in the mind of a studious college graduate. What was Willie’s inspiration? One frustration surrounding his sad story is the absence of any written record. His actions speak loud and clear, but there are no letters or diaries which might open a window onto his inner drive, or his hopes and dreams. Milford gossip describes Willie as a keen Boy Scout and friend of Robert Baden-Powell, determined to make a game-changing 23contribution to the game he loved. In 1890, on the eve of his first encounter with the authorities of the English FA on ‘the mainland’, he’s twenty-five years old, a bookish, semi-detached young fellow with ambitions and instincts his father does not understand. William McCrum, indeed, is about to make a strange bid for independence, conditioned by his family history and his personal quest for a better version of this sporting life.

         The Narrow Ground

         William McCrum is still remembered as ‘Master Willie’, the boy who never quite grew up, and a player whose best game was posthumous. He was born on 7 February 1865 into a world defined by Sir Walter Scott, a writer fascinated by the settlement of Northern Ireland, as ‘the narrow ground’. An embattled minority, the Ulster Scots would always feel under siege, not unlike some goalkeepers. Part Anglo, part Scots and part Irish, theirs was a land, and they were a people, of strong sometimes impossible personality, who saw themselves as valiant incomers: more British than the British, yet in other ways, more Irish than the Irish, deeply settled outsiders.

         The McCrum family were probably pipers, Catholic Highlanders from Skye, who ‘took the soup’, became Presbyterians and joined Protestant, English-speaking 24colonisers during the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. Like many in ‘the narrow ground’, their uncertainty about past and present inspired fierce assertions of a singular identity. In this guise, Ulster Scots can present themselves as hard, certain, and decisive – a chosen people. Unofficially, these roving Scots had been landing on the stony shores of Ulster for generations before the English. It was they who had created the spirit of the plantation. To emigrate to County Antrim or County Down was no departure, but a kind of homecoming: Scots from Ulster had first landed in Argyll in the late fifth century, crossing back and forth ever since, to share language and culture with Ireland. So dependent were these Highlanders on Irish music, sport, dance and poetry that in the Lowlands they were derisively known as ‘Irish’.

         In Co. Armagh, the McCrums who settled in Milford can be traced to the townland of Cavanagarvan, close to the Armagh–Monaghan border. They had arrived just before the battle of the Boyne in 1690; a William McCrum was already living there in the 1670s. One of his sons, another William, married Margaret Harper and raised twelve children, including the two boys, William and John McCrum, who founded the mill at Milford, working with flax, on the banks of the fast-flowing Callan River. After John died, his brother continued the family business, married and had a son, Robert Garmany McCrum (1829–1915), who would grow up to become ‘R.G.’, a 25driven and complex Olympian patriarch to family and employees alike.
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         Like many in this province, R.G. and Willie McCrum had more in common with their Irish neighbours than their English contemporaries. When war broke out in 1914, the Protestant and Roman Catholic ‘sons of Ulster’ would fight and die, side by side. To capture the qualities of this unusual tribe, one historian describes ‘a capacity for hard work, an incapacity for compromise, a hard common sense, a due regard for the importance both of religion and of money, a mordant turn of humour combined with a native kindliness, and a respect for the domestic virtues.’ There was also a streak of innovation in the family, which was among the first in Ulster to spin flax by the ‘dry’ process. In his twenties, R.G. took himself to Lurgan to learn about the exquisite craft of spinning damask linen, and returned to Milford in 1860, when he 26converted the family’s mills. Once the American Civil War broke out, R.G. got lucky. Linen, woven from Irish flax, took cotton’s place as the basic textile. By the 1870s it had become, with shipbuilding, a mainstay of the Northern Ireland economy.
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         Such was the narrow ground on which Master Willie was raised. From a wider perspective, the Ireland into which he was born had suffered a century of hardship, intolerance and neglect. Its people, depicted as ‘wild Irish’, were stigmatised by Victorian intellectuals such as Carlyle as ‘the acme of human swinery’. Even the anglophile parts of the North never overcame England’s disdain for the Irish, a prejudice that resurfaced in the penalty kick debate. During Willie McCrum’s childhood, Belfast had become a vibrant 27symbol of Victorian Britain, having much in common with Liverpool and Glasgow. His father’s prosperity was typical of Ulster’s visceral relationship with England. At this time, in the North, after the horrors of the Famine, the material benefits of Britain’s industrial revolution began to disseminate Victorian English culture (fashion, music, sports, books and entertainment) throughout a society which had become, in the words of F. S. L. Lyons, ‘a province in the empire of Victorian taste’.

         A child of empire, and an only son, Master Willie would never escape his destiny as the heir to his father’s vision of a better community. (Harriette, his sister, was not burdened with this responsibility.) In Milford, until football gave him an exit, he was the prisoner of family expectations, a clever, restless boy with no one to share the conflicts of growing up in the shadow of a patriarchal parent who was also troubled by a bitter fate. In hindsight, every wall and wainscot of Milford, described by Bassett’s Directory (Armagh) as ‘a model of cleanliness and good order’, was a silent memorial to its founder’s inconsolable loss. Those red-brick terraces composed of streets dedicated to R.G.’s family (notably his wife Anne, and his father William), were a sign of deep private anguish. His ambitions for this model society expressed a Protestant siege mentality in which the villagers were his clan, and he was their chief. It was also a secret act of piety, the obsessive answer to a lifelong grief. Nothing else fully explains 28R.G.’s devotion to this community, both the village and the nurturing hearth of this enterprise, Milford House, built between 1865 and 1904, the family home on which he lavished his love and resources.
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         Milford House was one of the finest properties in the North, but he called it ‘the Cottage’. The ironic modesty of the boss? Nostalgia for the family’s farming origins? A private communication with an absent love? It’s hard to imagine discussing this with R.G. His quotidian ‘remarks’ were described in one obituary as ‘characterised by terse expressions’. When you study his portrait in Armagh’s museum, you encounter a 29formidable businessman with a searching stare ameliorated by his large brown eyes. If he had a gentler, more sympathetic side, the master of Milford House does not want you to get too close, but he might invite you to visit.
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         To approach the Cottage, you drove down Hill Street towards the factory end of the village past the gate lodge, a gingerbread house guarding an avenue of chestnut and beech illuminated by electric lights. It’s said that Armagh country people came from far to sit on Ballyards hill and gawp at the spectacle. This avenue boasted one of R.G.’s inventions: water pumps every thirty feet to flush away horse-droppings.

         Today, Milford House is a desolate shell of lost grandeur. It stands in limbo, vacant and half ruined, in a 30forty-acre wilderness of brambles and saplings, but still remembered as one of the finest and most technologically advanced houses in Victorian Ireland, renowned for its exotic trees and electricity, waterworks and magnificent Italian interiors, a listed building protected by the Milford Buildings Preservation Trust (MBPT).
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         Master Willie’s grandson Tony, my uncle, has childhood memories of a sumptuous palace, where each bedroom had its own bathroom en suite, with horizontal water spouts, ‘like a jacuzzi’. Outside there were spacious gardens, a lake with an island and ‘blissful, childhood freedom’ in unforgettable grounds, especially the walled kitchen garden, where he could slip through a little side door to escape from the grown-ups. As the presumptive heir to a linen fortune, Tony remembers being toured round the Milford factory on ‘a miniature railway, like a fun fair’.31

         This was later, after the Great War. Alone in Milford House, with his books and ledgers, R.G. might lead the life of a go-getting entrepreneur, but the image of privileged bien-être and Edwardian self-confidence presented in the photographs of the proprietor in his pomp conceals the darker truth of a harrowing bereavement that few ever acknowledged or even understood. Throughout Master Willie’s childhood, within the splendours of the Cottage, his father was a solitary widower. After the death of his beloved wife, R.G. remained a faithful mourner with a dedicated seat in the balcony of Armagh’s Presbyterian church. His children became semi-orphans, raised by the domestic staff. Football would be the boy’s escape, and Milford his father’s distraction from a lifetime of sorrow. This affliction brought its own reckoning to the man his late wife had known and adored as ‘Darling Robin’.

         ‘Darling Robin’

         After Robert Garmany McCrum married Anne Eliza Riddall on 12 May 1864, a society wedding in St Patrick’s Church of Ireland Cathedral, high on the hill at the heart of Armagh City, his beloved wife had borne him two children, William (1865–1932), and Harriette (1867–1951), a pioneer suffragette, locally renowned in middle age for her brief correspondence with Joseph Stalin. Tragically soon after the birth of Harriette, 32Annie was diagnosed with ‘consumption’ (tuberculosis) for which the Victorian remedy was sea air. What followed is a heartbreaking episode of doomed convalescence. In the making of the penalty kick, Annie’s tragic death will shape the lives of her husband and young son forever.
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         At first, in 1867, she took furnished lodgings at 4 South Bourne Terrace, Bournemouth, together with young Willie, her baby daughter Harriette, a nursemaid and a companion named Emma, making a desperate attempt to recuperate. This separation from 33R.G. was torture, but she and her new husband were good Victorians, with a repertoire of stoicism. ‘It feels very lonely to think that you will not be back tonight,’ writes Annie, after one parting. ‘I must console myself … by thinking how much worse things might be.’ On a more contemporary reading, R.G. (‘My own darling Robin’) and Annie, young marrieds, were deeply in love. For two long years, they wrote to each other every day, and sometimes more often, sponsored by the wonders of the Victorian post, with a rare, intoxicating intimacy whose loss would become devastating to R.G. Every other week, this devoted husband would make the gruelling sea-crossing and train journey from Armagh to Bournemouth, via Dublin, Holyhead and Bristol. On one of these journeys, he reports he’d been ‘sadly disappointed. I had been dozing in the train and dreamt you were beside me, and turned to kiss you, but Oh the bitter disappointment’. To which Annie replied: ‘I long to see you again.’ Just before Christmas, 1867, for instance, she tells her husband, ‘I always like the letters you write on Saturday night.’ When he could not be with his ‘wee wife’, R.G. sent her wine, fresh violets, butter, brandy and other treats. Their correspondence was an exchange of mutual adoration that ended in Annie’s untimely death.

         Master Willie makes his first appearance in these letters as a boisterous toddler. Annie, writing to her darling Robin that ‘I don’t know how I will ever let you go again’, reports their son’s precocious antics, adding 34‘I wish I was near to give you a good kiss and a hug, for all the kisses you send in a letter are just like ghosts or shadows.’ R.G. replies that ‘it is only when I am away that I can realise the hold that both our little children have on my heart.’ In later life, R.G. was noted for his sentimental indulgence towards children. Annie, meanwhile, rarely misses an opportunity to smuggle in a line or two of discreet flirtation: ‘I’m sure your stock of kisses must be a heavy one, and I want a supply very badly.’ On Valentine’s day, she adds, ‘my Valentine is not at all out of place as we are still lovers … What a talk we will have when we get to bed.’ In reply, her Robin confesses that he’s told ‘a man on a train’ how he wishes ‘I could be with my own darling wife not only every week, but every day’.

         While Master Willie is growing into a chatty and convivial young show-off (who ‘keeps us all in amusement here’), his Victorian father notes Annie’s reports of their son’s ‘funny little speeches’, hoping that he ‘will not be spoiled by us with too much indulgence’. His wife, meanwhile, is dying by degrees, coughing painfully at night, and writing to R.G. that he ‘must not be at all uneasy about the blood’.

         Her son’s reported conversations betray something of the mood in their final address, South Bank Villas: ‘Willie came to me today,’ writes Annie, ‘with his elbows stuck out and said to me, I am an angel. Look at my wings.’ As an Irishwoman, she’s also a fierce patriot. The Irish, she reports, are such ‘a brave, warm-hearted, 35hospitable people, in every respect superior to the English’.

         These emotions, flowing both ways, are unfettered and moving. On their fourth wedding anniversary, R.G. executes a daring literary comparison: ‘Novelists,’ he writes, ‘picture unmarried lovers as “panting for the appointed hour”. I think, if they knew the real joys of married love, they would have portrayed the yearnings of husband and wife to meet each other, as something stronger, deeper and finer … Do not you and I love each other more than we did four years ago? Do we not long for every hour of our separation to be ended?’

         Among Annie’s gossip about the children, and her many exchanges of endearment, there are some tantalising asides about the home they will share together once she is convalescent. Their plans for Milford House should have fulfilled those dreams, but the end was inevitable. Annie’s hopes for a reprieve from that separation were dashed on 6 January 1869, when she died at the age of twenty-nine. Nowhere in R.G.’s papers can I find any record of his wife’s passing, or his grief. It’s an eloquent emptiness that will grow into the first of many silences overshadowing family life in the Cottage. Master Willie, meanwhile, having lost his mother, was brought home from Bournemouth and cast adrift in the remorseless society of his father’s business. Until 1875, when he went to the Royal School in Armagh, he would be raised by R.G.’s housekeeper.

         Sarah Reilly is described in family folklore as ‘a 36wicked woman’, and Willie, missing his mother, fought her with the wild grief of the bereaved son. In the making of the penalty kick, which pits a lone defender against seemingly impossible odds, Willie’s story has been passed down, and doubtless embellished, as ‘an unhappy childhood’ in which, after the death of his mother, he was raised by domestic servants. R.G.’s relations with his first-born became increasingly strained. The father was dismayed; the son was resentful: during his teens, it became a split exacerbated by the young man’s drinking, and R.G.’s innate austerity. There is, for example, no evidence that his father took any interest in Willie’s campaign for the reform of Association Football.

         In some ways, R.G. had a better relationship with his staff than his family, a truth symbolised by the phone in the morning room of the Cottage that gave him a direct link to his managers at the mill. In Milford itself, his sentimental affection for the children of the village cannot disguise his failings as a parent, a family trait. In later life, Willie would sometimes complain that R.G. had also suffered from ‘a cold and distant relationship’ with his own father. This became a vicious circle: you cannot be rescued from the cause of your trouble by the cause of your trouble. The penalty kick is a rare exception to this rule.

         Is it possible that the kick which is just a kick was another version of Master Willie’s troubled privilege – the unbearable challenge of the open goal? One thing 37is certain: Rule 13 gave him a raison d’être, long into old age. Master Willie would become a connoisseur of disappointment and its associated regrets from the moment he invented his game-changer. In a strange way, it became a symbol of his boyhood quest for love and attention.

         ‘The Irishman’s Motion’

         Master Willie lost his mother before the age of five. During the twenty years of his wayward youth, until he submitted his proposal for the penalty kick to the Football Association, we can only speculate about the orphaned childhood of the little boy who had so loved to entertain his parents. In the fragments of correspondence that survive, his father R.G. is a man on a mission: the prosperity of Robert McCrum & Co; the philanthropic plans for his village; and his passion for improving the Cottage. On his son’s side, there is just the record of Master Willie’s admission to the Royal School, Armagh in September 1875, and his graduation in July 1881. ‘Cold and distant’ is the phrase that recurs in his relationship with R.G. Master Willie, damaged by the psychic penalties braided into his late-Victorian origins, was clever, solitary, and bookish but, indifferent to the family business, a fish out of water.

         Family tales from his young life indicate a neglected child, reproved by his father, struggling to find his feet. 38Speculation spools out like a silent movie. I see Willie alone in the Cottage, at play with his sister. Did he, perhaps, explore the fantasies of the dressing-up box, pore over classics in the library, or play solitary games of chess against himself? We can certainly watch him being chauffeured to school by R.G.’s driver in the family Daimler, until the school authorities protested at the disadvantage this inflicted on the new boy. As a teenager, he acquired the beginnings of an addiction to alcohol (and later, gambling). Willie’s struggle with bars and casinos was a constant source of friction. R.G.’s painful letters of paternal entreaty show a frustrated father vainly trying to establish a relationship while setting limits on his fractious, headstrong son. Such were his troubles as the reluctant heir to an Irish linen mill: the boy who missed his opportunity and squandered his substance.

         The late-Victorian debates about the proper conduct of football linked young Willie to the English ‘mainland’, the world of the FA, and the rivalries of the Football League. He was also, perforce, an ‘Irishman’. After the Royal School in Armagh, which was modelled on an English public school, he went as a Royal scholar to Trinity College, Dublin, where he graduated in 1886 as a Bachelor of Arts, having studied classics. He was noted by his lecturers as a particularly talented and hardworking student, more likely to be found in the library than any of Dublin’s elite clubs. At home in Milford, after he entered the family firm, Willie was 39always described as a gifted young man and ‘a brilliant raconteur’ who took pleasure in amateur theatricals.

         Conflict with his father persisted deep into adulthood. In July 1897 R.G. scolds his son’s weakness in tones of weary disappointment: ‘in the past you have not always kept strictly to what you intended to do, say on the matter of playing cards in railway trains which you wrote me you would not do.’ More agonised, R.G.’s anxiety about his son’s drinking and indebtedness shines through letters such as 23 June 1898: ‘I have been unhappy about you for a long time, and in perfect misery since I learned how far you had fallen. I can think of nothing night or day but of my boy and the terror that he will go down.’

         Beneath R.G.’s agitated, censorious scrutiny, Willie McCrum found fulfilment in play: to be out of doors, away from the Cottage and its servants; to be free, alive and independent, taking a swing at a ball. Who can say exactly how he expressed his pleasure at this release from R.G., from the relentless grind of the Milford Mill, from the menace of God-fearing Scots Presbyterian convention and good behaviour, combined with the obligations of being his father’s only son? Did he find something special in the companionship of other lads, fellow boy scouts less fortunate than himself? Was he happier among the gifted designers of damask linen than his strait-laced, oppressively dour contemporaries in the Ulster Protestant establishment? Did he watch the football fly through the air, spinning towards 40its first bounce God knows where? Did he revel in a diversion without rules, rhyme or reason, a recreation of abstract pleasure? Later, in the coming century, after the Great War, George Orwell would write: ‘Serious sport has nothing to do with play … it is war minus the shooting’ – an inter-war perspective from a notorious misery-guts. For Willie McCrum, it was not war but play that gave his life meaning. ‘Play’ is the word that seems to define his life at this time, inspiring the escape route that was on his doorstep. Only a footballer who revelled in ‘play’ could have conceived the winner-takes-all intoxication of the penalty kick.

         There was so much for the young man to shake off. When he stepped under the bright glass portico to negotiate the front door into Milford House, he passed into a sombre, driven world of silence and stillness whose inhabitants seem to exist halfway between an echo and a shadow. There were many doors, leading to a cavernous, mysterious interior of considerable grandeur, administered by parlour maids who hurried to and fro like mutes, obedient to the housekeeper and nervous of their place.

         This is not a world whose people are at home with noise, messiness, or spontaneity. The many family photographs that decorate the library, the billiard- and the dining-rooms compose a severe picture of a mahogany world, devoted to order and prosperity, frozen in time. I imagine Willie McCrum growing up in the draughty corridors between the nursery and the library. He 41would rarely see his father, was oppressed by paternal expectations, governed by the housekeeper, and spoke to his younger sister Harriette in awkward whispers, communicating in a kind of code. Like many families, this was a clan with secrets, and even deeper tensions. It’s hardly a surprise that he should have found himself on the football pitch, seeking refuge in sport. Football is the kind of raucous, uplifting game that demands lifelong dedication, even a dissociation, from family.

         In 1890–91, at the age of twenty-six, Willie had turned out for the inaugural season of the Irish championship for Milford’s village football club, possibly the worst team ever to take the field in Co. Armagh. To play in goal in those days, it’s been said that you had to be big and mad, ‘either a psychopath or a masochist’. Goalkeepers, in football literature, are depicted as a breed apart. Harry Pearson, in The Far Corner, describes one ‘noisy presence’ in the goal mouth ‘treating his six-yard box as an agoraphobic rabbit would its burrow’. ‘It’s a rule of goalkeeping,’ writes Pearson, that keepers ‘never admit to their mistakes. If it wasn’t for their athletic abilities, most of them would have gone into politics.’

         As a goalkeeper, Willie may have shared some of these qualities. There’s no doubt that he was exposed to the extremes of violence endemic to Victorian football. ‘Charging’ the keeper, for instance, was a tactic in itself. Sometimes the keeper did not even have to possess the ball to be clobbered without mercy. 42One Corinthian match report describes a goal being scored after the striker had ‘previously disposed of the goalkeeper’. From this goalmouth perspective, as an amateur sportsman, Willie was dismayed to witness the nobility of this fine English sport being corrupted by foul play, and disliked the win-at-all-costs attitude that was infecting the game. He’d also begun to entertain some new ideas about a possible ‘penalty’.
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         This new rule that Willie was devising, perhaps in trials on the Milford pitch, would not be any old penalty. It would be ‘a penalty kick’, quite different in title, importance and execution from the ‘free kick’ that already existed. Its name implied justice, even retribution, and its inspiration was the thing Master Willie had grown up with: his family’s Presbyterian belief in fairness, but fashioned in a peculiarly Irish way with uneven odds. To choreograph this paradoxical innovation, 43he would transform the layout of the goalkeeper’s territory into ‘the penalty area’, a footballer’s rendering of the Ulsterman’s ‘narrow ground’. This zone of jeopardy is a rectangular box that’s unique, with a distinctive D-shaped space that comes into play when a penalty is taken. No other sport possesses such a universal image to conjure an entire arena of dread.

         Willie was not alone in his thinking. Similar experiments had taken place on the mainland, but he was the first to table a motion for urgent reform. Our journey into the family past, and its role in the story of football raises some obvious questions. Can we identify the source of this invention? How Irish was it? What kind of unconscious Anglophile bias was it that inspired Master Willie to devise a ‘penalty’ that was also a masterclass in varieties of failure? In hindsight, it’s the amateur part of this innovation that’s especially interesting. Does it not join the list of football’s oxymorons that would culminate in the ‘professional foul’? How – you ask yourself – could anyone seriously think that this ‘penalty’ was, by any rational standard, fair? In what sense is it not a kick in which the odds are stacked and the dice blatantly loaded? Does the striker, with all the initiative, not have the advantage? Worse still, isn’t the keeper, in defence, just a sitting duck?

         Or is the penalty’s inequity supposed to mirror the unfairness of the crime? Master Willie had grown up with Gilbert & Sullivan. As a keen amateur performer perhaps he might have hummed the Mikado’s song while 44he worked away at revising his latest draft of Rule 13? 

         
            
               My object all sublime I shall achieve in time

               To let the punishment fit the crime.

               And make each prisoner pent

               Unwillingly represent

               A source of innocent merriment.

            

         

         From a wider perspective, the Victorian regulation of football had been in the air for some years. In 1866, the FA established that only the goalkeeper could catch, and handle, the ball. In 1874, two umpires, appointed by either side were added to the game. They soon became ‘referees’, but were not given sole charge until 1891. There was always plenty for the referee to adjudicate, with few accepted standards of fair or foul play. ‘Barging and grassing’ (knocking over one’s opponent) remained integral to every match. The ‘passing game’, shaped by the new-fangled ‘forward pass’, would revolutionise the tactics of a sport which had not yet modernised fully. The Football League, indeed, was not born until 1888.

         During Master Willie’s formative years at school and university, football had become increasingly, and dangerously, violent. During one local derby between Coalville and Ashby-de-la-Zouch in February 1878, a vicious assault on a certain Herbert Dockery had proved fatal. When the case came to trial at Leicester Assizes, the judge conceded that the game was ‘a rough 45one’, but refused to denounce ‘the manly sports of this country’. The jury duly found the accused Not Guilty.

         To the old school, die-hard amateur, playing rough games was merely the questionable domestication of natural high spirits, and harmless manly mischief. Public schoolmasters, imbued with classical ideals, detected a clear link between physical, mental and moral welfare. The novelist Charles Kingsley, author of The Water Babies, wrote: ‘Through sport boys acquire virtues which no books can give them; not merely daring and endurance, but better still, temper, self-restraint, fairness, honour.’ Symbolic of the public school grip on the game, in London the 1873 Cup Final, promoted by the FA, was even delayed so that players and spectators could not only attend the match but then take public transport to see their fellows rowing on the Thames in the Varsity Boat Race.

         Master Willie was a man of his times, a privileged young player making football fit for the contemporary sporting scene, a new society of fan clubs and the Sporting Times, (aka the Pink ’Un). In 1890, Willie McCrum was a zealot for improvement. There was everything to play for, and he was forever a player. It was in this mood that he first tabled a motion for the reform of Rule 13. Eventually, his penalty kick, transformed into the shootout, would make the ethics and conduct of the game a perennial talking point. Football is a quintessentially rough sport in search of a better version of itself, that old battle between head and heart.46

         The birth of the penalty kick was touch and go. Rarely has a great innovation in the game had such an unpromising start. Everything about its origins was inauspicious. Willie McCrum was a hopeless amateur with a wretched team. In the 1890–91 Irish League championship, Milford finished bottom of the table, having conceded sixty-two goals and scored just ten. But there was something about this humiliation that seems to have stirred his fighting spirit. As the son of a prominent Armagh businessman (who was also High Sheriff), Willie held a position of influence with the Irish Football Association (IFA), which had recently become affiliated to the FA. Football deserved better, and he was determined to do something about it. When, during 1890, William McCrum submitted his ‘penalty kick’ proposal to the IFA, the general secretary of the Irish board, Jack Reid, a well-known local player, became so enthusiastic about young McCrum’s idea that he immediately offered to take the proposal to the next meeting of the International Board of the FA for incorporation into the Laws of the Game.

         This crucial board meeting, held at Anderson’s Hotel in London on 2 June 1890, was, however, a disaster. Word of the Irishman’s radical idea soon got out. McCrum, the moderniser, was scorned as an outsider from Ulster, and also as a show-off: only a goalkeeper with a passion for am. dram. could have dreamed up a mini-drama that makes him a star. Contrariwise, some opponents sneered at the Irish killjoy who, having 47betrayed its guilty secrets, proposed to deprive the game of its hallowed freedoms. Free kicks were already part of the game, but this new ‘penalty’ was a sharp and sterner kind of sanction. Some Victorian footballers, especially among the gentlemen amateurs from the public schools, protested against this unsporting innovation with its shameful suggestion of violence on the pitch.

         The snooty Corinthians, who would never concede that a gentleman might foul an opponent in the course of play, would always disdain Rule 13 as a betrayal. If a foul was given against them, their goalkeeper would stand aside, lean on the goalpost, smoke a cigarette and watch the ball being kicked into his net. Another great Edwardian athlete, C. B. Fry, declared Rule 13 to be ‘a standing insult to sportsmen to have to play under a rule which assumes that players intend to trip, hack and push opponents, and to behave like cads’. Meanwhile, the sporting press whipped up what one columnist described as ‘a perfect storm of ridicule’ on the issue, which was denounced as ‘the Irishman’s motion’. Ironically, this slur concealed a broader truth about the Ulster Protestants. They had always been prone to take wild risks to improve their lot. To remake a sinful world was a Presbyterian passion. After some predictable harrumphing from the English contingent that ‘no player would deliberately kick an opponent’, the IFA was forced to execute a tactical retreat, and withdraw its unsporting motion.

         The FA underestimated McCrum and Reid. 48Determined to rescue their beloved sport from foul play, the two ‘Irishmen’ set about lobbying their allies on the FA. A year after their humiliation, at 6 p.m. on 2 June 1891, during the International Board meeting in the Alexandra Hotel, Bath Street, Glasgow, these outsiders presented the penalty kick, described in the minutes as a ‘Kick from the Penalty Mark’, for the third time, without amendment. The press was excluded from a ‘long deliberation’. When Rule 13 was seconded by Charles Crump, an English delegate, it passed unanimously. In the eyes of many Victorian footballers, this innovation was an unprecedented infringement of ancient liberty. The language of Rule 13 – the first formulation of the penalty kick – would have chilled the blood of the fin-de-siècle footballer:

         
            If any player shall intentionally trip or hold an opposing player, or deliberately handle the ball within twelve yards from his own goal-line, the referee shall, on appeal, award the opposing side a penalty kick, to be taken from any point twelve yards from the goal-line, under the following conditions: All players, with the exception of the player taking the penalty kick and the goalkeeper, shall stand behind the ball and at least six yards from it; the ball shall be in play when the kick is taken. A goal may be scored from a penalty kick.

         

         For some seasons, the penalty kick struggled to overcome the negative publicity surrounding its beginnings. Eventually, Rule 13 became widely recognised 49as an essential part of the game, but with reservations.

         One match report from the Belfast Telegraph in August 1891 provides a sepia snapshot of a lost world. ‘For the second time in the history of Irish Association football,’ simpered the Telegraph’s reporter, ‘the ladies, or their cavaliers, were requested to pay. This course was adopted in view of the alleged fact that the girls had taken such an interest in the boys on the “arena”, such an absorbing interest in foul play, or the new rule for goal-mouth handballs, that they would attend today.’

         Moving to the match itself, the Telegraph described it as ‘exciting, from start to finish … There was one example of the working of the new foul-in-goal, but we think the referee erred in this case, and that only a free-kick should have been awarded.’ In 1910, on the mainland, there was another milestone, the first goal-scoring penalty kick in an FA Cup Final. In these early days, the freedom of movement granted to the goalkeeper could make scoring difficult. Eventually, in 1929, a new amendment ruled that the goalie could not leave his goal-line ‘until the ball is kicked’. Before the invention of the shootout, the penalty kick remained just a routine factor in the conduct of the game.

         Meanwhile, in another moment of excitement during this annus mirabilis, William McCrum had married Miss Maude Squires from Montreal, on 13 August, 1891, but not in Armagh. His own game was in extra time, approaching a shootout, but there was still everything to play for.
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            Chapter Three

            Foul Play

         

         Laughter in Court

         Maude Squires appears to have blown into the frivolous life of the dashing young sportsman Willie McCrum like a striker on a hot streak. I picture her as a spouse-hunter in a lot of lace, possibly with a lapdog. She was sexy, attractive and unconventional, a hedonistic, gregarious young Canadian who seems proud to have been among the first women to graduate from McGill University, an academic suffragette. Before her marriage, little is known of Miss Squires, or what it was that brought her to Northern Ireland. She was bilingual; her father a prosperous Montreal doctor. In the stuffy, Bible-bashing world of Protestant Ulster, his vivacious daughter seems to have played the Anglo-French card of saucy innuendo with finesse. As a risqué spirit from the colonies, she almost certainly met her future husband through the worlds of gambling and entertainment, spotting him as a good catch. In the same mood, still heady from his penalty-kick triumph, Willie seems to have been swept up in the tempting opportunities of a new life. His nuptials to Maude Mary Squires in August 1891, complete with that silver salver from the ‘employes’ of Milford, had 51the air of an elopement. No wedding photos survive, but it was celebrated some distance from Milford, on the outskirts of Belfast, at a church in Knock, within the parish of Holywood. Under ‘rank or profession’, Willie described himself as a ‘gentleman’; Maude, leaving no clues to her identity, scored a bold, ambiguous blank. Was she, too, anticipating a new start?
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         In the first flush of marriage, they were blessed. On 24 July 1892, a year after the penalty kick was adopted, Maude gave birth to Cecil Robert, a baby she doted on. The child was also a source of joy to his grandfather, but R.G. and Willie were still at odds. 52The old man battled with his son, with ill-health and adverse trading conditions, ever vigilant for sober, frugal and respectable conduct. Willie, for his part, was as gregarious, entertaining and as spendthrift as ever. As a newly married man with a young bride, the heir to Milford and an influential association with the FA, he was a sought-after figure in the county.

         The newlyweds signalled their independence from the routines of the Cottage and moved to the Mall, a fashionable part of Armagh, where they began to lead separate lives. Former patterns of family dysfunction returned like an old curse. In 1893, R.G. was taken so seriously ill with an undisclosed condition that, in a slight to Willie, he gave power of attorney to his daughter Harriette. How little did R.G. trust his boy, even now that he was a married man. As proprietor and head of the family, he would spend the rest of this decade grappling with the fraught ‘succession’ question, and also, to his greater distress, the embarrassment of Maude’s scandalous behaviour.

         By the mid 1890s, Willie’s impetuous marriage was in serious trouble. In June 1897, R.G. (preferring to keep up appearances) wrote in confidence to James Girdwood, his American sales agent, about his daughter-in-law. ‘I do not know,’ he writes, ‘if you have heard of the great trouble that has fallen on me through the conduct of Willie’s wife, in any case the enclosed newspaper cutting will affirm it.’ This press clipping was tabloid gold: a press report, replete with 53gossip, on the scandalous case of Mrs Edith Hart vs. Henry Chichester Hart, the High Sheriff of Donegal, in which an abused wife petitioned her husband for divorce on the grounds of his cruelty and adultery. In 1896, such an event was almost unheard of and betrayed a bitter marital breakdown. Adulterous Mr Hart was accused of having affairs with three women, one of whom was named and shamed as Maude Mary McCrum (née Squires).

         When the case came to court, there was no escaping her disgrace. The court was told that, in one letter to Maude, Henry Hart had addressed her as ‘My sweetest cherished love, my darling love, you little rogue … (laughter)’. Elsewhere, Hart began another billet-doux with ‘My own darling, darling, darling,’ before making a maudlin declaration that ‘Life does not exist without you. I will be a good husband to you in days to come.’ More embarrassing for Willie, he’d also written: ‘My dearest Love, It will be the sole task of my life to keep you happy. I do hope your poor husband is not hard on you, as we are utterly one. My sweetest wife, there never was a woman so worthy of being loved than you. [sic]’

         The embarrassment and humiliation of Maude’s behaviour was compounded by some excruciating national publicity. The case, which would end up in the House of Lords, was reported with relish in the Irish Independent, the Dundee Evening Telegraph, the Western Mail, the South Wales Echo and several Irish publications, including the Tyrone Courier. Amid the 54brouhaha, R.G., the tight-lipped paterfamilias, told Girdwood that, once confronted with her infidelity, his errant daughter- in-law had ‘expressed great penitence’. Ever charitable, he added that Willie had forgiven her ‘in the hope that her conduct in the future will atone for the past’.

         In the eyes of the godly and hard-working R.G., however, Maude’s philandering was a dynastic crisis. ‘It is impossible for her to show her face again in Irish society,’ he wrote. ‘She has left the country and Willie has gone with her.’ R.G.’s distress was both for his family, and also for the firm. He adds that Willie ‘will not return to Ireland. Thus he cuts himself off from me and from the business. What am I to do? I cannot tell.’ In a poignant confession about his advancing years, R.G. continues, with rare candour, that he has ‘lost heart [with] nothing to hope for. I fear things will not go on flourishing as they should do’. He adds, bitterly, that ‘the sin of this woman has upset all my calculations’.

         The wider fallout in the family from the scandal surrounding the cuckolded husband is obscure, but Milford is a community that loves to talk. Among the millworkers of the village, it was an open secret that Maude’s affair had driven Willie deeper into drink, his old trouble. His father, meanwhile, refused to be cast down. By the summer of 1897, his annus horribilis, R.G. had recovered his sang-froid, mastered his despair and seems to have taken charge of his son’s life, 55as so often in the past. A ‘Liverpool scheme’ was now in place whereby the young McCrum family, exiled from Ireland, would set up house on Merseyside. Willie, meanwhile, would take the Belfast ferry three days a week ‘to work for the company’. Should his son not adhere to this proposal, R.G. remarked with menace that, if Maude was left alone ‘for three or more days each week’, she might form ‘undesirable acquaintances’. Months later, he reported to Girdwood that Willie was now working during office hours in Belfast, and sharing weekends with his wife and son in Liverpool, under a kind of house arrest.

         Long ago, after the death of his beloved Annie, in the depths of his sorrow, R.G. was always able to recruit, from his inner reserves, some remarkable resilience. Maude’s disgrace, however, seems to have broken him. He told Girdwood that, as a father, he felt ‘so depressed and worried that I cannot think clearly’. He had toyed with ‘getting out of the business altogether’ but admitted that such a decision was unthinkable, ‘a great hardship’. On the other hand, ‘it would be even worse to let the business just drop away from want of energetic management’. In hindsight, this episode marks the beginning of the mill’s slow decline. R.G., however, was an Ulster Scot with an instinctive coolness towards setbacks in the game of life. Failure was unthinkable, just a challenge to be overcome. His pragmatic but ruthless solution to the vexatious conundrum of his son’s misfortunes was reached in 1898 56when he transformed the family business (McCrum, Watson & Mercer) into a limited liability company, cutting his heir out of any active part in its future.
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         Worse would ensue. The ‘Liverpool Scheme’ was not a success. Willie remained spendthrift, pleasureseeking, and unfulfilled. Maude, having lost interest in family life, became deeply estranged from her husband. Willie, abandoned yet again, found consolation in coaching, and sometimes playing, football at his old school whose magazine, The Armachian, printed a team photo of their sporting old boy with some earnest young players. Rain or shine, he was always full of good advice about the best way to take a penalty kick, while remaining notably indifferent to its psychology. Who knows exactly how comforting his sponsorship of this gamechanger would be during the imminent approach 57of his decline and fall as a scion of Ulster? In 1999, about a century after this crisis, Gary Lineker, the renowned England striker and football commentator, would stand next to the McCrum family grave in the magnificent cemetery of St Mark’s church, Armagh, where William McCrum lies buried, and joke to the BBC camera that ‘This man has a lot to answer for.’

         Had he known the truth of Master Willie’s humiliation as a husband, father, and failed businessman, Lineker might have been less flippant.

         Despite Willie’s response to her infidelity, Maude made no attempt to change her ways. ‘When I hear of [Maude] hunting and posing as a great lady …’ wrote R.G., unable to conceal his hostility, ‘it does not make me value her discretion.’ The shame of the 1897 scandal returned when, in 1903, she began a new affair with a ‘Major Heard’, a romantic soldier of whom almost nothing is known. For Willie, who had once been attracted to Maude’s independence, this was the end. All hopes of family life were dashed. He, his ex-wife and their only son, Cecil, would henceforth lead separate lives. Willie’s grandson Tony later described Maude as a sprightly but dotty ‘grand-mère’ who conversed in an eccentric Franglais, and was known to rise from the dinner table, before jumping up and down on the spot like an Edward Lear character, ‘to aid her digestion’.

         The family breakdown was profound, but not final. When Maude told R.G. that she wanted to 58divorce Master Willie and marry the Major, the old man, instinctively tribal, put his foot down. Blood came first; he’d never countenance a divorce; and he did not hesitate to throw family money behind this argument, pointing out that she and Willie enjoyed a substantial private income from the firm. If Maude were to divorce her husband (at a time when wives who initiated divorce proceedings were not legally entitled to a share of any assets), no settlement would be forthcoming. Strangely, for such a pillar of the community, R.G. was content to sponsor an arrangement whereby Maude stayed legally married to Willie, with no hint of impropriety. Soon after establishing this hypocritical settlement, R.G.’s health, which had been failing, deteriorated further, with a paradoxical outcome. It was the frailty of old age that prevented him from accepting one of the most sought-after invitations in Northern Ireland, the maiden voyage of Ulster’s new passenger liner, RMS Titanic.

         Milford had long supplied its renowned damask linen to the White Star Line, and the Titanic was the brainchild of his friend Thomas Andrew, the Belfast ship designer. R.G. was punctilious about the obligations of this lucrative contract. To receive such a coveted invitation in the spring of 1912 must have seemed an unimaginable honour, or perhaps, at his age – he was now eighty-three – just unthinkable. For whatever reason, R.G. declined the fateful summons to rendezvous in Queenstown at Cobh, the harbour 59outside Cork, and board this celebrated liner for its first Atlantic crossing. Instead, he passed the invitation to his daughter Harriette who, for reasons that are also unclear, decided to go and then – at the last minute – cried off.

         No free crossing was offered to Maude or Willie McCrum. She was disgraced; he was distracted with Association Football. In these closing years of Edwardian England, he had the satisfaction of seeing his penalty kick finding widespread support within popular culture and beginning to exhibit that tantalising capacity to baffle the hearts and minds of the most seasoned footballer with the classic sporting threats of ‘choking’ or ‘panicking’. On the English mainland, meanwhile, the exercise of Rule 13 had already begun to inspire some football legends. Walter Scott, a keeper for Grimsby, had a reputation as a penalty-saving whizz. In February 1909, having stopped seven out of eight penalties in the preceding two months of play, Scott’s performance at a Grimsby–Burnley match was hailed as ‘a record for the ground’ and a highlight of the game. ‘The crowd accorded [Scott] an ovation at the interval’ with more acclaim after the final whistle ‘in recognition of his masterly display’. Rarely had a goalkeeper enjoyed so much attention.

         Further south, in London, playing for Chelsea in 1905–06, there was ‘Little Willie’ Foulke, one of the first cult heroes of the modern game, and among ‘the largest men ever to play professional football’. One 60opponent, having missed his penalty, complained that there was no room either side of Foulke to score. This was hardly an exaggeration. At the start of his career, Little Willie (6’ 3’) wore twelve-inch collars, weighed in at a modest fifteen stone, and occupied goal in size twelve boots. As an Edwardian goalkeeper, he would have been kitted out in the colours of his team. It was not until 1909 that new FA rules required keepers to wear alternative colours (red, white or blue) to help referees distinguish them from the other players skirmishing in the goal mouth.

         Little Willie, known to the press as ‘Fatty Foulke’, drew a crowd as the consummate modern pro: a player who lived for penalties and relished the limelight. Where a Corinthian keeper would stand aside with contempt, Foulke used to charge the penalty spot, yelling and screaming. Before Rule 13 was amended to prevent such tactics, it seemed impossible to win against Little Willie. His hour of glory was sadly brief. In 1905, a change in the rules curbed the keeper’s chance to steal the show. ‘The opponents’ goalkeeper’ ran the latest revision, ‘shall not advance beyond his own goal line.’ Fatty Foulke spent his final years on the beach in Blackpool, eking out a living from holidaymakers with his ‘Beat Little Willie’ penalty-shot challenge. He died there in 1916, from pneumonia contracted by ‘saving penalties for pennies’, aged forty-two, just before the battle of the Somme.61

         For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow

         That was Master Willie’s world, a sporting life populated by star players of whom R.G. knew next to nothing. In old age, Milford’s chief was more than ever a stranger to the thrills of twentieth-century mass entertainment. An impressive patriarch, this whiskery linen lord was an aristocrat of Northern Ireland. His portraits – massive, stern, and unbending – stare down from the walls of the archives in Armagh. If you did not know about his lifelong bereavement, his hard work and philanthropy, or his love of gardens, you might conclude that he was vain and self-important, armoured against the world by his honours (J.P., High Sheriff etc.), but I like to detect a well-concealed sweetness which he would often bestow on the children of Milford. Besides, in the absence of any rapport with his son, he was preoccupied with his legacy, and with Milford affairs. In the sunset of Edwardian England, the Home Rule politics of the years before the outbreak of war gave him little peace.

         More than ever, the McCrums of Milford were fish out of water, stranded between the two worlds of colonial Ireland and imperial Britain. The old arguments within the narrow ground had turned bitter, tribal and nationalistic. In 1910, the local Orangemen approached R.G. for a site on which to build an Orange Hall. He refused. As a liberal unionist, committed to a non-sectarian community, he did not want 62the Orange Order disturbing his domain. Undaunted, the Milford Lodge found some land on the edge of the village, and put up a neo-Gothic hall, part church, part fortress. It stands there still, isolated and unloved, a forlorn reminder of the darker tremors that continued to disturb the narrow ground.
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         R.G., not to be outdone by his own people, began building on the plot of land in the heart of Milford already identified by the lodge, opposite the village school, and for the considerable sum of £3,000 put up the ‘R.G. McCrum Institute’, the last word in community recreation. A riposte to the Orange Order, it was 63to be for the whole village, without restriction. It was opened in February 1914, a few months before the outbreak of war. R.G. was eighty-five, but he made it onto the main hall’s stage in a wheelchair to deliver a speech that extolled the virtues of thrift and sobriety and promoted his gift. ‘The property,’ he told a packed house, ‘is yours.’ The Institute fulfilled a lifelong ambition, he announced to enthusiastic applause. ‘I have dreamt of such a building as this for the people of Milford, and now I trust the dream is coming true.’

         In this celebration, we catch a glimpse of the founder at work among his people. As well as his non-sectarian credo, some of R.G.’s most pointed remarks contained a coded critique of Master Willie, standing just a few feet away on the stage. Without irony, the old man highlighted the importance of raising families for a better future. ‘We are greatly affected by the lessons we have learned in our youth,’ he declared. ‘The prosperity and future of the rising generation are in the hands of parents … I am sure you all love your children. I would urge you to show them that love by training them to think and act aright.’

         R.G. then commended ‘the truth of Solomon’s words: “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it.”’ What, we might wonder, did Willie make of this homily? On this all-too-public occasion, R.G. also emphasised that the only thing to be prohibited in the new building was any kind of gambling, another rebuke to his son. He 64also spoke about the importance of education, referred to the library and reading rooms, and praised healthy exercise, relaxation and entertainment. The applause was prolonged, and everyone sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’.

         Finally, the stage was cleared, the piano rolled out and Master Willie stepped forward to sing ‘Mountains o’ Mourne’, a popular ballad, in a performance for which he was ‘vociferously encored’. This awkward snapshot of father and son together on stage is our last glimpse of these tragic figures before the clouds of war closed in. Occasionally, at events like this gala opening, R.G. seems to have translated his lifelong sadness into an uneasy kind of patriarchal reconciliation. Perhaps it was to this that one anonymous speaker at the opening this evening partly alluded when he declared, ‘No matter what, once we cross the threshold of this building let us forget our differences and become brothers and sisters.’

         Here in non-sectarian Milford, the mood was for harmony, reason and tranquillity. Elsewhere, the world was on the brink of the Great War. Not long after the opening of the Institute, British troops were en route to Flanders. Questions of Home Rule became swept aside in the mobilisation of ecstatic jingoism. In the North, from all sections of the community, the ‘sons of Ulster’ would soon be marching towards the Somme, united in their enthusiasm for empire. Within a year, British infantrymen would advance across No Man’s 65Land into murderous machine-gun fire from the German trenches, kicking footballs.

         While the European powers slid towards war, across South America football fever was catching on in Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Bolivia. One touring Swindon player described his experience of the game during a visit to Uruguay: ‘I have never seen such enthusiasm for the game … Boys on the street, on the seashore, down alleys, soldiers on barrack grounds – all have the fever.’ This kind of excitement later inspired George Orwell to declare: ‘The word “football” is mispronounced by scores of millions who have never heard of Shakespeare or Magna Carta.’ Closer to home, in No Man’s Land, the English game was also finding a new role among the ranks of the Ulster Irish volunteers.

         War in France reminded every young man in the narrow ground that fighting was in their blood. The Irish at war with the English had often recruited Scots mercenaries – galloglach or ‘foreign soldiers’ – popularised by Shakespeare as ‘gallowglasses’. The clans had always been martial; the military adventurism of the province responded with zest to Lord Kitchener’s appeal. In Flanders, fierce fighting on the western front at Ypres was followed by a mad slaughter at Neuve-Chapelle. During battle in autumn 1915, one Irish regiment had kicked a football towards the enemy’s trench. The poet Patrick MacGill, a stretcher-bearer, wrote of this, the Battle of Loos: ‘By the German barbed wire entanglements … The Irish were met with harrying rifle 66fire, deadly petrol bombs and hand grenades. Here I came across the dead, dying and sorely wounded … Here, too, I saw, bullet-riddled, a limp lump of pliable leather.’ That, reported MacGill, was ‘the football which the boys had just kicked across the field.’ Protestants and Roman Catholics were buried where they fell, saluted by the haunting music of the pipes.

         At home in Milford, there was another kind of mourning that autumn, sorrow mixed with the celebration of a long and distinguished career. On 1 September 1915, at the age of eighty-eight, R. G. McCrum died as he had lived, a solitary widower with a broken family, in the Cottage. He left an estate of £59,437 3s 11d.; bequeathed ‘my said son William McCrum … the use of my dwelling house in Milford’; and was duly buried in St Mark’s, Armagh, beneath a slightly imperious quotation from the Book of Revelations XXII: ‘And there shall be no more curse: but the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it; and his servants shall serve him.’ Willie received shares in McCrum, Watson & Mercer. The estranged Maude would benefit from a trust fund on condition she remained Willie’s spouse, to keep up appearances. Less impetuous than hitherto, Maude would have to wait awhile before marrying her Major Heard.

         R.G.’s funeral was followed by a winter wedding, his grandson Cecil’s marriage to Ivy Nicholson, at St Saviour’s in Pimlico, London. This union, coming soon after the proprietor’s death, marked a young 67man’s discreet but decisive repudiation of any Milford inheritance, an escape from two decades of family conflict and possibly from the looming prospect of commercial ruin. Ultimately, this was an heir’s irrevocable step towards his quest for a better future on the high seas with the Royal Navy, serving the empire on which the sun never set.

         Cecil, Pat and George

         Cecil, a child of the 90s, had grown up in Milford with the penalty kick. In 1899, at the age of seven, during his parents’ first marital breakdown, he was packed off to England, a prep school in Surrey, and never looked back. As their only son, Cecil had led a nomadic existence. Despite the severance of regular family ties, however, the boy seems to have loved his mother, and remained a source of anxiety to his grandfather, who told Willie that he ‘feared [Maude] might go [to Canada] and take Cecil with her’.

         In R.G.’s correspondence, his grandson was formally ‘Cecil’; among the wider family, he was ‘Pat’. In 1913, when he left boarding school to enlist as a cadet in the Royal Naval College, at Osborne, it was a natural move for a Protestant boy from a broken home to join the Senior Service. Here, before he graduated to Dartmouth, the boy developed yet another identity: among his fellows he was known as ‘George’. At the age of 68thirteen, following the flag, he shared classes with the young Louis Battenberg. Later, Lord Mountbatten of Burma would make a point of repeating that his fellow-recruit had been ‘the most brilliant student’ of his year. Not only did Cecil learn to navigate a divided life, no sooner had he been promoted midshipman in 1915, than he was being described by his seniors as a young officer of exceptional promise. In the old War Office files, inky ledgers record successive years of praise for the young lieutenant who, despite suffering severely from sea sickness, as Nelson did, ‘never allows it to interfere with his work’.

         In 1921, his captain describes him as ‘a very able officer’, of whom ‘I have a very high opinion’. Among many subsequent comments in this archive, one commanding officer’s observation that Cecil was ‘undoubtedly exceptional, and should go far’ is typical of the praise heaped on ‘a popular and exceptional officer’. One historian of Ulster describes service to the Crown, as a junior officer of his class, to be ‘inevitable as breathing’, but the arc of his stellar navy career speaks to the strains of growing up with R.G., Master Willie and the erratic Maude. His escape was counterintuitive. He was assimilating to another English establishment, with a different code, just as his father had done when he’d first approached the Football Association. Once Cecil, a.k.a. Pat, a.k.a. George, began to flourish on board the ships of the Home fleet (HMS Superb, Bristol and Temeraire), he would later 69admit to feeling ‘rootless’ outside the service which had given him such a release from the trials and disappointments of home.

         As a young man, coming of age in wartime, Willie’s son had grown into a highly intelligent, ambitious and attractive young man, forging an adult life through the rejection of his inheritance. He had become engaged to Ivy Nicholson, my grandmother, at the age of twenty-one. Now, as a rising young officer with good prospects on board the cruiser HMS Dido, he was marrying into a family whose naval tradition stretched back to patriotic duty under Lord Nelson’s command at the battle of Trafalgar.

         Willie attended his son’s wedding in London, and signed the register, giving no ‘profession’. His duty done, I picture him returning home to Armagh via boat and train, an elderly single man who had grown accustomed to the bachelor life of the Cottage. In the absence of his wife and son, Milford gossips noted how ardently Willie committed himself to coaching local lads in the arts of football. Too late, perhaps, he had begun to reclaim Milford House for himself, and his other Milford family, the Boy Scouts, to whom he was devoted.

         ‘The Best Kind of Gentlemen’

         The Great War had already brought change and 70renewal. In Armagh, Master Willie came into his inheritance determined upon a more liberal regime. Unlike his father, at home in the Cottage, he would keep open house. As County Commissioner for the Armagh Scouts, he’d let these Milford lads have the run of his property.

         ‘They may be mill boys,’ he is reported to have said, to justify his easygoing ways, ‘but they are the best kind of gentlemen.’ There are stories of pillow fights and high jinks. Miss Reilly, R.G.’s devoted housekeeper, who had stayed on after her master’s death, made no secret of her disapproval. When she sang hymns at her work, the boys learned to keep their distance. ‘Nearer my God to Thee’ was the signal to hide under the table. Another scout remembers the Cottage as ‘like a boys’ club’ where they could play billiards and borrow books. Master Willie had ‘a vast library’, reports another. In one recurring anecdote, Master Willie, who loved to play chess and draughts, competed blind-fold against some twenty scouts and won hands-down, to general astonishment.

         A clever, but troubled figure, Master Willie delegated the administration of the mill to his managers. If there was a trading crisis looming in Milford, he seems to have ignored it. Willie’s troubled term as a post-war proprietor is remembered less for his failures than for his outstanding generosity. Like the string band on the Titanic, did he not realise that the ship was going down? Oblivious to the dangerous water 71ahead, he found temporary happiness teaching the art of the penalty kick to the boys of the Royal School in the months before the Armistice.

         In the city of Armagh, Willie was renowned as a football player, and an ambassador for a sport disdained in the south of Ireland, where it was seen as an expression of British rule. His tenacious opposition to foul play in the goalmouth was of a piece with his old boy’s devotion to his alma mater and a loyalty to some values more British than the Brits. Since the 1880s, sport-loving Irish republicans usually affiliated to the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), in an assertion of allegiance to Irish traditions. Eventually, by a strange irony typical of Ireland, the national sport, Gaelic football, would adopt the penalty kick, to use it, just as in football, to decide major games. (Many GAA fans are not in favour of this.)

         In the bitter aftermath of the 1916 Easter Rising, football in Ireland would be at the mercy of sporadic violence. In November 1920, for instance, at a Gaelic football match in Croke Park, the Black and Tans (rogue paramilitaries) opened fire on the crowd, killing thirty. In such a climate, debates about the theory and practice of the penalty kick were academic. Not until the end of the twentieth century would football find a new role in a new Ireland when the national team competed at the 1990 World Cup in Italy, under the charismatic management of Jack Charlton.

         When the Partition of Ireland came in 1921 and 72the counties of Ulster, separated from the South, were incorporated into Great Britain, a better businessman might have committed himself to repairing the family fortunes. But Willie’s fondness for football and other kinds of recreation, gambling and good living were too great a distraction. For this, in the coming post-war decade, he would pay a heavy price. His son, meanwhile, was pursuing his career as an up-and-coming naval officer, stationed in Hong Kong, serving aboard HMS Hawkins.

         The Gamechanger

         Cecil, Pat and George McCrum form a triumvirate I never knew. Although my grandfather (long divorced from his wife, Ivy) did not die until January 12 in the Jubilee year of 1977, when I was twenty-four, and had still to make my first visit to Armagh, we never met. Nor could we have reunited while my grandmother, or her son Michael, my father, were still alive: that wound remained too raw. The investigation of ‘George’s’ naval career could never fully happen and – just as with R.G. – there’s virtually no documentary source in the archives to illuminate the unspoken mysteries of his career, or its place in the story of the penalty kick.

         Many questions about the origins of this historic gamechanger continue to add mocking echoes to this story from within the chasms of the past. My ancestors 73were of a generation that kept its counsel and left scant records. Did Willie understand what he had created? What was his motivation, and was it just about the game? Or his aspirations to Englishness? As a player, which aspect of the penalty kick was most important to him? Did he ever recognise its essential unfairness; more to the point: did he care? We simply do not know. Master Willie could never have anticipated the way in which this masterclass in the lonely art of failure became so universal. In the twenty-first century, as much as success, failure and its sad audit have become an addictive element in the global football marketplace. And yet sports psychology, mind games and body language are an old story. Balzac had published his ‘gait study’ articles in L’Europe Littéraire as long ago as 1833. In the late twentieth century, the expert analysis of the mind/body dichotomy eventually became a new obsession, supercharged by the dominance of televised sport. In this dimension, the penalties would take on a new lease of life.

         Between the end of the Great War in November 1918 and the opening of the English World Cup in July 1966, the story of the penalty kick evolves in small and mostly unimportant ways. Its significance now becomes principally metaphorical. At moments of extreme jeopardy in games such as football (penalty kicks), tennis (match-points) and even chess (the endgame), sports people sometimes refer to ‘choking’ and ‘panicking’ to explain a player’s sudden and dramatic 74loss of skill. Malcolm Gladwell, the author of Blink, a popular psychological investigation into ‘the power of thinking without thinking’, identifies ‘panic’ as a typical affliction among amateurs (in a crisis, we are all susceptible to panic), but argues that the pro will only ‘choke’ after years of training. Gladwell describes how, in the 1993 Wimbledon final, for example, Jana Novotná, who was just one point from winning the championship, served her ball into the net and then, to universal astonishment, conceded a double fault. After she had lost, inexplicably, to Steffi Graf, there was only one question: did she choke, or did she panic?

         Gladwell’s theories relate, principally, to sports competition, with applications to wider categories of failure, but they are a useful starting-point in the consideration of such disappointments. To choke is to suffer a specific kind of catastrophe, in which explicit responses (conscious learning) overcome implicit learning (skills that function outside of awareness). To panic, on the other hand, is to stop thinking altogether, a process whereby stress wipes out memory. Choking is about thinking too much. Panic is about thinking too little. In the evolution of the penalty kick into the shootout, it’s choking not panicking that’s the enemy. As we’ll see, good psychology remains essential to successful penalty-taking. It’s here, as a sub-plot in the dark art of failure, that we can follow the penalty kick in the life of Master Willie during his final years, and the way in which its metaphorical potency continued 75to haunt his family, a suggestion that might have astonished him.

         Remarkably, it seems that Master Willie never quite grasped what it was that he’d invented. The evidence suggests that his obsession with penalties was pragmatic more than psychological. He would spend his subsequent career analysing the complexity of the penalty kick – as a kick – and surely understood its capacity to inflict terrible stress on striker and goalkeeper alike. But he never addressed the mental challenge of the kick, as scores of sports psychologists would do in the coming century. Instead, writing in his school magazine, he continued to obsess on the physical act of scoring. As late as 1929, when he was sixty-five, and past his prime, Master Willie can be found bewailing ‘the decline of place-kicking’ in rugby football in the pages of The Armachian.

         ‘When place-kicks right in front of the post are missed time after time,’ he laments, ‘it is plain that something is rotten in the state of Denmark.’ One sovereign remedy, he continues, would be ‘to practise’. But here’s the rub, a hint of the penalty kick’s complexity. ‘All the practice in the world will not effect a cure if we persist in a wrong method.’ The solution? ‘The would-be goal kicker must learn the scientific method of kicking.’ (But no mention of choking or panicking.)

         In this tantalising, brief passage we hear Master Willie’s voice through the ether of lost time. His scholarly, rather earnest, pedagogical tones take up a 76thorough consideration of the ‘eminently unscientific’ method (‘aiming the kick at the apex of the ball’) popular with modern players. This theory, he instructs, ‘makes no allowance for human inaccuracy or for imperfections in the ball. If the ball were placed with absolute precision, and if the force were applied absolutely at the right point, the ball would go between the posts every time.’ But here he must concede human frailty. ‘Balls are not absolutely perfect and kickers are only human.’ The only ‘method’ he can recommend is one which ‘allows for a margin of error’.
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         Now, having got this off his chest, Master Willie proceeds to enunciate his principles of penalty-kicking: ‘Place the ball in such a position that the toe 77strikes it at a point slightly below where it is widest … The run-up is of the greatest importance … A few strides are all that is needed, but they must be carefully measured … Find out what distance suits you best, measure it carefully, and stick to it. Do not look at the posts, but keep your eye on the ball. Failure to do this is the cause of many miskicks. Let the leg follow well through … The line of the kick should bisect the angle formed by the ball and the two posts.’ Not only does he write about rugby football without any reference to the game of football he loved to play, he never seems to examine the complexity of the kick that his Rule 13 has sponsored.

         Does he consider the goalkeeper’s perspective? Never. Or mention the issues that trouble the modern player? Hardly. Or refer to game theory? He explores no considerations of body language. Above all, there’s nothing on the psychological battle surrounding penalties. Willie was secure in his achievement as an innovator ahead of his time. He was also prescient in not wanting to ‘overthink’ such kicks. Perhaps he was right to be playing for the posterity stakes. The penalty kick came into its own as a gamechanger after he was long gone, and it was not in his temperament to linger over his disappointments. During the decade after the Great War, despite his own, worsening predicament, he never seems to have considered the anatomy of failure in its broadest sense. To Master Willie, a kick was just a kick.
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            Chapter Four

            The Art of Failure

         

         Short Time

         The Great War was over, but peace brought few dividends, and Ireland was still at war with itself. In the famous words of Winston Churchill, ‘The whole map of Europe has been changed … but as the deluge subsides and the waters fall short we see the dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone emerging once again.’ The North had reentered that time-warp which, in 1969, would culminate in the Troubles. Once upon a time, when the lights of the avenue shimmered through the evening light, and local bigwigs rolled up to Milford House in their carriages and motor vehicles, the village had looked on in open-mouthed fascination. During Edwardian times, when R.G. listed ‘gardening’ as his recreation, these grounds had been lovingly cared for.

         There’s also a photograph taken just after the First World War, showing a tea party on the lawn. Various family members, nattily dressed in blazers and Oxford bags, pose for the camera with casual assurance. The sun is shining; the atmosphere’s of leisured calm. But this picture of God in his heaven etc. is deceptive. Master Willie is absent, and if you dig into the records, this was not a happy ship. Worse, it was on the wrong 79course, steaming north-north-west towards the iceberg of liquidation.

         Are all forms of failure equal? What do such failures tell us about who we are and how we perform? Compared to the football players of today, and their professional soothsayers, Master Willie is the supreme, and ultimately doomed, amateur who seems to have classed his business failure as an example of missing an open goal, essentially a matter of bad luck. By chance, his son, the professional officer serving in the Royal Navy, who had made such a determined effort to escape his family, and the threat of career disappointment, was about to experience a dramatic combination of both ‘choking’ and ‘panicking’, in the most personal way.

         The minutes of the McCrum Institute, meanwhile, tell the story of the Milford linen mill’s final decade. In 1919, the Governing Board was still hoping for a return to the good old days, with the Institute ‘a centre and rallying point for the social, intellectual and moral forces of the village’. The membership numbered 200, with a 2–1 male-female ratio. But Ireland was divided, trade did not pick up and soon the membership had fallen to 137. The following year, the secretary expressed a general desire: ‘Our country has passed through very troublous times … Now that peace has at last been established, we have great hopes [for] the industrial and social life of our village, that all creeds and classes will work more harmoniously together.’80

         It was not to be. In 1924, noting that cinema attendance was down, the secretary blamed Spanish flu, ‘the depression in trade’ and the factory running on ‘Short Time’. Things got worse, but they battled on. In 1925, the Musical and Dramatic Society staged a light comedy, ‘The Drone’, but the next year was ‘a most gloomy one’ for which the minutes blame ‘the universal depression in trade’ again. By 1930, the mood of resignation in defeat is unmistakeable. With the depression that followed the Great Crash of ’29, library borrowing had shot up; ever-philanthropic, Master Willie donated ‘200 volumes by good standard authors’ from his own library. After the AGM, they screened Papa’s Boat and The Quitter, and then danced ‘until the small hours of the morning’.

         F. Scott Fitzgerald once said, in answer to the question of how he became bankrupt: slowly, then all at once. McCrum, Watson & Mercer collapsed in a matter of weeks, with Master Willie forced to sell lock, stock and barrel to the Northern Bank. In a final humiliation, the furniture and effects of Milford House would be offered for sale at a public auction, from 12–15 November 1930. Cecil McCrum, the errant heir to a lost fortune, now serving with the China Squadron, seemed to have made a good call.81

         The China Squadron

         My grandfather had married well into a boisterous English tribe of captains and admirals. In Milford, the villagers derived clannish satisfaction from his naval service at sea. Soon, he and Ivy would be far from home, sailing east to join the China Squadron, in 1921, posted with their young family, Patrick and Tony, aged five and three respectively, to settle in luxury on the Peak in Hong Kong. Would the young lieutenant escape the decline and fall of the family business serving on board the battle-cruiser HMS Hawkins? His superiors were enthusiastic; and there was talk of speedy promotion. This seemed to be his future.

         Then, in December 1922, through another brutal irruption of fate, five-year-old Patrick, having complained of ‘a tummy ache’, suffered a burst appendix, which deteriorated into peritonitis. As if roused from a nightmare, his brother Tony, my uncle, recalls ‘ragging with him in bed early one morning’, and then being taken by his amah to see Patrick, who was already unconscious, in hospital. ‘I can see a nurse sweeping past us, carrying Pat in his blue dressing gown, and looking so small and weak.’ Tony’s memories are sharp and poignant. ‘We were shooed away, and I never saw him again.’

         When his mother, Ivy, broke the news, he remembers her repeating, in tears: ‘Pat has gone to be with the angels.’ Silence smothered grief, while the boy 82struggled with an irrational guilt that he was somehow responsible for his brother’s fate. After the slaughter of the Great War, and the flu epidemic of 1918, untimely death was too commonplace to inspire much therapeutic introspection. At the end of her life, my grandmother would sometimes confess: ‘I’ve never got over Pat’s death.’

         The shattered young family took the sad sea journey home. From this ‘miserable voyage’, Tony recalls lunching alone ‘in a huge dining-room, with the punkahs whirring gently overhead while turbaned waiters wafted noiselessly to and fro’. Lost in sorrow, his father bought a smart new cream-coloured, open-topped Dodge. When they boarded the Belfast ferry by night, Tony watched the car being winched on board before the ship sailed through the darkness towards Ireland. ‘The next morning,’ he recalls, ‘my mother roused me early to look out of the porthole, and I saw the green hills on the north side of Belfast Lough rising straight out of the sea.’ From there, it was a short drive to Armagh. Here, the hush of life in Milford House was broken by the ticking of a grandfather clock, the rattle of crockery on trays, the occasional booming of remote dinner gongs, and the offstage larking of Boy Scouts.

         The failure of the mill became a coda to mourning. The homecomers found a business, swamped by debt, apparently beyond reprieve. The slump in McCrum family fortunes was remorseless. As if the lights had gone out, nothing seemed to go right, a mix of bad 83luck and bad judgement. Irish linen faced the post-war challenge of global competition. Master Willie’s heady Edwardian world – electricity, the footlights, football and the casino tables – was replaced by the grey monotone of job losses, plunging profits and a losing struggle to recapture traditional markets. In place of R.G.’s cunning and drive, his son was adrift in a sea of troubles. The enthusiastic game-player had lost the plot. Confronted with failure, it was rumoured that he was hitting the sauce again.

         In these sad, final years of Milford’s linen business, there seems to have been no attempt to redeem the family livelihood. Willie was in thrall to his managers, who were alleged to be in cahoots with the bank. So long at odds with his father, estranged from his wife and lacking any rapport with his only son, Willie had no one in the family to trust, or even to whom he could turn for consolation. The conditions of trade worsened, symbolised by the General Strike of 1926, while Cecil and Ivy had taken a lovely house in the English village of Alverstoke, with an uninterrupted view of great liners navigating the bright waters of the Solent. High-flying Cecil was now a staff officer on HMS Vernon, stationed in ‘Pompey’ (Portsmouth), shortly to become ‘one of the youngest commanders in the navy’.

         Such palmy days became the family’s last hurrah. The speculative orgy of the 1920s ended in October 1929 when security prices on Wall Street crumbled in frenzied selling. In May 1930 President Hoover 84announced that ‘we have passed the worst’. He was wrong. Across the United States and throughout the British empire, the Great Crash brought down many venerable businesses. In London, Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour government was promising to end the rule of the rich. The Great Depression followed; in hindsight, 1931 marked the end of one era, and the start of something new. For the former occupants of Milford House, bankruptcy would come as a sequence of fresh humiliations.
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         After the sale, Master Willie, now in his sixties, and in failing health, moved into lodgings in Milford. Surviving photographs record a sad, baggy-eyed, portly figure with bulldog jowls and a soup-strainer moustache in a flat cap and heavy tweeds. He was looked after by his valet Harry Hyde, but soon decided to go 85and live with his son in England. Hyde, who packed up for his master and saw him off from Armagh station, believes he was ‘the last to see him go’. The reluctant grandfather stayed for a few months with his son, daughter-in-law, and three young grandsons in Alverstoke. But the visit was not a success and the old fellow is remembered as ‘very unapproachable, not attractive to a child … a deeply unhappy man’. He would read the sporting press, gossip about the latest scores, discuss team prospects and shuffle about in his slippers. Eventually, he returned home to solitude, booze, and destitution. There are some sad stories of his abortive attempts to teach his grandsons to play chess. Baffled by the frustrations of family life, he eventually turned to the most bookish pupil, his grandson Michael, who proved an apt student. In general, the penalty kick meant nothing to this family and none of them (so far as I can recall) was ever interested in football. Master Willie’s awkward visit to the ‘mainland’ petered out in mutual disappointment and misunderstanding.

         Cecil’s relationship with his father had never been easy (an echo of R.G.’s difficulties with Master Willie), and he was still in grief for Patrick. He seems to have found consolation in his glittering naval career which had just witnessed a notable promotion, written up in the Armagh press. As the newly-appointed commander of the battle-cruiser HMS Hood, he had joined a famous naval tradition. To be made a commander under the age of forty was to be tipped for a distinguished 86career in the Senior Service, with everything to play for. For Cecil, however, the game was about to descend into a different kind of foul play, with worse penalties and finally a more tragic failure.

         The Red Flag
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         The banking crisis that forced Willie McCrum into liquidation drove Britain into an irrational defence of the pound. An inexperienced Labour government argued, wrongly, that the only defence of the gold standard was a draconian pay cut. When the Treasury insisted on cutting sailors’ pay across the board, the cabinet resigned, plunging Ramsay MacDonald’s administration into crisis. Were these the pre-conditions for 87revolution? Mindful of the Czar’s fate, George V took the opportunity to persuade the Prime Minister to betray his party; as a result, Labour and the Conservatives were manoeuvred into an emergency coalition with the Liberals, to create a National Government.
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         In the midst of this tense political drama, the Admiralty began to draw up job losses and wage cuts. Simultaneously, in a perfect storm of bad timing, the Home Fleet was preparing to sail to the west coast of Scotland from the home ports of Chatham, Portsmouth and Devonport. With a reckless disregard for the lower deck’s discontent, the Fleet was scheduled to embark on naval exercises from an anchorage outside the windswept Highland town of Invergordon. The commander of the Hood was a promising young naval officer with plenty of self-confidence and a natural 88authority among the crew, but this was a challenge towards which even Horatio Nelson might have turned a blind eye. The mobilisation of some veteran warships from the Battle of Jutland, under the threat of job cuts, enraged the Home Fleet. This ‘autumn cruise’ of 1931 became a recruiting sergeant for mutiny; since Victorian times, going to sea had become a way of life. Many ordinary seamen, caught between unemployment and an imminent wage squeeze, felt a revolutionary desperation.

         Commander McCrum with premonitions of disaster, seems to have recognised the baffling ways of adversity. He had grown up in the shadow of the mill, and understood the friction between management and shop floor, having a natural gift for reconciling opposed interests through mediation. Aboard a ship like the Hood, with a crew of about 1,400, the captain would delegate the running of the ship. After his rapid promotion, ‘George’ had become responsible for the well-being of the ship’s company, many of whom hailed from Northern Ireland. One leading seaman on the Hood remembers ‘the most excellent commander, the best I’ve ever served with’. Morale was never an issue. The Hood was described by one rating as ‘a very happy ship’.
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         But all was not well. Like many battlecruisers in the Home Fleet, and even the empire itself, the Hood was on the verge of obsolescence. These Edwardian monsters have been compared to elderly dowagers: 89slow and heavily made-up, but intimidating at close quarters. The turrets of its 15’ guns, peeping over a steel superstructure were an awe-inspiring sight, but the days of battleships were numbered, and the Admiralty knew it. The National Government continued to blunder. While the Home Fleet steamed up to Invergordon, Philip Snowden, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, announced a ferocious austerity budget which inspired a ferment of plot and counterplot, hearsay, and revolt. One young able seaman described the mood among the Home Fleet in Devonport. ‘There were strong rumours before we sailed … Many older sailors coming off [to the ship] from shore were saying “Our pay is going to be cut by twenty-five per cent”.’ Secrets are hard to keep at sea. When the 90Home Fleet steamed into Invergordon, many ordinary seamen remember a universal sense that ‘something was wrong’.

         Invergordon’s Highland games were timed to coincide with the Autumn Cruise, a gala week in a town that lived for the Royal Navy. If the weather was fine, the men would ship ashore to play football. But the buzz about wage cuts did not go away, with a growing sense of outrage below deck. On board HMS Hood, senior officers contemplated with dread the imminent dawn watch when their ships, now anchored in deep water, would have to put to sea on exercises. Commander McCrum had already been advised by his staff about the likelihood of mutiny. An instinctive optimist who believed in the exercise of fair play, he’s reported to have answered, ‘Don’t worry’. Things would be ‘all right on this ship’.

         In the pubs of Invergordon, however, the mood on board some less fortunate vessels was hardening. McCrum’s superior, rear-admiral Tomkinson, in overall command of the Fleet, had few leadership skills. On Sunday 13 September, faced with the unprecedented threat of mutiny he vacillated, and then invited the captains of the Home Fleet to dinner in his quarters. Tomorrow, there was the likelihood that some ships would refuse to sail. A more decisive leader would have cancelled the exercise, or placed news of the onboard crisis before the Admiralty. In the event, he decided to do nothing. In sporting jargon, he ‘froze’.91

         As the dinner party on HMS Hood ended, Commander McCrum and some of the other captains watched sailors on shore leave returning to the Hood across the darkened loch in liberty-boats, raucously singing ‘The Red Flag’. Somehow, he managed to persuade these unruly spirits to board their ship in semi-dignified silence. Such loyalty to a popular commander did not prevent the men from gathering on the fo’c’sle to debate their mutiny. This midnight parley was, according to one eyewitness, an eerie scene: urgent speakers up front, hoarse with dissent; cheering seamen; night water lapping; outbursts of revolutionary song; and a naval searchlight scanning the darkness between the battleship and the pier. At 1.20 a.m. the Hood sent a signal to London: ‘It may be difficult to get ships to sea for practice this morning. The Senior Officer [of the Atlantic Fleet] is aware that cases of hardship will result in consequence of the new rates of pay.’

         Between the lines of this discreet, official protest, this otherwise anonymous message signs off with the assertion of a belief in fair play, adjudicated by a designated referee. ‘I may bring this matter,’ the signal concludes, ‘at once to the notice of the Admiralty.’ Within hours, there’d be no room for such a measured response.

         As everyone feared, on the morning of Tuesday, 15 September, the crews of HMS Hood, Nelson, Rodney and Valiant, and some smaller vessels, went on strike. When ‘Reveille’ sounded on HMS Hood, at about 925.30 a.m., one young stoker, who was due to ‘flash up’ the boilers, found himself stopped by one old tar who simply growled ‘Get back’; and the ship became immobilised. Having taken over a battlecruiser, the men gathered on the forecastle. At about 7.30 a.m., from across the water, they were cheered by striking sailors on Rodney. Witnesses to the spread of mutiny recognised a moment of acute jeopardy.

         As Commander, my grandfather had to step in to exhort his men to action, ‘a pretty stiff ordeal’ according to one. But he was ‘well liked by the men’, and later claimed that he’d been confident he could prevail. What did he say? One veteran mutineer remembers: ‘Lads, I’m afraid I can do nothing for you, but any special case of hardship will be looked into.’ After that, the men cheered, and their Commander moved on, followed by ‘a large part’ of the Hood’s crew. Now there was a crucial ‘choke’ or ‘panic’ moment; a few seconds of indecision. A minority yelled out: ‘Come back, if we do not strike now, they will crush us.’ Everyone knew the terrible implications of those words.

         Ever since the 1797 Mutiny at Spithead, when the ring leaders were hanged from the yardarm, naval disobedience had carried a capital charge. By those standards, this ‘mutiny’ was a curious one. Common to the experience across the Fleet was the remarkable fact that all the ships’ captains, a ferocious class of men, seem to have been nonplussed by events, and happy to delegate to their commanders. For many of 93the ordinary seamen, the mutiny would be remembered as a holiday. As one later recalled: ‘We spent the day till dinner time on the upper deck, cheering the ships in the Fleet’. The strikers played the piano (‘The Red Flag’), and had ‘a bit of a sing-song, while the leaders stood up on the fo’c’sle giving morale-boosting speeches’. The consensus in the fleet was: ‘If we all stick together, they’re bound to give in eventually.’

         Commander McCrum, committed to crisis resolution, was supervising the rapid collection of hardship statements (personal statements that spoke of ruin more than hardship) to plead the sailors’ cause. The flat one-shilling pay cut, amounted to twenty to twenty-five percent for the lower deck but scarcely three percent for senior officers. Cecil had already written to a friend to protest the injustice of Treasury policy. But the mood in Whitehall, now in the throes of a sterling crisis, was fearful and vindictive. The answer to any appeal from Invergordon was harsh. Throughout the aftermath of the mutiny, the Admiralty’s response was to punish the sailors and their captains alike. Commander McCrum, raised on the anatomy of foul play, would have ample leisure to reflect on these two turbulent days on Cromarty Firth. Like any failed penalty-taker, a Gareth Southgate or a Chris Waddle, he would spend his career brooding on it, in disgrace.94

         SNLR

         Commander McCrum had served in the Royal Navy for more than twenty years. He was known as one of ‘the cleverest officers of his generation’, with a reputation as a gifted, even charismatic, leader of men. He and his fellow officers were seasoned career professionals with years of experience in war and peace. Nevertheless, this dawn protest, on the morning of 15 September 1931, took them somewhere far beyond their training. What followed, up and down the Home Fleet, was the sensation familiar among all penalty-takers doomed to a mis-kick, a mixture of panicking and choking, followed by excruciating depths of depression. At Invergordon, Commander McCrum believed he could persuade his men to obey orders. When he failed, the situation quickly spiralled out of control. Tomkinson, his immediate superior, the Captain of HMS Hood, was so dismasted by this unprecedented situation that all he could do was … nothing. Having choked, he froze. It was now that events began to spin from a drama towards a catastrophe.

         In London, the Admiralty did not freeze. Far from it. At first, some sea lords on the Board of Admiralty proposed that the Home Fleet should be bombarded by howitzers from beyond the hills round Cromarty Firth. Within two days, when it became clear that this would be inappropriate (the sailors were in no mood to aggravate their revolt with a full-blown mutiny), 95the Admiralty cultivated the threat of strike action to manipulate the government into concessions. The events at Invergordon became characterised as a ‘Mutiny’ through the government’s deliberate act of political spin. No one was hanged, but behind closed doors the penalties were swift.

         Once the Fleet had steamed south to Portsmouth, Plymouth and Chatham, the ringleaders of the protest were weeded out, but not prosecuted, and simply discharged into civilian life without pay or pension, a ruthless procedure known as SNLR (Services No Longer Required). Next, the Admiralty wrought vengeance on the senior officers of the Home Fleet, regardless of their conduct, in the only way that the Senior Service knew: its role in the life of the nation was to guard the high seas, with severe and salutary penalties. The captains and commanders of the worst affected ships were quietly sidelined with no prospects of future promotion.

         As a commander, Cecil McCrum never received any formal notice of his official disgrace, but there were winks and nudges. He soon came to understand that he’d never rise above his present rank, and fell into a profound, annihilating depression. His children remember their father at home during the Christmas holiday in the grip of this black dog, unable to speak, lost in wastes of disappointment and regret, puzzling over the injustice of his fate, and wondering why or how he had failed. Invergordon seemed to have 96slammed the door on his ambitions for a better life in the Royal Navy, his escape from Milford’s spiral of decline, debt and bankruptcy.

         With sensations not dissimilar to grief, like any unsuccessful penalty-taker, he was forced into a grim, professional reckoning. This was followed by a more terrible personal crisis, his family’s breakdown. Having been relieved of his command of the Hood, my grandfather was transferred to HMS Resolution, part of the Mediterranean Fleet based in Malta with patrol responsibilities in the Eastern Med. One night, at a ‘British colony’ ball in Beirut, he met and fell in love with a young woman called Isobel. Two years of heartache and marital distress followed, but the inexorable outcome was never in doubt. Cecil went into the cold. Ivy took her three sons for a walk and told them: ‘Daddy doesn’t love us any more.’ On 18 September 1937, my grandparents, who had placed such hopes in their Navy life together, were divorced never to meet again. This delayed but cruel consequence of the Invergordon mutiny became just one small part of fate’s retribution.

         The events of September 1931, and the shattering of his son’s future career, appears to have broken Master Willie as well. The young man who had loved to sing ‘The Mountains o’ Mourne’ understood the gulf of difference between England and Ireland, but now he was an old-fashioned patriot who treasured service to crown and country. He had never been close to his 97only son, but was proud of his achievements, possibly in contrast with his own failure in business. After the shock of the mutiny, came a more dreadful aftermath: disgrace, shame and official obloquy. Finally, with the annihilation of his son’s future career, the old man had nothing. When Willie had returned to Armagh, he’d found a bedsit in lodgings on Victoria Street, living and partly living, an alcoholic in penury. There, towards the end of 1932, he had a heart attack and was taken to the Armagh County Infirmary. He died, alone and destitute, on 21 December. He was sixty-seven years old.

         His last Will and Testament, dated 3 October 1929, drafted as the family business began to plummet towards liquidation, is a tragic document. His first bequest, of fifty books from his library, went to his former secretary, David Scott, with the regret that he is ‘unable to do more for him, as I had at one time hoped’. With no reference to Harriette, his sister, he turns to his heir, Cecil, to whom he bequeaths ‘the remainder of my real and present estate’. Attached is a short inventory of assets (shares; bank holdings) whose combined value was precisely nil. This pathetic record of failure was witnessed by two damask designers from the family looms, Joseph McKeown and Robert McKinley, trusted employees with whom he’d once played football in the Milford team.

         At the conclusion of his 1932 Christmas address, the Aghavilly priest referred to Willie as ‘a man of scholarship and culture … kind and generous, especially 98to people in trouble. The Industrial Depression deprived him of a fortune. Worst of all his health was declining in the latter years, but he bore misfortune without complaining.’ Where R.G.’s grave in St Mark’s is adorned with the words of Revelations, Master Willie is remembered with a more ambiguous quotation from Hebrews IV, 15: ‘For we have not a high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities: but was in all points tempted like we are, yet without sin’.

         But ‘sin’ is the wrong word for Master Willie’s decline as an entrepreneur, husband and father. His better qualities became vitiated by events and his own self-thwarting, personal weakness. Objectively, his decline was his responsibility. His best reward was the afterlife of the penalty kick, and his fervent modernisation of the game. Posterity is fickle. For almost half a century, after Willie died, his story was interred with his bones, and only his disappointments lingered.

         Milford went into a slow decay. The majesty of Milford House suffered various modifications, being converted first into a girls’ school, then a hospital for handicapped children and finally a care home for the mentally disturbed.

         Willie, this unhappy child of privilege, whose bull-nosed Morris had once purred down Hill Street, passed into semi-oblivion within the pages of provincial history. His son Cecil, the last person to know him as a sportsman and a man of means, died in 1977, still 99estranged from his family; his ex-wife, Ivy, my grandmother, succumbed to the frailties of extreme old age in 1990. She, who had enjoyed repeating racy stories of growing up in California, never referred to her father-in-law, nor his melancholy fate, still less the Armagh connection. After 1966, once football became a global game, and the World Cup came of age, our story begins to acquire a wider audience, and even the qualities of a modern fairytale. It’s during the Troubles that the penalty kick, association football’s historic gamechanger, finally enters popular culture.
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         But it does this in a highly modern way: as a 100metaphor for the irrepressible dialectic of success and failure. There’s now a storytelling arc of achievement/disappointment that’s begun to shape the dominant narratives of the twenty-first century: struggle, failure, despair, fortitude, a breakthrough, more failure and, finally, redemption. This, you might reasonably object, is merely an existential description of life itself. Nevertheless, its grip on our imaginations suggests that it speaks urgently to something new and baffling about our present discontents. This, indeed, is a subject that’s attracted the interest of many sports psychologists and lately, in turn, the attention of the Canadian essayist Stephen Marche, whose long essay On Writing and Failure argues, with wit and wisdom, that perseverance in the teeth of rejection forms the essence of the writer’s life. As Marche puts it, that’s ‘what it takes, so no whining’. Even the greatest writers, just as much as international sportspeople, must grapple with failure. Like the tribes of Northern Ireland, we are comprehensively up against it. We are all goalkeepers now.
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            PART TWO: 1970–2023

         

         
            Ah, football! Oh, football!102
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            Chapter Five

            The Goalkeeper’s Fear

         

         George Best’s Dream

         In the making of modern football, the penalty kick gradually acquired an increasingly pivotal role both in the drama of the game and in the popular imagination surrounding the sport at mid-century. A modernising phenomenon before the Great War, penalties came to enjoy almost a hundred years as a flawed and provocative, but always potent, fixture whose peculiar, amateur origins became lost in the annual excitements of the game, and quickly forgotten. Almost, but not quite. By the 1960s, this late-Victorian innovation had become so integral to the run of play that one of football’s contemporary icons became the first to borrow some of its mythology to burnish his own story as a Northern Ireland player.

         George Best, from Belfast, generally acknowledged both as a player of genius, and a darling of the sixties, was an acrobatic goal-scorer, a long-haired winger known to the gossip columns as ‘the fifth Beatle’, and the £1,000-a-week player-playboy whose star qualities would transform Manchester United’s prospects. Best was never an expert in penalties but, when he came to publish Best of Both Worlds, his ghost-written 104autobiography in 1968, he could not resist spinning an absurd Irish fantasy around a kick he’d never taken. In a chapter entitled ‘The Future’, Best improvised a dream sequence to fabricate a football fiction, rooted in the culture of the sixties, but far-removed from the mundane experience of the pitch.

         ‘George Best,’ he begins, sliding breathlessly from third to first person ‘will produce the greatest show of individual talent ever seen on a football field. I know what I shall do … Only the last twenty minutes remain, and it is time to show off … I move in to trap [the ball] against the turf with my backside. Imagine the roar that rends the air at this spectacular show of virtuosity. The cheek of it; the raw impudence …’ In what follows, it’s necessary to hear Best’s blarney in an ebullient Belfast accent, the honey-and-granite tones of Northern Ireland:

         
            I haven’t finished. This is Wembley … the Queen is here, and the television cameras, and millions of people throughout the country are watching … I sweep past the left flank of the defence, bouncing the ball on my thighs … In the dying minutes we are awarded a penalty and I am called upon to take it. This act is building up to a climax. I shall call to the goalkeeper. I shall say: ‘It’s going in off the crossbar.’ And it does … But the best is yet to come, in the closing minutes a stunt that would be regarded as fantastic, even in the circus-ring … Denying all the known laws of balance, I fly into a headstand and volley the ball into the foot of the net with my feet.105

         

         Best’s egotistical fantasy hardly captures the raw impudence of this great Irish player (once asked by Esquire about the regrets in his life, he replied: ‘I’ve spent a lot of money on booze, birds and fast cars. The rest I just squandered’), but his ‘dream’ does dramatise an element of football which had always been inherently thrilling.

         Two years later, when the penalty kick morphed into the shootout, its theatrical qualities became more potent than ever, a footballing coda compared by some to a Shakespearean epilogue and by others to a Western. The film director Alphonse Cuarón, for instance, enthralled by the self-consciousness of this new drama, declared that ‘The only moment football really stops is with a penalty kick, a moment that is really dramatic [and] becomes a Western duel. It’s two guys facing each other. Destiny and potential death, whether metaphorical or literal. That’s why in the penalty kick at the end of Y Tu Mamá También, I shot it like an homage to the Sergio Leone westerns I saw when I was a kid.’

         Something else was happening, too. During the 1970s, we find that the role of the penalty kick inadvertently begins to promote a debate about the ethos of the game. The animated discussion of its fairness, or otherwise, and its place in the story of the modern game rumbles on into the present, as an argument with deep roots. Tom Stoppard’s TV play Professional Foul even mapped ‘a philosophical discussion about the 106ethics of professional footballers’ onto a contemporary drama set behind the Iron Curtain. In one comic scene, Stoppard’s philosophy don, McKendrick, went to the heart of the matter, in politics as in football:

         
            What I want to know is – why is it that on Match of the Day, every time the bloody ball goes into touch, both players claim the throw-in for their own side? I merely ask for information. Is it because they are very, very stupid or is it because a dishonest advantage is as welcome as an honest one?

         

         Later, during the management of the England team under Gareth Southgate, many other, more profound ethical questions would become widely ventilated as part of England’s contemporary football conversation. The more the game became global, the more football metaphors seized the world’s imagination. The goalkeeper became a new kind of hero, attracting a special kind of awestruck attention. The keeper now inspired existential commentary as a solitary, impassive and aloof player of mystery. There was even some Freudian theory which said that the goalkeeper symbolised conflicted desire: preventing penetration and standing in the way of consummation. As goalkeepers, names such as Gordon Banks, David Seaman and Peter Shilton became football celebrities. In this new theatre, the penalty kick found a fresh lease of life as a symbol of alienation in which both the ‘professional foul’ and ‘the goalkeeper’s fear’ became subjects of literary 107as well as sporting obsession. In 1972, the avant-garde German novelist Peter Handke joined George Best in flirting with the mysteries of Rule 13:

         
            A penalty kick was called. All the spectators rushed behind the goal … ‘The goalkeeper is trying to figure out which corner the kicker will send the ball into,’ Bloch said. ‘If he knows the kicker, he knows which corner he usually goes for. But maybe the kicker is also counting on the goalie’s figuring this out … what if the kicker follows the goalkeeper’s thinking and plans to shoot into the usual corner after all? And so on and so on.’

         

         Oh, football!

         This mash-up of vanity, gamesmanship, derring-do and fame, fused with the visceral anatomy of failure, still had its roots in Irish sporting culture, a game that Master Willie would have recognised. Football’s laws had been comprehensively revised in 1938 (and would be overhauled again in 1997) to keep the game honest and earthbound. But now the universe was beckoning. In 1969, the astronaut Neil Armstrong did not kick a football on the moon, but he’d wanted to. NASA would not let him. While the world watched the moon-landing in wonder on fuzzy black-and-white screens to the hiss and crackle of interstellar static, football was still being played on muddy pitches by men in baggy shorts, booting leather balls at each other as they’d always done. The money was lousy, too. For much 108of the sixties, the professional player’s weekly salary was capped at £20 (having been as low as four quid in 1901).

         Television could bring spacemen into your livingroom; but footballers were grounded. In Britain, live games on TV were not shown live until the early 1980s, when they were confined to league matches on Saturdays, followed by the BBC’s Match of the Day in the evening, plus The Big Match on ITV during Sunday afternoons and an occasional midweek evening fixture. Only the League Cup Final and the English FA Cup Final were a guaranteed TV date. In hindsight, the TV viewing of 1966, when the World Cup achieved an unprecedented television audience of 15 million, signalled the coming of change.

         The small screen was the future, but the sponsors of Association Football did not yet fully understand what that might mean. Among some of the game’s administrators, however, there was the glimmering of an awareness that a different, and potentially vast, new market was in the offing. The question was: how to find it – with an urgent corollary – how to modernise? Once again, the spot-kick offered an off-the-peg answer to this old question. Through trial-and-error, Willie McCrum’s innovation would become weaponised by the shootout, securing a permanent global audience, hooked on the addiction of penalties.109

         The Shootout

         Twentieth-century football might be coming of age, acquiring a new and topical consciousness, but its self-image was in need of a facelift. The biggest challenge facing the authorities, bigger than hooligans, or the sex lives of its stars, was the curse of ‘the replay’, the nightmare outcome of a drawn game at the end of extra time. ‘Now what?’, the players’ conventional answer to this conundrum was baffling and inadequate, a stalemate that could always enrage a crowd.

         The replay was a phenomenon with a troubled history. In 1909, a Cup tie between Rangers and Celtic had been undecided after two matches went to full-time. At this point, a crowd of about six thousand invaded the pitch, animated by the fierce conviction that both these draws had been staged to enhance the clubs’ revenues. In He Always Puts It to the Right, the penalty kick historian Clark Miller describes how the mob ‘tore up the goal-posts, broke down fences and turnstiles, and started a fire in the middle of the pitch … Policemen, firemen and even ambulancemen were stoned, and the police resorted to throwing stones at the rioters, suffering fifty-four casualties.’

         The Cup was not awarded that year.

         Later, during World War Two, the FA agreed to allow a revised football programme as long as it didn’t interfere with national service. Attendances were limited to 8,000. Home-front restrictions dictated no 110replays and unlimited extra time, with some bizarre consequences. In April 1945, a match between Cardiff City and Bristol City was finally abandoned, in the dark, after three hours and twenty-two minutes. (Some supporters, having drifted away for their tea, had returned to find the match still in progress.) During the sixties, among advocates of the modern game, such outcomes were intolerable.

         Spectators want results. Replays only sponsored tedious, repetitive and angry contests, equally frustrating to players and fans alike. Once FIFA launched football into the tempting marketplace of TV, such deadlock was anathema. The words of one sports-writer echo the old argument between Master Willie and the FA: ‘Football as a worldwide spectator sport will receive a deadly blow because of too-defensive football and, even more, because of unfair, rough and dirty play.’ Until the game could scotch the curse of the replay, and dazzle spectators with a more commercial image, it was never going to appeal to the United States, the most important audience in the global marketplace.

         In America, sport was a consumer product. To a degree unimaginable across Britain, even in the aftermath of England’s World Cup triumph, American sport and television enjoyed a symbiotic relationship. The very structure of the game was designed to accommodate advertising. In the United States, the networks called the shots: commercial breaks, aggressive sponsorship, raucous music and majorettes. More shocking 111still, some Americans wanted to enhance the spectacle of the game they called ‘soccer’ by changing the shape of the goal, and even the pitch. To some horrified observers, such TV-friendly gimmicks threatened the very genius of the sport itself. Above all, American TV recoiled in horror from the spectre of the drawn (a.k.a. pointless) game. This was not a prejudice confined to television executives: American spectators, accustomed to baseball, the NFL and basketball, wanted a night out with a terrific contest, and a heart-stopping climax, culminating in the binary thrill of win or lose. America is nothing if not committed to a belief in Winner Takes All.

         In hindsight, it seems obvious that FIFA should settle on penalties as the answer, pure-and-simple, to its problem. Rule 13 had modernised the game in 1891. Why not give it another chance? But history is never pure and rarely simple. Football’s post-war generation endured the hell of replays between 1955 and 1970. In scenes too repetitive to rehearse here, a variety of unsatisfactory devices were explored (including Golden Goals, a.k.a. sudden death), without success. Incredibly some games, including Cup Finals, were settled by drawing lots. Clark Miller wittily remarks that it’s surprising that they didn’t experiment with Scissors, Paper and Stone.

         Several other tied matches, especially in the European Cup, were resolved by the toss of a coin, often with further acrimony. Another rule, known as the 112‘Moscow Recommendation’, decreed that it was up to the referee to choose between drawing lots or tossing a coin. That choice became increasingly controversial. Finally, in June 1969, it was the aftermath of a bitter 2–2 match between Tunisia and Morocco that broke the deadlock. Amid claim and counter-claim about irregularities, from both sides, FIFA recognised that something had to be done; the replay’s time was up.

         According to Ben Lyttelton’s definitive account Twelve Yards, there are three plausible godfathers for the ensuing shootout: Rafael Ballester from Spain; the German, Karl Wald; and an Israeli, Yosef Dagan. In 1962, Ballester, who had worked for CF Cadiz and was known for his opposition to drawn games, was asked to provide a solution, and proposed a shootout, but the Spanish authorities never took the idea further. Ballester’s son says: ‘Whenever I see penalties, I remember my father. I just wish he had patented the idea.’ (A wish with which I sympathise.)

         In Germany during the late sixties, Karl Wald, a professional referee, having retired after officiating at more than a thousand games, began to address the replay question. ‘Tossing a coin,’ in his opinion, ‘had nothing to do with sport.’ After some unofficial trials, the German FA adopted Wald’s proposal. His version of the shootout would be used in the 1970 German Cup, but not everyone considers this important. Despite his own vigorous website campaign, Wald’s sole note of formal recognition was an annual 113Christmas card from FIFA’s disgraced president Sepp Blatter. In truth, many kinds of footballer, pro and am, had been exploring ways to weaponise the penalty kick. Finally, the breakthrough came in 1965 when Israel’s Mr Football, the veteran general secretary of the Israeli FA, Yosef Dagan, persuaded the chairman of Israel’s FA, Michael Almog of Tel Aviv, to experiment with a shootout based on penalties.

         During August 1969, with the Mexico World Cup imminent, FIFA News published an article about the replay problem co-authored by Dagan and Almog which proposed that ‘if the winner is not decided, five penalty kicks will be taken by each team’. Almog’s description of a prototype ‘shootout’ was just one among many recent attempts to find a workable alternative to drawing lots or tossing coins. The authorities wanted to bring a vexed football question to the top of their agenda. Yosef Dagan now proceeded to do just this.

         Like the penalty kick in 1891, the proposed penalty shootout soon ran into opposition, not least from Sir Stanley Rous, FIFA’s ageing president. Rous, a plain-spoken ex-referee remembered for the introduction of the yellow card, and a football veteran with considerable form in kicking modernisation into the long grass, now declared that ‘no fundamental changes should be made in The Laws of the Game’. In scenes reminiscent of Willie McCrum’s first encounters with the FA, more meetings ensued, during which Koe Ewe Teik, a Malaysian referee, prompted by Yosef Dagan, 114set out some draft rules for what became the penalty shootout. This was debated in Scotland at the Caledonian Hotel, Inverness, during FIFA’s International Board Meeting on 27 June 1970, approved as a ‘recommendation’, and then widely adopted, with a sigh of relief. The shootout has survived with few significant changes until the present day. For the next generation, notoriously, it would become the nemesis of English football.

         Meanwhile, Peter Handke had published a crime story partly inspired by Albert Camus (who’d actually played in goal for the University of Algiers), describing the breakdown of a murderer, with an arresting title: The Goalkeeper’s Anxiety at the Penalty Kick. In the way of literature, Handke’s novel was prophetic. As British troops occupied Northern Ireland at the start of the Troubles, the penalty kick began to acquire a new and different symbolism. Its role in the story of football was to articulate a contemporary kind of alienation. By chance, this evolution was powerfully assisted by the antics of the England football team.

         When it came to penalties, the English national team was a bag of nerves. Their principal competitive weakness was an astonishing failure to develop a strategy for penalty-taking, a zeitgeist moment in contemporary football. After England won the 1966 World Cup, a fabled episode of post-empire delirium, the national football authorities took their eye off the ball. If they had known what they were doing, they 115might have seized on the aftermath of this triumph to build for the future. Instead, they proceeded to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. By the 1970s English football mirrored the national malaise. The pound was devalued; militant strikes became endemic; the electorate ungovernable; and government powerless to control the ferment of radical change symbolised by punk rock. The England team of 1970 was considered to be superior to its predecessor, and was expected to reach the final. Instead, it lost to West Germany in the quarter-final. The national team’s elimination from the 1970 World Cup and failure to qualify in 1974 and 1978 was of a piece with a broader decline. Worse was to follow.

         ‘It’s a Lottery’

         Ever since the Corinthians had opposed the Irishman’s motion, Rule 13 had never quite lost its reputation as an alien, unsportsmanlike aberration. Once the penalty kick became integral to the shootout, it became spooked by the ghost of English amateurism. The potential for disaster implicit in every spot-kick began to inspire, in English players, what Dr Michael Froese, a German psychoanalyst, has described as ‘this unconscious identification with failure – the definition of a complex’.

         During the wilderness years of the 1970s, this theory crystallised into a common belief that 116Germany’s football naturally identified with success and England’s with defeat. This item of sporting theology reached its apogee in 2009 when the Journal of Sports Sciences published an article by Dr Geir Jordet, a Norwegian academic and former footballer: ‘Why do English Players Fail in Soccer Penalty Shootouts?’

         Jordet blamed many things, but identified history as the principal culprit. In simple terms: the more you lose, the more you lose. This cycle, Jordet declared, had become particularly toxic in a highly individualistic society like England whose sports media was inclined to obsess on scapegoats. From here, within the ranks of professional footballers, a typical attitude among many English players became a mulish version of the great Italian striker Roberto Baggio’s obiter dictum, viz. that the only way to guarantee never missing a penalty is not to take one.

         In this malignant climate of incipient defeatism, the dominant attitude towards the shootout was expressed by the Man U right-back Gary Neville for whom the explanation was artlessly simple: ‘it’s a lottery’. This, in turn, morphed into a highly articulate blame culture (a.k.a. self-justification) within the England camp. It would take a Swede, the England manager Sven-Göran Eriksson (2001–2006), to come up with this all-weather pretext: ‘We practised penalties so much, I really don’t know what more we could do about it. We trained almost every day, but when it comes to the pressure we are not good.’117

         Even among successful penalty-takers like Alan Shearer, the worm of doubt lurks deep in England’s psyche. Shearer had a 100% success rate at the highest level, but was never convinced by Willie McCrum’s mantra that Practice Makes Perfect. ‘People say practise, practise,’ Shearer has said, ‘but you can never recreate the situation you’ll be in.’ He’s admitted that he would not wish the pressure of a penalty on his worst enemy. ‘The walk to the penalty spot feels like it’s forty miles.’ He also adds this surprising revelation: ‘It’s not so much the eighty thousand people watching in the stadium, or the thirty million watching on TV that makes you nervous. It’s the ten team mates behind you. The pressure to do it for them is greater than anything else.’ From this competitive hurricane of psychology, history, fatalism and national pride, an aggressive kind of Anglo-amateurism congealed into an unhinged orthodoxy about the shootout that defies reason.

         In his witty and delightful essay, On Penalties, the sports journalist Andrew Anthony captures this spirit in his account of David Batty’s ‘ill-conceived penalty against Argentina’ in the 1998 World Cup, some thirty years after penalties had been weaponised by the shootout. Never mind the experts, on the night in question, this was just a job to be done. Whatever this kick meant to Batty, writes Anthony, ‘it wasn’t a workshop in existential doubt’. Months after Batty’s debacle, the player still maintained his innocence of theory: ‘I were really confident. I said to [Alan] Shearer in the centre 118circle, “I’m just going to blast it down the middle.”’

         These are not the words, as Anthony drily notes, ‘of a man burdened by the unbearable weight of symbolism’. In hindsight, if English football before the millennium had a strategy for penalty-taking, it was little more than a crude version of [England manager] Bobby Robson’s 1990 World Cup advice to his players, codified thus:

         	Make up your mind.

            	Don’t change it.

            	Do what’s in your head.

         
Robson’s ‘golden rules’ are all very well, but what if Rule 1 was at odds with Rule 3? What if – as you made the long walk to the penalty spot – ‘what’s in your head’ was at war with your first thought? What’s the likely outcome?

         Answer: disaster.

         A Bad Day at the Office

         And so it proved, for several excruciating cycles of international English football, in the barren years that followed 1966. The perplexity in the mind of David Batty was not unique. Throughout the 1980s, culminating in the 90s, the drama of the penalty shootout presented a showcase of hideous failures. It was as if the 119old amateur opinion that the penalty was an unsporting act, a first cousin to cheating, had never left the best minds of the national game. Despite many grievous failures, the hearts and brains of English football were not yet in sync., nor even close to a rapport. In Andrew Anthony’s rueful summary of 2001: ‘Thirty years after the arrival of the penalty shootout, England [had] yet to develop a system of training to deal with it.’

         Incredible as it must now seem, this staggering omission from the training sheet became the subject of playful banter between those great adversaries, the England and German players, about whether they had, or had not, actually practised penalty-taking. To tease the English, while wrapping himself in the mantle of the gentleman amateur, the German football manager and former player Jürgen Klinsmann claimed in a BBC interview that ‘We never practised’. There was, he went on, mischievously warming to his theme, really no need. German players had this will to win, inspired by their inheritance. ‘It’s part of our mentality,’ he said, ‘because of the history of Germany. We had to rebuild our country twice.’ Among his team mates, he insisted, the fruits of this history were obvious.

         ‘German players are always ambitious,’ observed Klinsmann. ‘So maybe because of the ambition they have inside of themselves, they are able to cope with the pressure all the time. That’s part of their mentality.’ Such crafty gamesmanship provoked a kind of stolid English refusal to concede an inch of territory. To the 120English player, Chris Waddle, there was no doubt. ‘In 1990’, he remembered, ‘we never practised.’ Once again, losing seemed like an inevitable conclusion, accompanied by the usual press commentary about a ‘bad day at the office’.

         In the 1990 World Cup semi-final, when England faced West Germany, the match became a famous case study of English footballing inertia. During this catastrophic game, in which England had enjoyed the upper hand, one player, Paul ‘Gazza’ Gascoigne, was reduced to tears, and two others, Stuart Pearce and Chris Waddle, found themselves in a major tournament shootout, for which – astonishingly – neither had any previous experience. The omens for this match were already bad. Not only was the team afflicted by doubt, and written off by the British press, but the fixture was played just days after the collapse of the Iron Curtain and the re-unification of East and West Germany.

         As this historic encounter gravitated towards full time – a 1–1 draw – the drama became progressively more apocalyptic for England. In storytelling terms, defeat was a tale the English team understood. For Germany, Brehme, Matthäus and Riedle scored without fuss. Then Pearce, known as ‘Psycho’, a regular penalty-taker, stepped forward to take the fourth English penalty – and missed. ‘My world collapsed,’ he said later. ‘The walk back to the centre circle was a nightmare.’ Next, it was Thon, who put the German 121team ahead 4–3. Then Chris Waddle stood up, replacing Gazza, who was now too overwrought to compete.

         Waddle was a magnificent player, but not a penalty-taker. His account of how he came to take the kick is symbolic of the acute nervous tension surrounding the penalty kick at highest level: ‘The manager, Bobby Robson, asked for a volunteer. Unluckily for me I put my hand up. Actually, I was the only one who volunteered, so it was really me or nobody. Throughout my career I’d only taken about three penalties. I was never a penalty taker — even in my school team I avoided them …’ Afterwards, when it was all over, Waddle faced many questions, but none that he could answer. He knew that it was his job to hit the target, but he’d had no training. He’d neither choked nor panicked. ‘I never thought about anything,’ he told Andrew Anthony. After the longest run-up, he simply belted the ball, and watched it skew above the righthand corner of the German goal, far into the night. In the heat of the moment, Waddle’s game-plan was all at sea: ‘I was going to try and place the shot but changed my mind. My plan was to put it to the goalkeeper’s left. Then I thought I’d go for a blast, so it would have to be a good save to stop it. Of course, that didn’t work out. There’s a saying in football about hitting the ball “too well” – if you know what I mean – and unfortunately for me, I did.’

         It had become an article of faith among British footballers that there’s no possible comfort available 122to the player who’s missed a penalty. Waddle describes the stunned aftermath in the England dressing room: ‘Lothar Matthäus, the German captain, came and commiserated and that was good of him. He didn’t have to do that. But there’s not a lot you can say to someone who’s just missed a penalty in a shootout. What can you do about it? It’s a lottery, that’s football. There really wasn’t a lot said in the changing room afterwards. There were just a lot of tears.’ Waddle is wondering aloud: ‘Advice for anyone in that situation?’

         ‘Yeah.’ He laughs. ‘Don’t volunteer.’

         ‘Why Didn’t You Just Belt It?’

         VAR (video assistant referee) remains unloved and controversial. In the words of the veteran football writer Hunter Davies, ‘the stupidest, most annoying, pointless, confusing, irritating invention in the long and glorious history of football.’ While VAR has transformed the theory and practice of individual penalties, there’s still nothing to equal the shootout for existential dread. This awesome denouement can be analysed, pragmatically, in many different ways, as a sequence of mini-dramas. Geir Jordet, the sports psychologist, divides the shootout’s timetable into four discrete phases of stress for the players. First, the break, concluding extra time, in which players prepare to take 123penalties, or not. Second, the most stressful period of waiting in the centre-circle to take the kick. Third, the walk to the penalty spot, and finally, facing the goalkeeper at the penalty spot itself. For all players, failure and success are contagious, a sinister alliance. Research shows that players who convert a penalty for a losing team are 57% more likely to fail, even if they were not part of the team when it lost its last shootout. Shoot on behalf of a winning team and your chances of success rise to 89%.

         In the 1996 European Championship, the England team that reached the semi-final against Germany had been scarred by ten years of agonising failure. So far as we know, the likes of Gascoigne, Pearce et al. were not familiar with the works of Samuel Beckett. Nevertheless, their record was a textbook case of ‘Fail again. Fail better.’ At this stage, there was no redemptive ending in prospect, just bleak wastes of defeat. Inside the England camp, there was still the view that, confronted with the psychodrama of the shootout, it was possible ‘to practise too much’. Gareth Southgate, whose football career would be shaped by the drama of June 1996, remarked, apropos the practising of penalty kicks: ‘Players are more likely to work on another weakness in the game they use week in week out.’ In self-justifying words that betray many fathoms of regret, he added: ‘I can’t really practise things all day that you are only going to do once or twice in your career.’ His career-defining moment came in the 124penalty shootout that concluded another drawn game against Germany (score, after extra time: 1–1).

         In this semi-final of the 1996 Euros, Shearer, Platt, Pearce, Gascoigne and Sheringham had all scored; the penalty score-line stood at 5–5 when, with fatal courage, the centre-back volunteered to take England’s sixth shot. Once again, this was a noble, but utterly futile, gesture. Indeed, England’s level of preparation for this supreme challenge, or lack of it, beggars belief. Gareth Southgate’s actual experience of shootouts as a professional footballer was precisely nil. Incredibly, his zero percent success rate from the penalty spot was even unknown to the manager, Terry Venables. Was there any attempt in his kick to outwit the German keeper Andreas Köpke? Possibly. Southgate feinted as if to kick to the keeper’s left, but actually attempted to slide it to his right.

         Anyway, it hardly mattered. Southgate (who’d been worrying ‘What if I miss?’) kicked the ball so modestly that it was almost impossible for Köpke not to save it. (Germany went on to win 6–5 on penalties.) Within the England camp, the team had become zen masters in the art of failure. After the match was over, addressing the media from another astral dimension, Venables is reported to have said: ‘I am disappointed with the way it ended because there is nothing more heartbreaking than to go out on penalties in a semifinal … But I am immensely proud of the players, and they can go away with heads high.’125

         The one and overwhelming question that exercised everyone, after this historic catastrophe, was memorably framed by Southgate’s mum, who asked her son: ‘Why didn’t you just belt it?’
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            Chapter Six

            Dear England

         

         ‘Grief is Too Strong a Word’

         A penalty shootout at a World Cup will never be less than a drama of national pride and identity. For some, this is a substitute for battle. One patriotic semiotician, Alex Gordon, has put it this way: ‘Every loss on penalties is a reminder of our loss of empire; the penalty defeat is about our loss of global status.’ Gordon frames shootout success in extra-sporting, national terms. ‘If we start winning on penalties again, maybe we’ll have a place back at the world’s table.’ In 1996, at the semi-final stage of the European Championships, Gareth Southgate was the trooper who spontaneously said ‘Yes’ to an impossible mission, becoming the fall-guy on a field of dreams far greater than Wembley stadium.

         This fallen soldier has few memories of that rash moment. The rest of the evening passed in a blur. ‘I lay awake that night and thought, “What will people think of me now?” and it was frightening.’ Stuart Pearce had tried to cheer him up with some homespun wisdom. ‘Gareth, tomorrow I’m going home to feed my horses. I’ll look at them and say, “We lost to Germany on penalties again.” And they’ll answer, “What do we care? Give us some carrots.”’127

         At first, Southgate, bereft of confidence, was not consoled. He admitted later that he’d been haunted by the spectre of failure even before he took his kick. None of his team mates had missed, and the scores were tied at 5–5 (with sudden death looming), when his mind had gone negative with that awful tingle of dread. He’d allowed himself to ask himself: ‘What if I miss?’ Such was the tipping-point of doom. (Later, he would promote an understanding among England players that this was the wrong question.) Afterwards, at a loss, and unable to cope, Southgate persistently referred to his missed kick as ‘the incident’. Still, he did his best to answer journalists’ questions, and seemed to recognise that this was a life-changing episode he somehow had to reconcile with the trajectory of his career. His survival instincts craved a better story.

         From a psychological point of view, it was all downhill until that fight-back began. The player, who’s sometimes described as ‘a bit of a loner’, had to endure the five stages of grief – denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance – beneath the public gaze. A month after the shootout, he was half-way up a volcano in Bali when he was stopped by a local man who asked him, in broken English, if he was from Britain. When the footballer nodded, the man chuckled. ‘Aha, you penalty drama!’

         Eventually, Southgate would be saved by the resilience of his devotion to football. ‘I don’t think you ever 128get that sort of thing out of your system,’ he told the Daily Telegraph. ‘I’m sure people will always say, “He was the idiot who missed the penalty.”’ Compared to David Beckham’s fate, after his notorious red card during the 1998 Argentina game, Southgate’s villainy was less toxic in the minds of the fans. Besides, he had plenty of inner resource, being rarely less than resolute.

         Impressively, with the passage of time, he was not afraid to conjure some positive spin about his missed kick. He spoke of doing ‘other things’ to one journalist, adding: ‘I’ve got the ambition and the ability to make people remember me in other ways.’ At first, such optimism was difficult: he was a footballer with an albatross. ‘No one knows what to say to me,’ he complained in those early weeks. ‘Every time I meet somebody, I have to make some sort of joke about it … Grief is too strong a word; but after the initial sadness I lost the script for a while.’

         Others were only too ready to supply the missing pages. More people had watched him miss his kick than had watched Princess Diana’s Panorama interview. Southgate received thousands of letters, including an invitation to address the Oxford Union. He soon found an explanatory historical context for this unwanted attention: ‘I suppose it’s very English,’ he reflected in one interview. ‘People love to rally round a loser.’ Finally, it was his Englishness that would become the making of Southgate, his hard-won, inner resolution of heart and brain.129

         On top of this crash-course in the art of failure, there were other kinds of attention. Ordinary people would write to him not just to cheer him up, but also to request comfort for their own problems. ‘I’ve become something of an agony aunt,’ he told one newspaper. Much of this attention merely stiffened his resolve to overcome the curse of the shootout. To the sports psychologist who remarked that only an idiot would replay his missed kick in his mind, his response was fierce. ‘I am not an idiot.’ Meanwhile, his footballer’s imagination was at work with ways to normalise failure within the context of an international game.

         Southgate was certainly no idiot, but he would have to endure years of painstaking rehabilitation in the wilderness. There would be many vicissitudes along that road to redemption. In November 1996, he appeared in a Pizza Hut TV advert with Stuart Pearce and Chris Waddle. The advert hinged on his miss, and the public response was bitter and vituperative. More than a decade later, he declared: ‘I wish I hadn’t done it, people thought I was cashing in.’ In 1997, he was in the news again when the psychologist Dr George Sik unveiled an anonymised profile of Southgate at the British Association, arguing that he should not have been allowed to take the penalty. This profile was based on a questionnaire the player had answered, with exemplary candour, as part of Sik’s study.

         Eventually, the turning point would come. Both The Times and the Guardian published articles 130characterising Southgate as a football ‘villain’ who was becoming a hero again. You did not have to be a sports psychologist to admire the way he continued to hold his nerve. The FA had noticed this, too. In the dire straits in which English football found itself, during two decades of missed goals and missed opportunities, the authorities were increasingly ready for some counter-intuitive thinking and a left-field appointment. How would it be if they put the lunatics in charge of the asylum, or at least gave the top job to the fall-guy?

         Now the penalty kick, that strangely Irish, flawed icon of fairness in football, would become part of the voodoo behind Southgate’s rehabilitation. To put this in context, since the adoption of the penalty kick, there have been many strange and unexpected connections between English and Irish football; in 1987, for example, when Jack Charlton became manager of Ireland. Charlton, winning Irish hearts, began to tell a story about ‘people winning who had not won before’. In a similar way, the lessons of the shootout – a legacy of the penalty kick – would come to revitalise the England team under Southgate’s leadership. First, there had to be a psychological revolution.

         Seven Emotions

         The Princess Diana generation had already discovered empathy. In these twenty post-millennial years 131after 1996, another nadir in English footballing prowess, there was a surge of interest in the jeopardy of penalty-taking from the psychological perspective. Where Master Willie had lectured on the angle of boot on ball, the twenty-first-century analyst began to delve into the mind of the penalty-taker and the opposing keeper.

         Among that cadre of players who reached their prime in the years after the launch of the shootout, the essential text had been Clark Miller’s pioneering study He Always Puts It To The Right, first published in 1998, during the darkest hour of England’s football crisis. In 2014, this was superseded by Ben Lyttelton’s Twelve Yards: The Art and Psychology of the Perfect Penalty. As its title suggests, the mood of Lyttelton’s entertaining monograph is both more positive and more comprehensive, a handy guide for would-be winners. Lyttleton himself is a shootout enthusiast. ‘The penalty kick is football reduced to its purest form,’ he says.

         At the same time, within the seminar rooms of many football academies, a new breed of sports psychologist had begun to deconstruct every nuance of the penalty kick, heartbeat by heartbeat. This was the climate in which Southgate began to weigh the remote possibility of his return to the national team in a managerial role. Whatever his emotions about such an approach to the catharsis of the shootout, he had come to recognise that, for every England player, a highly-wrought self-awareness was now the reality of 132the training-ground. Consider, for instance, this paper, published in the Journal of Applied Sport Psychology (2012): ‘Stress, Coping, and Emotions on the World Stage: The Experience of Participating in a Major Soccer Tournament Penalty Shootout’. The authors of this seminal text, Geir Jordet et al., had embraced the heavy stuff, what they described as ‘first-hand experiences of stressors, coping, and emotions that elite professional football players have during a major football penalty shootout’. With forensic zeal, they had gone to a prime source, Stuart ‘Psycho’ Pearce, whose words jump off the first page of this essay:

         
            All you need to do is walk fifty yards, take a penalty and score. That’s the worst part of it, that bloody walk from the halfway line. Why do they make you stand there, so far away? God only knows which masochist decided that. It is clearly someone who has never been in this nerve-jangling position because it heightens the tension to an unbelievable degree.

         

         Once these authors had acknowledged the fierce play of emotions in the execution of a penalty kick, they set about defining their terms, notably the all-conquering ‘stressor’. In the accursed chasm of the penalty area, this beast is like Lewis Carroll’s Snark. When encountering such a ‘stressor’, in the jargon of their discipline, they write that players ‘use primary appraisal to evaluate its personal significance as threatening, harmful, challenging, or beneficial. Secondary 133appraisal is an evaluation of the extent to which the person has the resources to cope with the stressor’. Next, there was ‘coping’ to be addressed: ‘Coping is often defined as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”.’

         These expert sports psychologists, proud of the new ground they are breaking, continue: ‘Although some football autobiographies (e.g., Owen, 2004; Pearce, 2000) have richly articulated some of the players’ experiences of participating in a penalty shootout, systematic phenomenological descriptions of stressors, coping, and emotions in these events are completely absent in the research literature.’ The researchers’ data analysis was exhaustive, and meticulously articulated in the language of sports psychology, for example:

         
            Craftsmanship validity was pursued using method triangulation and member checking. The former made it possible to check whether the results from the open-ended interview questions concurred with results from standardised questionnaires … [and] the results from the different data sources were in agreement.

         

         Quite so.

         As they began to evaluate the ‘stressors’ surrounding a typical penalty shootout, the researchers found themselves adjudicating the gamut of agonising anxiety: 134‘In total, seven emotions were identified: Anxiety, hope, disappointed, happy, confident, energetic and fatigued.’ Readers of The Penalty Kick will find few surprises here. Inevitably, write Jordet et al., ‘Anxiety was most common.’ Their paper illustrates the troubling questions aroused by the complexity (to the contemporary sports mind) of the penalty kick. It included a comprehensive bibliography, made exclusive use of much valuable but anonymised data, and set a high bar for the coming decade.

         Another companion study, ‘On Winning “the Lottery”: Psychological Preparation for Football Penalty Shootouts’ (published in the Journal of Sports Sciences, 2015) by Greg Wood and Mark R. Wilson, also addressed the character of the shootout, and its capricious nature. Wood and Wilson write that they are focused ‘on how the dynamic nature of anxiety during each phase of the penalty shootouts can be managed through techniques that optimise aspects of perceived control (contingency, competence and control) and aiming behaviour’. Strip away the jargon; the dominant theme of this study is the mischievous part played by the imp of doubt in the penalty-takers’ mind:

         
            By synthesising this research, we hope to provide an evidence-based framework that applied practitioners can use to structure the psychological preparation for one of the most highly pressurised situations in world sport.

         

         135No matter how much a striker might train to neutralise the capricious nature of the task, the researchers found that, whatever strategies are adopted, every footballer approaches the spot kick in the shadow of fortune’s wheel. It was not all lose-lose, however. Help was at hand. Wood and Wilson write that, potentially:

         
            A useful framework that will allow these misconceptions to be effectively challenged is rational-emotive behaviour therapy (REBT; Ellis, 1957). REBT is a cognitive behavioural counselling approach based on the premise that the beliefs an individual has in relation to failure will mediate both their perceptions of events and subsequent emotional reaction. The goal of REBT is to replace irrational beliefs with rational ones in order to reduce dysfunctional emotions such as anxiety. This approach … may be particularly effective for players who have a pre-disposition for threat appraisals, such as those with a history of failure in this task or those high in public status.

         

         It’s not obvious that such a prospectus would have appealed to penalty-takers such as ‘Psycho’ or ‘Gazza’. Time and again, sports analysts had to concede one insuperable difficulty. Faced with the persistent unfairness of the penalty kick, even REBT has limits. The conclusions of this research cannot transform the adverse psychological landscape in which penalty shootouts are conducted. Wood and Wilson put a brave face on the intractable nature of the challenge: ‘We have shown that the perceived control beliefs 136of penalty-takers are inversely related to the anxiety symptoms that they experience, and positively related to optimal aiming behaviour. Moreover, we have outlined research that has shown that the dynamic nature of emotions experienced during the shootout scenario is under-pinned by reductions in aspects of perceived control (contingency, competence and control).’

         Wood and Wilson’s faith in psychology, however, confronted by the historic enigma of the penalty kick, is impressive. As a result, they report, they have provided:

         
            task-specific recommendations structured around the dynamic nature of emotions that players are likely to experience during each phase of the shootout, and that can be managed through psychological techniques that can optimise aspects of perceived control and aiming behaviour.

         

         Amid the theory, their tone is nothing if not topical: ‘These recommendations are designed to help applied professionals to structure psychological interventions for this scenario with the overall aim of helping players to take back control.’ Their conclusions are uncluttered by the doubts or fears associated with penalties:

         
            We believe that structured, and representative practice is the key to helping players to prepare for one of the most highly pressurised situations in world sport. It is only in the absence of such preparation that the ‘lottery’ truly begins.137

         

         After the millennium, this kind of analytical approach, seasoned with contemporary allusions such as ‘take back control’, began sponsoring a new language. If there was an ex-player who was going to respond to such initiatives it was one who’d endured the roller-coaster of the shootout’s seven emotions. Through this fusion of his football experience with the brains-before-heart lessons of the penalty kick, the newly appointed England manager Gareth Southgate was able to universalise the story he had perfected during his long years in the cold, finding a new harmony in empathy, patriotism and positive thinking.

         Fear Less

         Southgate also got lucky; he was in the right place at the right time, following the generally dismal record of the national team during these first years of the twenty-first century. Another humiliating sequence of loss after loss coincided with managers to match: Terry Venables, Glen Hoddle, Kevin Keegan … a breed of coach, with attitudes shaped by 1966, who were now heading for early doors. The England team, meanwhile, remained on the rack.

         In June 2004, at the Euros, England blew a quarter-final shootout against Portugal when even the free-kick wizard David Beckham made a spectacular miss, symbolic of the national crisis. Two years later 138in 2006, England lost again to Portugal: a World Cup quarter-final shootout in which Frank Lampard, Steven Gerrard and Jamie Carragher all flunked. Fail again. Fail better. In the immortal words of American baseball’s Hall of Famer Yogi Berra, it was ‘déjà vu all over again’. Old rivals like Italy, meanwhile, continued to demonstrate their match-winning cool under fire. When England met the Italians in the quarter-final of the Euros in 2012, low expectations were fulfilled when both Ashley Young and Ashley Cole missed spot kicks, and England crashed out once more. During these sad years, the FA authorities lurched through many desperate remedies, turning finally to a brace of exotic managerial appointments, serious-minded outsiders from abroad: from Sweden, Sven-Göran Eriksson, with his sharp suits, many girlfriends and manic glint, followed by the Italian martinet, a former player, Fabio Capello, he of the furrowed brow, concrete jaw, and zero tolerance. The 2008 credit crunch came and went, followed by the London Olympics, a high-profile sports spectacular that somehow also managed to project a quirky and persuasive version of Britishness to a global audience in a way that incorporated James Bond 007, the NHS and Queen Elizabeth II. At Wembley, redeveloped during 2003–07, the British footballing public endured a lot of game theory, possibly made worse by the realisation that, from 2001 to 2006, David Beckham had led a ‘golden generation’ typified by players such as Michael Owen and Wayne 139Rooney, all of whom had failed to deliver on expectations. A further decade of frustration ensued. In the midst of this, there was a new nadir in 2010, described by Alan Shearer as England’s ‘worst ever performance’, a 2–1 defeat by Iceland. That debacle inspired another managerial merry-go-round on the ship of fools. Steve McClaren was followed by Stuart Pearce, Roy Hodgson, and finally Sam Allardyce.

         For the Guardian sportswriter Paul Hayward it was a case of ‘the Titanic goes down again.’ Despite this changing of the deck-chairs, in these icy waters of doom few of those elevated to the brief captaincy of England’s fortunes disembarked the sinking ship without ignominy. Graham Taylor was compared to a turnip. McClaren (‘the Wally with the Brolly’) was lampooned for not wanting to get his hair wet during a rain squall. Hoddle quit because of his views on ‘the transmigration of souls’ (don’t ask). Keegan resigned in a Wembley toilet (ditto). Allardyce, who lasted all of sixty-seven days, was eventually bundled into oblivion for ‘inappropriate conduct’.

         Much of the problem was to do with what we might call the Trafalgar Imperative. Each new England boss, confronted with the need to come up with some version of the Nelson Touch – ‘England Expects’ – could never find the right relationship with the media, the fans or the nation’s super-charged amour propre. The job was a poisoned chalice. Less a manager than a sorcerer’s apprentice in a world of impossible dreams, the 140average – and they were very average – England coach seemed dead on arrival. The historian Eric Hobsbawm attributed this to the curse of nationalism. To a nation like England, he wrote, ‘an imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people’.

         But then, finally, in 2016, the year of Brexit, came signs of hope and the beginnings of a revival: the appearance of this ex-England player who had spent years reflecting on the nature of the contract between the national team and the great British public, and who was now cautiously responding to the tentative overtures of the FA. The return of Gareth Southgate would take months to evolve, but the outcome was not really in doubt, and nor was the character of the player who eventually appeared on the nation’s touchline in … a waistcoat.

         Southgate later confessed to a member of the Royal Family how he had coped with his role as the player who had betrayed ‘a tidal wave of good feeling’ about the England team’s international chances. ‘When you’ve messed up, as I have, you realise that’s professionally as difficult as you’re going to face. It almost liberates you to say, right, okay. Let’s just attack life.’ Finally … it was Game On.

         The FA certainly wanted Southgate, and had been tracking him since 2006, once he’d become the gaffer at Middlesborough, his first step on the managerial career ladder. Following his stint on Tyneside, 141the FA appointed him to replace Stuart Pearce as the England ‘under twenty-one manager’. For his part, Southgate teased the FA’s attention with some crafty, well-judged reserve. He needed his future employers to understand that it would be dangerous to presume too much. Thus, in June 2016, he told the press he ‘did not want’ the England job. In response, the authorities came up with a four-match interim role they believed Southgate might accept, but soon found that their new recruit was no pushover. Polite, decent, and well-spoken, he would come to be defined by a ‘niceness’ that concealed far more than it revealed. Southgate’s edge, honed since 1996, was precisely what he would now need more than ever. His critics said that he was competent, but not an ‘elite-level’ coach. Any number of so-called ‘elite-level’ coaches, notably Eriksson and Capello, had failed. So why not take a chance?

         No one, in living memory, had enjoyed such a long apprenticeship.

         During his spell with the under-twenty-ones, he’d exploited a golden opportunity to spend many hours considering the style of football that best suited England in international competition. Finally, this courtship ended in November 2016 when Southgate was appointed as the senior manager of the England team, with the understanding that he was still on probation. Almost at once, he took on the next World Cup qualification campaign, leading England to Russia in 2018. Here, Southgate achieved some personal closure 142with England’s penalty shootout victory over Columbia. The moment the Three Lions squad stormed to the semi-final was the first time an England team had competed in the last four of a major tournament since Euro ’96. Now the fans were singing his name.

         Simultaneously, behind the scenes, Southgate was reaping the harvest of his wilderness years: the lessons inspired by 1996. During his exile, he had developed many ideas about how best to play football at the highest level but, as a player he had always been a man of the people, and eager to engage with the club. At the end of his matches with Crystal Palace, Aston Villa or Middlesborough, he’d always celebrate with the fans. As manager, he was re-shaping the job to suit his strengths. He’d never forget the England supporters, while recognising this paradox: the new boss was both a former player with the common touch, as well as a confident figurehead. He would set the tone, and do it his way, without fear. Football was his top priority, and so was winning, but there were new ways to achieve that objective. The proof was in the pudding; in his first two tournaments, he had won five knockout games, a record.

         England’s ascent continued. Having secured qualification, Southgate’s team would reach the final of the 2020 Euros, a feat unknown in years. After Covid, in June 2021, belatedly, he led his squad at home on another summer campaign, winning notable victories at Wembley over Germany and Denmark in the 143knockout stages. Finally, this new, young team faced Italy in the Final. Before this match, he declared, in a combative spirit of intent, possibly inspired by the crisis of the pandemic. ‘There are historic things we should be proud of. We’ve had unbelievable inventions in this country. We’ve had standards of decency … At heart, I go back to the values that my parents gave me.’

         This was a new voice, a re-statement of ‘fairness’, backed up by England players taking the knee against racism, and also in the team’s solidarity with LGBTQ. Perhaps these initiatives helped inoculate the football public against the worst outbreak of rage when, once again, the Final’s shootout went awry. Southgate’s team had held Italy to a 1–1 draw over the course of 120 minutes, but then lost when Marcus Rashford mis-kicked and his two team mates Jadon Sancho and Bukayo Saka also failed to score. Italy had won the title in the most heartbreaking manner, but Southgate did not hesitate to accept ownership of this debacle. He did not shrink from accepting that the choice of penalty-takers was his responsibility. ‘It’s down to me,’ he said. ‘I decided on the basis of what they’ve done in training, and nobody is on their own.’ Here was a player-manager who fully understood the terrible loneliness of the penalty kick. Nobody is on their own. Rashford, Sancho and Saka were vilified, but England’s morale and cohesiveness held firm, another first. Under this manager, there was a new determination to prevail, whatever the setbacks.144

         Next to Southgate’s winning ways, there was his cultural revolution. His leadership on the training ground was inclusive, generous, open-minded and optimistic. This was a revelation, forged in the crucible of despair. He worked hard to promote a positive vibe, opposing the traditional seeds of failure: disrespect, indiscipline, vanity, laziness, and unpunctuality. The new pride in wearing an England shirt that he inspired was a novel experience for some of his senior players, who’d previously had to be coaxed into joining the national team.

         To promote his team’s commitment to a better narrative – ‘the story of us’ – Southgate championed the work of his performance coach Owen Eastwood, a New Zealander of tribal descent who believed in a Maori theory of family. Former England teams had been a loose association of semi-detached millionaires – star-players with no common bonds of heritage, attitude or ambition. Southgate sponsored a special awareness of what it meant to play for your country and represent the nation in the experience of ‘belonging’, a new approach.

         Finally, the clincher. Southgate was uniquely well-placed to put an end to that old fear factor, the dread of failure. He recruited the sports psychologist Dr Pippa Grange to his squad, with a radical new message about lost matches. ‘The direct experience that comes from trying and failing is the key to solving future problems and overcoming barriers,’ Grange would 145write in Fear Less: How to Win at Life Without Losing Yourself. Her message was simple. She wanted to address something that afflicted many gifted players, ‘the fear of not being good enough’, and an associated fear of failure. As Grange puts it: ‘the earlier you fail, the more often you fail and the braver you are about it, the more you’re protected from losing the plot when the biggest moments come.’

         Under Southgate’s encouragement, Dr Grange took the bold step of pointing out that when sports teams analyse their performance on video, the good coach doesn’t say: ‘There, that’s where you screwed up’. Instead, they’ll say: ‘Tell me, what was going on for you out there?’ or ‘What will help you best for next time this comes up?’

         The remarkable results of this management style soon began to secure an unintended dividend: it was now that some long-dormant, and deeply psychological, qualities of ethical and competitive fairness, associated with the origins of the penalty kick, came into focus, with a broader perspective. Grange and Southgate were pioneering a radical and intuitive attempt to address the damaging effects of the breakdown between the national team and the fan vis-à-vis the shootout. In November 2020, this became codified in Southgate’s new book, Anything is Possible: Be Brave, Be Kind & Follow Your Dreams. There’s a direct line from Master Willie’s innovation in 1891, to Southgate’s managerial initiatives after 2016. From opposite 146ends of the spectrum, both men had introduced an ethical dimension to the dialogue on the pitch, a new and different kind of conversation in pursuit of ‘fairness’, and, ultimately, success on the field of play.

         ‘Dear England Fans’

         Southgate’s redemption became a strange part of Ireland’s gift to the world. The vicissitudes of English football, from the rare triumph of 1966 to his appointment in the depths of 2016, illustrate how one sure redress of failure is often the telling of a better story. This could be as austere and minimal as Samuel Beckett’s ‘Fail better’. Or it can be uplifting. Since the millennium, the rise and rise of the penalty kick has become a global story of existential consequence, with many sub-plots. Besides, our national football crisis was not unique. Every football-playing country has its own ‘penalty kick’ mythology.

         In England, after that terrible night of June 1996, Southgate had blossomed into the lucky creature of a spectacular career catastrophe. Most important of all, in a sport vulnerable to the highs and lows of success, his historic moment of failure taught him to be fear-immune. He had suffered every humiliation the penalty kick could inflict on a player. He had grown indifferent to dread. Consequently, having come to terms with who he was, he had become a more decisive, 147and a more authentic leader. He knew what it meant to stand inside the penalty area, within that chamber of truth. To be at home there, a player had to be in charge of himself. All these qualities became braided into the spinning of a new narrative line, contributing to the story he would soon give players and fans alike. The drama of the penalty kick has always been implicit in its execution.

         In March 2021, when Covid had created an unprecedented football crisis, Southgate’s response was conditioned by the debate he had been having with himself for more than twenty years. This was a debate he’d begun to share with his team. With the pandemic, his good instincts about ways to address an emergency became supercharged. He would explore new heights of empathy in his work with the national team, letting an Open Letter to the fans give voice to his vocation as one of football’s innovators and leaders, a man of quiet decency and competence some people were now saying should be prime minister.

         
             

         

         Southgate was lucky to be in tune with the zeitgeist. Open letters, for example, were all the rage in contemporary marketing. No less august an institution than Cambridge University had just launched a global fundraiser by addressing the world with its own corporate confessional. ‘Dear World … Yours, Cambridge.’ Why not bring football’s inner dialogue to a new audience? Why not put something down in writing? For the first 148time in a long time, the England manager became the nation’s storyteller through a bold and simple act of personal creativity. In 2021, with his appeal to the England fans, Southgate created another kind of mini-drama, a letter that was really a speech, derived from his ambition ‘to share a few things with you, as we begin this journey’.

         This ‘Dear England Fans’ letter has been described by David Goldblatt as ‘one of the most important documents on Englishness since Orwell’s “The Lion and the Unicorn”’. It draws on everything described in The Penalty Kick: brains plus heart, the management of bad luck, a combative attitude to risk, and the positive mastery of failure. ‘Dear England fans,’ Southgate begins, ‘it has been an extremely difficult year. When you think of the grand scheme of things, perhaps football doesn’t seem so important. And what I want to speak about today is much bigger than football …’

         In rhetoric, this is an old trick. Pretend that what you’re writing about really isn’t ‘so important’, and lower expectations. But then go on to wear your heart on your sleeve. After this modest opening, Southgate moves up a gear. Players and fans alike share an experience that will linger ‘in the collective consciousness of our country’. Now he strikes the patriotic note, reminding England fans how nearly their team had succeeded on its last outing. Southgate refers to the Russia World Cup of 2018, and reminds his readers that when England are playing, there’s an audience 149of more than fifty million people on the edge of their seats. This suggestion immediately becomes part of his clever pitch: we all remember where we are when we watch an England game, who we were watching with, and who we were at the time.

         Now he can take the fans down memory lane, with some sentimental touches from the Southgate family scrapbook which say, ‘I’m just a regular guy, like you’. The first England match Southgate remembers was the 1982 World Cup. He was just eleven; in his lifetime, this was the first World Cup for which England had qualified. He will use this memory to consolidate his claim that every game has the potential to create lifelong loyalties for the England supporter. Here, Southgate’s letter (like a speech) has to move towards more difficult questions about who we are as ‘England fans’. It’s a key passage, and one that he supports with a crafty reference to his own background, adding to the mix the all-important concept of ‘Queen and Country’.

         ‘Why do we care so much?’ he asks. Everyone has a different idea of what it means to be English, of course. His own sense of identity and socio-cultural values, he admits, are closely tied to his family, particularly his grandfather whom he remembers as ‘a fierce patriot, who served during World War II’. Southgate does not flinch from patriotism here. As a player, he couldn’t help but think of his grandfather when he lined up to sing the national anthem as a player.150

         Next, it’s time to get back to his own squad. Who are they, and why are they here? Where do they come from, and where – crucially – are they going? It’s here that he associates himself with his team as both a national protagonist and a fan. Players are fans too, becomes his pitch. ‘That’s how it starts,’ he continues. ‘It starts with kids sitting in front of TVs, with wall charts and heroes.’ Of course, football is not like the game we played in 1966; besides, ‘England’ has changed almost beyond recognition. Despite that, Southgate argues, don’t fall for the ‘false narrative’ that there is no longer an ‘England’ to identify with.

         Southgate also concedes the passage of time. ‘We’re in a different era now,’ he writes. But this doesn’t mean that ‘England’ no longer exists. He rejects the notion that ‘some players don’t know what it means to play for England’ – or don’t care – as a false narrative. To this, he counters his experience as England manager. ‘You only need to see what I see when an under-15 comes into St George’s Park for the first time. The pride for them, their families and their communities back home is huge.’ The England team is an elite club, the best of the best, he’s saying – and don’t you forget it, England fans!

         The journey to earn an England cap is an incredibly difficult one, regardless of background or circumstance. Only around 1,200 players have ever represented England at the senior level. Southgate, building towards a climax, starts to bang the national 151drum, describing his profound sense of privilege. ‘Don’t forget, many of our lads started out at Football League clubs like Barnsley, MK Dons and Sheffield United. Their backgrounds are humble.’ But, as one of the chosen few in England’s history … every player is a role model.

         Again, his appeal to the fans is simple, partisan – and visceral. England fans must give their players the confidence to stand up for the things that matter to them as people. Southgate returns to his opening argument, that the game is as much about English values as it is about sport. ‘I have never believed that we should just stick to football. I know my voice carries weight because of the position that I hold … I have a responsibility to the wider community, and so do the players.’ As a top team, representing ‘England’, he wants his players to be socially aware, addressing sensitive issues of race, class and gender. This matters to all of us, he believes; and he urges the fans not to underestimate ‘how much my lads are on your “wavelength”’ – whatever that might be.

         As manager, Southgate sees it as ‘their duty to continue to interact with the public on matters such as equality, inclusivity and racial injustice.’ He articulates this belief with infectious enthusiasm. He feels in his bones that ‘this generation of England players is closer to the supporters than they have been for decades. Despite the polarisation we see in society, these lads are on the same wavelength as you on many issues.’ 152Trust me, friends, Southgate is saying, I’m not as young as I look. Yes, he’s been around; he knows the price of fame, and the value of authenticity. He’s an old dude. There are times when his parental instincts are bound to kick in. He can’t help this. He’s actually old enough to be a father to most of his players.

         Southgate, like a striker stepping up to the penalty spot, is cautiously approaching the colour question. He writes: ‘I see players scrolling on their phones straight after the final whistle and I think … reading abusive comments on Twitter or Instagram is never going to help performance … The last 18 months [of Covid] have put added pressure on everyone, I know. However, there are things I will never understand … Why would you choose to insult somebody for something as ridiculous as the colour of their skin?’

         And so finally, the big one, an issue with which England continues to wrestle, especially in sport. After Black Lives Matter, he knows we can no longer ignore the question of race. He’s sure everyone will follow him on this one: we’re a tolerant society, right? We all have the right to our own opinions, and I have the right to tell you that! Not only a right, but a strong desire to make a difference. Why? Sadly, for those people who engage in unacceptable behaviour, he has some bad news. You’re on The Losing Side. Social change is coming. ‘We are heading for a much more tolerant and understanding society,’ he writes. ‘The national awareness around inequality and the discussions 153on race have gone to a different level in the last twelve months alone.’

         Having made this pitch, Southgate now strikes a congenial note of optimism. He’s confident that the young of today will grow up baffled by old attitudes and ways of thinking. His appeal is resonant, honest, but accepting of difference: ‘For many of that younger generation, your notion of Englishness is quite different from my own.’ Southgate understands that on these islands we have a desire to protect our values and traditions. But ‘that shouldn’t come at the expense of introspection and progress. Regardless of your upbringing and politics, we are an incredible nation. We do have a special identity and that remains a powerful motivator’.

         Here, he speaks of the important – and modern – social contract available to all England fans, in which sport generally and football in particular can blaze a trail. ‘The reality is that the result is just a small part of it. When England play, there’s much more at stake than that. It’s about how we conduct ourselves on and off the pitch, how we bring people together, and how we create memories that last beyond the 90 minutes.’ This passage summons up an appeal to English history. These will be memories that last forever. From here, it’s a short step to Southgate’s rousing conclusion: downbeat rhetoric in demotic English. It’s perfectly judged.’ I think about all the young kids watching this summer … No matter what happens, I just hope that 154their parents, teachers and club managers will turn to them and say, “Look. That’s the way to represent your country. That’s what England is about.” If we can do that, it will be a summer to be proud of.’

         And then, as modestly as he began, he signs off, like the nation’s old friend. ‘Yours, Gareth Southgate.’

         Analyse Southgate’s letter to the fans in these terms, recognise its candour, intimacy and passion, and it’s hardly a surprise that the acclaimed contemporary dramatist James Graham, ever on the lookout for promising material, fastened onto this remarkable document as the inspiration for his next new play. In 1972, the penalty kick had inspired Peter Handke’s avant-garde novel about alienation. In 2022, Southgate’s Open Letter to the fans caught the attention of a playwright in search of a theme.

         Graham, having decided that it was ‘Shakespearean’ in spirit, embarked on a ‘condition of England’ play that used the lens of football to focus on the new manager’s experience of St George’s Park, the home of the FA. Starring Gina McKee as Pippa Grange, with Joseph Fiennes as Southgate, and directed by Rupert Goold, Dear England opened on the Olivier stage at the National Theatre, just after the midsummer solstice in June 2023, to ecstatic reviews. I was there, sitting among theatre critics and football commentators, TV broadcasters and pundits, part of a first-night audience united in its response to a gripping national story.155

         Along with everything else about the show, the title, Dear England, is far from accidental, of course. Although his play is ostensibly about football, James Graham’s real subject – as Willie McCrum would instinctively have understood – is national identity. Dear England is part of a dramatic tradition that stretches back to Shakespeare’s history plays. The Variety theatre critic David Benedict astutely observes that ‘As with all Graham’s best work, Dear England is alive with metaphor. A million miles from agitprop, his writing is consciously political in the widest and best sense, like David Hare, a generation before, in Racing Demon.’ Benedict shows how Graham takes his inspiration from Southgate, and the traffic of everyday events in sport. As he’d already done in This House, he populates a wide canvas with arresting detail, handling history to build a wider reflection and commentary, on the Shakespeare model.

         James Graham, uniquely in English theatre today, writes history plays based on character. And history plays, inevitably, are as much about the period in which they are written as the one they depict. For instance, his play Ink – misunderstood by some as an uneven portrait of Rupert Murdoch – was nothing of the sort. The Dirty Digger was the dominant character, but the subject was the manipulated and manufactured collapse of standards in British newspaper publishing and the danger of populism, seen through the prism of the Sun’s launch and its immediate aftermath.156

         Dear England, quietly presenting English values and the redemption of Gareth Southgate, while examining the fortunes of his struggling team against a backdrop of national disruption (five prime ministers, Covid, and the death of the Queen) fits that mould. Goold’s fluent staging, and natural command of theatrical momentum, gave the play added drive and dynamism. Throughout the breathless first act, the ball – so to speak – is never dropped. Building on a clean and economic stage design, he flattered the slightly weaker, more literal second act by focusing on precision and never letting the pace drop. For the first time in decades, actually on a national stage, English football had acquired a persuasive new sporting narrative, a version that appealed to the crowd and the players. Southgate’s story had come full circle. Now all he had to do was translate that into match performances.

      
   


   
      
         157
            Chapter Seven

            Eternity’s Sunrise

         

         Only a Game

         I returned to Milford in the spring of 2023, staying down the Monaghan Road in Armagh at the Charlemont Arms. This family hotel has old links to the city’s community and keeps an all-seasons bar that’s a popular destination with local poets, musicians and singers who, in that sleepless Irish way, often perform there through the dead of night. The ‘Charley’ is also a short walk from the drab Victorian lodgings in which Master Willie passed those final years of alcohol and destitution. Here, in twenty-first century Ireland, the world seemed torn between its very old self and a beckoning future, half-in and half-out.

         There was war in Russia, and a heavy roller on the cricket square in the middle of the Mall. Proud Ukraine flags – Capri blue and Napoli yellow – mingle with the Union Jack and the Irish tricolour along the route to the border with the Republic. On the motorway, convoys of trucks with cargoes of semi-conductors for the digital economy rumble past tender splashes of gorse, and the first blooms of spring. On mainland Britain, rising prices, Tory party bloodletting and post-Covid sickness send shudders of stress through the body politic. In Co. 158Armagh, between the cider-apple orchards of ‘bandit country’, those unspoilt green slopes on which the flax used to hang out to dry, smile in the sunshine.

         At the sharp turn into the village, the plinth announcing the home of the penalty kick adds that granite chyron to Milford’s apocryphal story. Ironically, this was the result of a campaign by the 1997 Milford Community Development Association (MCDA) to preserve Milford House as a listed building, and potential tourist destination. Elsewhere, the North was celebrating twenty-five years of the Good Friday Agreement, with allusions to Seamus Heaney’s wishful line about optimism and history. Politicians and stout platoons of the Irish commentariat were gathering near Stormont, hoping against hope that the Windsor Framework would preserve the embattled protocols on which the United Kingdom depends.

         The failure of Brexit here, and the incompetence of the settlement imposed on Northern Ireland by a lazy and discredited prime minister, had provoked shrugs of despair on all sides. The people of the narrow ground know from bitter and violent experience that failure comes in many guises. They have a familiarity with all kinds of historic injustice for which the penalty kick could be an icon. Football has its own competitive logic, of course, but every nuance of life in Northern Ireland is freighted with significance. Here the penalty kick finds a place in what the psychoanalysts Nicholas Abraham and Mária Török have identified, in family 159history, as ‘trans-generational haunting’.

         This suggestive notion, as it relates to the marriage of family and football, inspires many potential connections and associations. Nevertheless, as my journey into the forgotten past comes to a close, some unsettled questions continue to reverberate. What secret truths does the story of R.G. and Master Willie tell me about my own family? What ancestral wounds inspired this complex anatomy of failure? No question: the modernisation of Rule 13 through the penalty shootout is strangely relevant, even fashionable.

         In an age of dread and disruption, the study of things that go south, of plans that go off the rails and a fascination with the success that morphs into failure, has become addictive. The punters, obsessed by the thrill of the shootout, that knife-edge performance amid the thunder of the perilous stadium, are consoled by the televised appearance of its opposite. Perhaps it’s reassuring to see that your heroes are not merely mortal, but subject to human frailty. Once the penalty kick becomes the apotheosis of fallibility, does it not acquire a new humanity? I’ve noticed how some reluctant female spectators, so different to their men, declare an enthusiasm for the shootout, as both a signal that the match is – finally! – almost over, and also as a game-changing moment far more exciting, as a pocket drama, than the game itself.

         Another attraction of penalties remains that ageless offer from Ireland’s ‘narrow ground’: the minicrisis 160of extreme risk within the ‘chamber of truth’. The moment the penalty-taker is confronted with the intolerable pressure of free will becomes existential in a peculiarly Irish way. Every striker who steps up to take a spot-kick participates in the cliff-hanger of creativity – the mystery of storytelling – and will mimic the artist’s blank canvas or blank page, forever uncertain of the outcome until the moment of commitment. Here, in Ireland, this drama has a metaphorical outreach, speaking to a people who have often been in desperate need of hope in their many skirmishes with failure and disappointment.

         Failure can be an ‘unsinkable’ ocean liner going down in icy seas off Newfoundland. Or it can be a civil failure, such as the thirty years of the Troubles. Or a prosperous linen business going under the hammer in times of economic distress; and a splendid country mansion falling into rack and ruin through indifference, neglect and bad management. To the McCrums of Milford, especially Willie, failure became a malediction – relentless, remorseless and all-consuming. After his schooldays, Willie my great-grandfather would always be somewhat at a loss, and adrift. Marriage, career, family: apart from his football life, nothing prospered. His wife ran off and his only son turned his back on the future and moved to England to make a fresh start, but then saw it founder in the dark waters of Invergordon.

         My father, Michael McCrum, was just eight years old when his father was ruined as the commander of 161HMS Hood, and barely ten when he watched this much-admired naval officer turn his back on his mother and children in a maelstrom of shame, bitterness and desperation. Ivy, my grandmother, retired to a solitary life on Dartmoor, devoting herself to three sons and their families. As children, we were not encouraged to explore this subject. Our beloved ‘Granny’ had rescued the McCrum family through her boys, Tony, Michael and Bobby, to achieve a triumph of character over adversity. If there was an incentive to be more inquisitive, such curiosity was not encouraged.

         
            [image: ]Michael, Tony and Bobby

            

         

         Things change. She divorced reluctantly, under 162outraged and censorious family pressure; eventually, the atmosphere of failure and disgrace surrounding her separation morphed into a loaded silence. This was manifest to me from an early age. I always knew that the family past contained a lot of buried ordnance. My grandmother would thrill us with tales of her rackety California childhood, but no one ever spoke of Cecil, or even gave him a name. The first time I returned to Milford in 1987, I spent days interviewing the locals about the family, and came home to England with a bursting folder of photographs and memorabilia. When I proudly displayed these to my father, Michael, his childhood hurt was painfully evident. He really did not want to know; and his indifference chilled the atmosphere like an east wind. Going back, in memory, to those bitter times was excruciating and abhorrent.

         This was particularly sad because I had discovered something he must have known, but had never acknowledged, viz. that his father, Commander C. R. McCrum had actually achieved some measure of professional redemption during World War Two. Indeed, the whirligig of time had brought his parents something unanticipated: both had put their lives back together. Ivy McCrum eventually died, a much-loved matriarch and inveterate bridge-player at the age of ninety-nine, a few months shy of her century, in the winter of 1990. So far as I can recall from childhood, she never referred to her father-in-law, Master Willie, or his obsession with football. If I could question her ghost, it’s a fair bet, 163knowing her unquenchable pragmatism, that she’d dismiss the inquiry with: ‘it’s only a game’.

         To pigeon-hole the penalty kick thus reminds me of a famous passage in Northanger Abbey where an anonymous ‘young lady’ declares, of her reading-matter, that ‘It’s only a novel’. At this dismissive aside, Miss Austen springs to the defence of her genre, and steps into the pages of her own book to exercise her inimitable irony: ‘Only a novel … some work in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusion of wit and humour, are conveyed to the world in the best-chosen language.’

         Contrariwise, if we say that football is only a game, we might add: ‘In short, it is only some ninety minutes on the field of play in which the greatest display of athletic prowess is offered to several million viewers, during which the most complete mastery of the competitive spirit, the most entrancing presentation of its qualities, and the liveliest expressions of ball-control, are conveyed to the spectators in every manner of sporting guile, to create a magical interlude of sublime distraction.’

         In turn, this might just be another way of saying that, first and last, the penalty kick is that rare gamechanger, a special phenomenon emblematic of Northern Ireland, a society whose vicissitudes continue to flourish on the margin of failure, regret and historic disappointment.164

         The Fairytales of Failure

         The human animal, on or off the football field, is blessed with a narrative gene. A good story can achieve wonders, and will often yield a better outcome. This brings us back to the disruptions of the present. We do not live in a comforting age of plots. Contemporary fiction is preoccupied with moods, psycho-social issues and the predicaments of gender. Few people would dream of writing a novel without characters, but a novel without a plot is almost normal. Outside genre bestsellers, it’s unusual for a highbrow novel to treat its plot with respect. If we speak about a new novel, it’s rarely to do with its story in the traditional sense. In the same way, the penalty kick is like a Victorian novel, replete with ‘story’, but stronger in mood than storyline. At the same time, as a parable of unbearable odds, Willie McCrum’s invention has achieved something unique and ageless: a plausible, and modern fairytale of redemption.

         With many competing versions of success and failure, football still attracts the kind of commentary that aspires to a kind of secular religion in which the upshot of ninety minutes’ conflict on the field is described, sometimes breathlessly, in terms of right and wrong, or good and evil, and positive vs negative. Commander McCrum’s forgotten fate is part of that pattern.

         A gifted sailor who had enjoyed the blessings of three identities, my grandfather had staged a mini-comeback 165in 1944. Finally having been promoted to captain, but without any prospect of a meaningful naval future, he was commissined to command the deployment and logistics of the Mulberry Harbours in the Channel off Normandy, during the approach to D-Day. This sub-plot to the invasion of France has been described by Supreme Allied HQ as ‘the success story of a military and naval operation unsurpassed in the history of warfare’. In this administrative role, he exercised his formidable organisational gifts to sustain these floating harbours and keep open the lines of supply. Once the war ended, he took up civilian life in the West Country, and retired to Radstock with his second wife, Marcella.

         In his final years before his death in 1977, in deep obscurity outside the city of Bath, bereft of family, his naval life became forgotten. At the same time, the story of the penalty kick lingered on the edge of oblivion, too close to episodes from the recent past to escape family censure. To my father, who died in 2005, this story was so painful to contemplate that he closed all doors on Armagh to invent himself as a classical scholar specialising in Roman history, and the tyranny of the emperor Domitian. Later, at the climax of his career, he became Head Master of Eton College, a pinnacle of the British establishment. I believe that, despite appearances to the contrary, in these circles of privilege he always felt himself to be something of an outsider; certainly, he never showed the slightest interest 166in football. Failure was not in his lexicon; success was what mattered, especially if it could be measured by academic achievement.

         In the twenty-first century, meanwhile, the stories of the penalty kick continue to inspire narrative twists and dramatic irruptions of sporting novelty and risk. During the past decade, the wider world has become an arena of dread and uncertainty. Within obvious limits, the football pitch, with its two penalty areas, on which the great players of the moment will participate in a nail-biting ritual, has now, more than has become a mirror to our age, a source of consolation. There’s an appetite for these stories.

         In my version, Ireland’s gift to the world’s football culture is not a sentimental notion. The penalty kick’s grip on our imaginations has nothing to do with blarney and everything to do with its accidental quality as a subversive and dangerous kind of competitive drama, in other words, as a football fantasy, a popular story with a universal appeal.

         Ah, football!

         Heroic Optimism

         Or, as the fans might have it: Oh, football!

         Here, finally, is the lasting connection between football and family, possibly inspired by an unconscious bias towards a happy ending, and the ultimate 167reconciliation of conflict or disappointment. Is it, in conclusion, too much to frame The Penalty Kick as potentially a contemporary fairytale for a mass audience?

         Why ever not? Fairytales are most often associated with children and, in most dictionary definitions, feature magical events and imaginary creatures such as elves, goblins and wizards. According to the scholar, critic and children’s author Katherine Rundell, fairytales should be universal, dispensing ‘wild hungers and heroic optimism’: for everyone, the young and the old of both sexes, and for all seasons.

         At its best, the penalty kick’s place in the psychology of the fairytale yields a panoply of fantastic archetypes. It’s a boutique showcase of supreme conflict (simultaneous attack and defence) with terrible odds for the goalie (supreme injustice) plus extravagant risk for the striker (‘heroic optimism’). Furthermore, it achieves this in a matter-of-fact, almost banal, atmosphere of dread that evokes every available kind of failure, injury and mischance going, chiefly in order to achieve the fairytale’s great declaration: despite everything, the miracle of hope can prevail.

         And that’s not just for children. Grown-up fairytales conjure fear in order to teach us that we need not be so afraid. Finally, as with all the best versions, the penalty kick is designed to speak to everyone simultaneously. It should, and usually does, provide a story that unites everyone, luring an entire stadium into the 168same imaginative arena, as if by witchcraft.

         Crucially, in the biography of the penalty kick, this is a dramatic theme that’s now beyond the power of any individual to revise or reject, a freedom it owes to its origins, and particularly to its inventor. In his pragmatic, fair-minded way, Willie McCrum was content for his innovation to retain its independence. Our family often jokes, ruefully, that we’ve never had so much as a sniff of a royalty. To Master Willie, such talk would have been sacrilege: his penalty kick was never meant to be monetised, mortgaged or franchised. He was content to let it have a life of its own, within the structure of the game he loved, releasing moments of liberation in which everything can take wing. In 1970, the shootout might have destroyed the vitality of the penalty; instead, it became the making of it.

         Willie McCrum was a classical scholar. He believed in the free play of unfettered thought, that uplifting sovereignty of the human mind where the best ideas flourish at will. In overcoming the restraints of the narrow ground, his attitude was always in the spirit of William Blake’s poem, ‘Eternity’:

         
            
               He who binds to himself a joy

               Doth the winged life destroy

               He who kisses the joy as it flies

               Lives in eternity’s sunrise.
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