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            PROLOGUE
      

         

         The past and present of women’s football is much bigger than anyone imagines. With so few records existing of its earliest days, we are still piecing together its history; with so much growth happening so quickly on a global scale, we are struggling to keep up. This book is my way of telling the story of women’s football since its inception and its development across the world, through an exploration of some of the challenges female footballers – of all standards, from the hobbyist to the top professional – have faced and continue to face in order to play the game they love. Every single woman who has ever pulled on a pair of boots has her own stories to tell; this is just the start, and there are so many tales I wanted to tell, plus many more tales that need to be told by those with lived experience and other perspectives. Woman Up is a series of snapshots, a plethora of pen portraits, giving an insight into a broad range of lives in football; it cannot be completely comprehensive (and by linguistic necessity includes many accounts from English-speaking nations, although I am incredibly grateful to those who have spoken to or emailed me in their second, third or even fourth language!), but there are some shared female experiences globally. Indeed, many of the amazing people to whom I have spoken have talked about several major hurdles they have faced, and faced down; though they may be included in one particular chapter, their stories may echo those of others found elsewhere in the book. Essentially, I hope here that I give a glimpse of the achievements of female footballers – and the complex, multiple obstacles they have had to overcome – ever since the birth of the game.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      BEGINNING
     

    

    
     Kicking a ball around with friends is one of the most straightforward games for children to play. In its most basic form, it requires no expensive equipment, and not even a proper pitch, just a patch of grass or even tarmac, with teams of unorthodox, uneven numbers. In its more structured, codified form, though, girls’ and women’s access to football has been massively limited.
    

    
     Sometimes those restrictions have been societal. When women in Britain began to form football teams in the late nineteenth century with the intent to tour the country, some adopted pseudonyms – stage names for when they stepped on to a pitch – acknowledging that perhaps what they were doing would not be considered ‘ladylike’ and that this mattered to them. The captain of the British Ladies, the so-called ‘Nettie Honeyball’, was one of the players to do this, and her true identity is still a matter for much discussion. She was, however, careful to present herself as a respectable upper-middle-class woman, and was once quoted in the Maidenhead Advertiser as saying: “If I accepted all the girls from the masses that made application to join us, why, our list would have been filled long ago.” This suggests that the women who did form the British Ladies were not “girls from the masses” but well-brought-up young ladies, or at least women who wanted to give that impression. They were also likely to be women with some degree of independence, without a husband, father or brother asserting his role as nominal head of the family to prevent her from playing, or perhaps an entirely supportive family encouraging her sporting pursuits, which would also have been less than usual at the time. There was certainly a prevailing belief – indeed, one that still exists in some quarters even now – that strenuous physical pursuits are not appropriate for the female body.
    

    
     Sometimes those restrictions have, though, been entirely deliberate. In 1921, after women’s exhibition matches continued to draw big crowds and big money, outside the auspices of their control, the FA began to worry. They permitted the celebrated factory team Dick, Kerr Ladies FC to play a South of England team at Bristol City with the condition that a full statement of accounts should be presented straight away. Then they told their member clubs that they needed prior permission before women could play a match on an affiliated pitch, regardless if it was for charity, and that the member club themselves would be responsible for the monies taken. This was followed by a notorious declaration in December:
    

    
     
      Complaints having been made as to football being played by women, Council feel impelled to express their strong opinion that the game is quite unsuitable for females and should not be encouraged.
     

     
      Complaints have also been made as to the conditions under which some of the matches have been arranged and played, and the appropriation of receipts to other than charitable objects. The Council are further of the opinion that an excessive proportion of the receipts are absorbed in expenses and an inadequate percentage devoted to charitable objects.
     

     
      For these reasons the Council requests the Clubs belonging to the Association refuse the use of their grounds for such matches.
     

    

    
     This declaration made it extremely difficult for women to play football; male players and coaches were threatened with sanctions should they assist any female footballers or their teams. Similar attitudes were evident elsewhere; the Federation Française de Football (FFF) was founded in France in 1919, and although they did not ban women’s football outright, they did not accept women’s teams as members. Nevertheless, female players continued, seeking out scrubland, rugby pitches and public parks, even though they were not acknowledged by their country’s governing bodies. This happened across the world, with those institutions less than interested in supporting the women’s game and choosing instead to ignore it, until that course of action became impossible. Independent bodies – such as the Women’s FA running a domestic competition in England from 1969, the German Ladies’ Football Association doing similar in West Germany, and the Federation of Independent European Female Football (FIEFF) operating across the continent of Europe – were proving that there was a demand for women’s football, with a possible commercial benefit. Unofficial European Championships and World Cups were organised and attracted thousands of fans, yet those who participated paid a high price; Harry Batt, who took a team from Britain to Mexico in 1971, received a life ban from the game on his return, with his players receiving shorter sanctions. Inevitably, the official authorities wanted to bring it under their domain and their control. UEFA and FIFA began to recognise and integrate the women’s game from 1971 onwards, encouraging national associations to take responsibility for women’s football, but it has been a slow and in many instances reluctant progress. When official international tournaments were organised, the powers-that-be were still loath to bestow their established brand names on women’s competitions; in 1984, the first European Championship was called the European Competition for Women’s Football, while in 1991 the first World Cup was called, astoundingly, the First FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football for the M&Ms Cup.
    

    
     The FA took their time considering how best to organise a domestic league for women, assessing how other countries had succeeded or struggled with their own competitions, and subsequently delaying the launch of the semi-professional Women’s Super League until the summer of 2011. Within a decade, the WSL was fully professional, with promotion and relegation to a semi-professional second tier. By the end of 2022, England had won only their second major senior trophy ever as Sarina Wiegman’s Lionesses lifted the European Championship.
    

    
     This was a significant achievement for women’s football, but girls’ football has continued to face problems. Although there has been a growing network of women’s clubs, girls in England have struggled to find teams to represent, with many either giving up or playing for a boys’ team; former Arsenal and England winger Rachel Yankey cut her hair short and called herself ‘Rae’ as a child to avoid being identified as a girl.
    

    
     Perhaps the most famous example of a girl who fought hard for the right to play football was Theresa Bennett, who was twelve when her coach rang her to tell her she was not allowed to play football for their team that season. If she did, he said, the whole team would be banned from competition. This was because she was a girl, and the rest of the players in the league were boys.
    

    
     In June 1979, Bennett was adjudged to be a victim of unlawful sex discrimination by the Football Association and the Nottinghamshire FA, who stopped her from playing with the Muskham United under-12 boys’ team. The rule at the time was that mixed football was not permitted, and Bennett sought help from the Equal Opportunities Commission, with the full support of her parents and a solicitor who was happy to work pro bono. She was awarded £200 in damages by deputy circuit judge Michael Harris at Newark County Court after being prevented from playing the previous season, along with £50 for the injury to her feelings; it was accepted at that hearing that before puberty there were no real physical differences between boys and girls.
    

    
     Naturally, the FA appealed. The case ended up in the High Court, but Bennett and her parents were only told about it at 5.30am on the morning of the hearing. Neither her mother nor her father could drive, and by the time they had got the train to London, the ruling had been made in the FA’s favour, and Bennett had not had chance to say anything. The nearest women’s team to Bennett was in Nottingham, twenty-two miles away, and as she was unable to travel there until she could drive herself, she did not play football again until she was seventeen.
    

    
     The Bennett case was famous; inspirational for many, perhaps, but also indicative of the obstacles that remained for girls wanting to play football, even though the FA had ostensibly rubber-stamped it. Even in the twenty-first century, football has still been seen as a boys’ sport, with girls’ access restricted. According to the FA’s data from 2021, football was – perhaps unsurprisingly – the most popular sport for children in England, but only one third of girls aged between five and eighteen were able to play every week. More than that, 91 per cent of girls who were not able to play football in their school PE lessons would have liked to be able to – but only 67 per cent of all schools (41 per cent of secondary schools) offered football equally to girls in PE lessons, with 46 per cent of schools providing the same extracurricular opportunities as boys.
    

    
     These are the fundamental statistics that underpin the FA’s Let Girls Play campaign, which launched in October 2021 and picked up masses of momentum following the Lionesses’ win at the 2022 European Championships. The England squad’s open letter to then-prime ministerial candidates Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak grabbed the headlines, with many onlookers shocked about the limited resources that were still available for girls to play what had long been considered the national sport.
    

    
     “The reality is we are inspiring young girls to play football, only for many to end up going to school and not being able to play,” the footballers wrote. “This is something that we all experienced growing up. We were often stopped from playing. So we made our own teams, we travelled across the country and despite the odds, we just kept playing football. Women’s football has come a long way. But it still has a long way to go.”
    

    
     The FA and their corporate partners offered a variety of grassroots programmes specifically for girls: the Wildcats, a non-competitive programme for girls aged between five and eleven, and Squad Girls, a progression for girls aged between twelve and fourteen. On International Women’s Day 2023, the FA and the government announced that girls would have equal access to football in schools as part of an all-sport commitment.
    

    
     “By making football more accessible to millions of girls across the nation, we have opened a crucial door for the growth of women’s football and women’s sport as a whole,” said Lotte Wubben-Moy, one of the Lionesses who had spearheaded the campaign for more girls to play football. “I am proud to be part of something that will live on for generations to come. This is just the beginning.”
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     The American Youth Soccer Organization is the oldest national youth soccer programme in the United States. Founded in 1964 in California, the non-profit began with just nine teams and a few volunteers who wanted to bring young people into football – or ‘soccer’, as it tends to be called in the USA. Although the sport had been played there for a century previously, it was not one of the most popular sports there, superseded by baseball and American football. Despite men having their own nationwide competition, it was fraught with organisational and governance difficulties as well as finance issues, and had dropped out of the public eye by the time AYSO launched.
    

    
     The launch of AYSO was followed by the launch of the new professional North American Soccer League for men; thirty years later, in 1995, an amateur league for women, the W-League, began. Soccer was by this time a sport that was more popular for girls and women than for boys and men, in no small part to the financial investment that followed the introduction of Title IX, to assure equal access to sport for women and men within academic institutions. The achievements of the US women’s national team (USWNT) solidified its attraction for the following generations; a Women’s World Cup win in 1991, then an Olympic gold medal in 1996 also thrust celebrity on its star players, such as Mia Hamm, who was so recognisable that she even got mentioned in an episode of the hit sitcom 
     
      Friends
     
    

    
     AYSO’s mission is for everyone to be able to play football; every player on a team must play at least 50 per cent of every game, and every year new teams are created with the intention of making them as evenly balanced as possible, ensuring competitive matches that are also productive learning experiences for everyone. As with most football organisations, AYSO is reliant on volunteers to run and coach teams as well as referee matches.
    

    
     Scott Snyder was a player himself before moving into coaching and strategy, and was later appointed as AYSO’s senior director of sport development.
    

    
     “It comes down to creating an environment that is conducive for a child to play soccer, and that’s how I view it, even though some people see it a little bit more complicated than that,” he explained. “At the end of the day, anything I put down in words, and then train someone on, will equate to an environment on a local field somewhere, [where a] child will get into the parents’ car and turn to Mom or Dad and say, ‘Hey, that was cool, and I can’t wait to go back’ or ‘I don’t want to go back.’”
    

    
     One of his challenges was ensuring that volunteers got the training they needed to be able to coach teams, particularly parents – often mothers – who were coming forward and offering to step up so that their daughters had a place to play. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, a virtual option had been embedded in the training offering, but a balance needed to be struck to ensure that volunteers also had experience of coaching on a pitch with players.
    

    
     “Our balance becomes what is appropriate for online content, review and participation, and then how do we get into the field to do some field work or watch a demonstration? Can you watch it on a video? You can. Did they get that same experience? No. So where’s the trade-off?” he said.
    

    
     “It’s particularly important for volunteer parent coaches because their currency is their time. If I’m a professional coach, then I’ll go wherever I need to go, it will be paid for by my club – and great. But if I’ve got two full-time jobs, and my kids to keep an eye on, can we be realistic? That’s what it’s about: being respectful and being realistic, too, and providing people with enough information they feel confident enough to stay involved, because if they feel out of their depth or uncomfortable, maybe they won’t stay involved.”
    

    
     AYSO, like many other volunteer-led organisations across the country, was a member of the game’s governing body, US Soccer. The twenty-first century had seen the establishment of thriving professional leagues for men and women, meaning that there was now a pathway for both boys and girls to progress to elite competition should they wish. As a former elite player himself, Snyder knew that the very best players would always get their opportunities to shine.
    

    
     “Talent gets you through that,” he said. “You’re going to get picked, you’re going to get through it. No top elite athlete goes unfound.”
    

    
     He did have a concern for the majority of players, though – those not on the so-called ‘performance pathway’ to the very top, but those playing ‘recreational soccer’. Snyder felt that ‘rec soccer’ had been typically looked down upon because it was not about elite achievement, but pointed out that the pandemic had shown just how important it was to offer sport as a leisure and social pursuit.
    

    
     “Everything was taken away [during the pandemic]. So were kids really training every day on their own and doing all the skills? No. They just wanted to socialise and play with their buddies. So I think there’s a new recognition and a respect for those children that just want to participate in a social sporting environment,” he said, adding that the elite performance pathway in many places had been monetised, with more and more players being encouraged into it because it brought in revenue, but then ultimately dropping out of the sport because of the expense and the amount of time it required.
    

    
     “If you just want to play and have fun and socialise with your buddy, great, just stay in the game. We’re losing players… we’re not growing at the rate we should be considering the initial population playing.”
    

    
     Snyder spoke from personal experience. His daughter had stopped playing soccer during the pandemic, leaving the ‘performance pathway’ along with many of her team-mates. Like many other people, the girls had considered the best use of their free time, and analysed what they enjoyed most about football, and had ultimately decided that playing at a high level of competition was not what attracted them.
    

    
     “The socialisation part prior to training – or during – is really important, but what do coaches do? ‘Stop talking, come on, let’s focus, we should be practising.’ This is some of the nuances of coaching girls versus boys, mostly. That’s an important element regardless of the pathway. Socially, that’s an important element that girls have a lot more than boys – boys have it as well, but to a lesser extent. If you substitute that or remove that opportunity [to socialise], it’s a different dynamic.”
    

    
     AYSO’s mission statement was to provide world-class soccer coaching that enriched children’s lives, and Snyder’s argument was that such a target could not be achieved if the focus was solely on improving a player. Instead, what was necessary was to find ways to use football coaching to deliver life lessons, such as good sportsmanship or citizenship.
    

    
     “It’ll be a much richer environment, and genuinely, I feel, a better value for money for parents that pay money to participate, which is a factor here,” he added. Finance in youth sport was a big consideration, especially in the US, where a lot of travel could be required even from recreational teams. Again, Snyder was aware how problematic and off-putting this could be for young people and their families based on his own experience with his daughter.
    

    
     “It adds up significantly,” he said, highlighting that often a parent would travel with their child, meaning that costs were further exacerbated. “There’s hotels, food, there’s petrol, and it adds up.”
    

    
     Snyder was adamant that there was nothing recreational about playing a competitive sport; it was just a question of prioritising different elements of the game. He thought that valuing the social aspect of playing sport was a healthier and more realistic attitude, particularly for young people. AYSO had begun to develop ways to embed social and emotional learning into its coaching offering, enabling coaches to help their players develop as well-rounded individuals.
    

    
     “As a coach I’m looking at the Xs and Os [losses and wins] but I’m also looking at leadership, I’m looking at self-awareness. My viewpoint is completely broadened by that thought. Does it take away from the Xs and Os? Not really, it just adds to it, but it’s an important element. We’re getting some great success and interest in that idea of being a lot more holistic in our contribution than just Xs and Os and I think in particular for female athletes, there’s more opportunity there. There’s as much for boys and girls, [but] the girls are a lot more open to it, because you can connect there, there’s a different type of rapport you can develop.”
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     “You do team sports – why don’t you set up a session?”
    

    
     Christina Philippou’s journey into football coaching in England was unorthodox. After reading a polemic about women’s sport with her book club, they suggested that she should run a group for beginner female footballers. Four years on, there were seventy women signed up, with between ten and twenty turning up to have a kickaround every week. She started coaching children, however, in a much more usual way, after having her children. Unable to take part in her habitual exercise routines after less-than-straightforward births, she began volunteering with Onslow FC. Volunteer coaches are often difficult to come by, particularly with the younger age groups; while clubs depend on parents coming forward, many do not want to give up their time until they are sure that their own children will be interested in attending week in, week out. Philippou had three children – two boys and a girl – and led the mixed-sex under-six squad for five years.
    

    
     “I’m not the world’s most patient person, so it’s been very good for my development to basically run nursery classes for five years!” she laughed. “What I tried to do from the start was encourage girls to come in, make it very open – this is mixed, and I made it very clear that we would take literally anybody.”
    

    
     The under-sixes are small, and often quite scared of being in a new environment, seeking comfort from their parents on the sidelines.
    

    
     “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “So long as they enjoy themselves, I don’t care if they come off and then go to their parents for a bit and then come back on. Just let them do their own thing, it’s perfectly fine, it’s perfectly normal.”
    

    
     One pattern that she did see emerging was rather more frustrating. If a little girl was not sure about football after one session, her parents would likely not bring her back; if a little boy was not so keen, he would still attend week after week.
    

    
     “‘Oh yeah, they’re not interested, they’re more into their dance’ – do you realise they can do both, they can enjoy dancing and football? Groundbreaking! That was quite a hard slog,” she admitted. Nonetheless, some girls stayed on; Philippou estimated that around a fifth of the players across the age groups were girls, and Onslow FC’s coaches worked hard to keep them on, ensuring that they had friends and solidarity in their teams and training squads regardless of how good they were as players.
    

    
     “We’ve been very conscious of making sure that when we break them up into teams to play leagues that we keep a critical mass of girls,” she explained. “When we did the streaming, we went, ‘Right, what’s the ratio of boys to girls in the club? We’re going to do that ratio of girls in the top team.’ It’s not like, ‘OK, here’s nine boys and one girl in the top [team] just because it’s on ability’; we’ve gone, ‘There should be three girls and seven boys’ or whatever the ratio was and that’s what we’re going to do. That’s meant that quite a lot of them have continued.
    

    
     “We tried to keep the friends together as well. We asked the parents which girls are their friends from school, so we can just put them together, even [when] ability-wise it didn’t quite match up. It was more about making sure they have a group because a lot of what I’ve seen in my sons’ years, there were a couple of girls who we’ve got in and then they dropped off. I’ve seen where there’s one or two in a team it’s much harder to sustain keeping them on whereas when you’ve got a group of them [it’s easier], and then when we do training we make sure we train all of [the players] together, so even if they’re not with their friends on their teams, because the skill level is so diverse then at least at training they get to play with their friends, so it’s very much about keeping that community.”
    

    
     The emphasis was on having fun. Results were unimportant (“Obviously we would quite like you to win, but we don’t care if you’re losing – are you enjoying yourself? Did you improve? Did you score? Did you block something?”) and that attitude had helped to retain girls in a mixed set-up. Philippou had found that some girls did not want to move to an all-girls environment and did not want to join a girls’ club; some did, which was the best thing for them, but for others, the mixed set-up was more fun; and for still others, they wanted to play in both types of team.
    

    
     “As long as they’re staying in the game, I’m not really fussed,” said Philippou. She found that some girls started playing football midway through primary school, by which time they were already behind the boys who had been signed up to a team at a much earlier age, so sometimes an all-girls environment was much more supportive and fun.
    

    
     “They develop so quickly at that age as well, it’s just amazing. Some of the kids that we had that just couldn’t kick a ball last year are now doing phenomenal things on the pitch and a lot of it’s about confidence, especially with girls that are interested in football and come into it at a later age – it tends to be because they’re fairly sporty anyway and it’s not as if the base skill isn’t there, it’s just that this is football as opposed to this is some other sport they have been playing.”
    

    
     Though Onslow FC had currently paused its intake due to a lack of coaches, Philippou knew that the success of England’s Lionesses and their increased media profile had boosted the number of girls playing at the local girls-only club.
    

    
     “It shows how important it is to have female role models that are shown on telly, that are in the news, as opposed to ‘Here’s the afterthought.’”
    

    
     She also noticed that with mixed teams, even at such a young age, it was less likely they would hear sexist comments on the sidelines.
    

    
     “I grew up with brothers and I grew up being one of the only girls [playing mixed sport], but I feel it’s a really good way of people just seeing [women playing football] as the norm. I love that my kids go, ‘Oh, it’s Man City-Arsenal on the telly!’ and I say, ‘Really? I didn’t know they were playing! Oh, it’s the women,’ and we see that attitude across a lot of our teams, which is quite nice, but I think it takes a lot of hard work. It’s been a lot harder to try and encourage girls to come in, and parents of girls to bring them. It’s basically selling the mixed message repeatedly to try and get them, because otherwise people just assume it’s for boys. [We] say we are open to anyone, but it’s not necessarily clear that ‘anyone’ means girls as well sometimes, I think those attitudes are unfortunately still there, particularly with the parents, so I think it’s about breaking that down.”
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     Girls-only and women-only teams were far tougher to find in the UK than one for only males or those with a mixed junior section. It meant that those wishing to play in a female-only environment often had to travel a significant distance to reach a club with the ethos they wanted. As with most grassroots clubs, those only for female players rarely had paid staff to keep things running; they needed to rely on the commitment of volunteers.
    

    
     Sometimes they were reliant on those already in football who had been inspired by women’s stories and their dedication to the game despite all the obstacles. Take, for instance, Harry Cuthbert, who had never watched women’s football before, let alone girls’ football back in 2018, three years after the Lionesses had won the bronze medal at the Women’s World Cup; that achievement had not captured his attention as he concentrated his efforts on coaching boys. Then his brother suggested he join him at AFC Leyton, a grassroots independent club for female players based in East London, and invited him down to a session.
    

    
     “It was so good. I absolutely loved it, and I’ve been here ever since,” he explained. He took on the role of club chairman in 2022, feeling it was a great opportunity to help progress an aspect of the sport he had come to love. He had been able to make direct comparisons between his experience of coaching a team of boys and coaching a team of girls, and had noticed how difficult it was for AFC Leyton to get hold of what he described as “safe” pitch space – where small girls would not be scared or intimidated by a squad of grown men waiting for their turn on the community Astroturf.
    

    
     The success of the Lionesses had led to lots of girls wanting to join AFC Leyton’s sessions, but the club was not able to accommodate them as they were unable to afford the extra pitch time. As Cuthbert pointed out, girls’ teams linked to men’s clubs who owned their own stadium had much more chance of being able to access some space. He admitted that AFC Leyton had considered a formal collaboration with a men’s club for that exact reason.
    

    
     “We just thought, ‘No,’” he said, “because what makes us unique and what makes us special is that we don’t have that. We try and fight and break down the barriers that we are trying to face.
    

    
     “It is girls only. Lots of people love that. Lots of girls that are coming in have been with boys’ teams in the past or been with mixed teams, and they have just said to their parents, ‘I want to play in a girls’ team’, and obviously doing that the way we do it means they get that safe space, they get that nice environment that they’re looking for.”
    

    
     AFC Leyton offered a variety of sessions for all age groups. Some were pay-as-you-play drop-in squads; others played regularly in competitive leagues. One of the initiatives Cuthbert was proudest of was the “Just Play” session that welcomed absolute beginners.
    

    
     “They email, and say, ‘Look, I’ve never played before, I want to come in,’” he said. “They just always go, ‘Am I going to be bad? Am I going to be rubbish?’ For me, it’s the best bit when actually I go, ‘Don’t stress. Don’t worry. You’ve got twenty other ladies in the same position. Just come in. Enjoy it.’
    

    
     “At the end of the session, they’re red-faced, they’re sweating, they’re absolutely blowing, they’re tired, but they’ve loved it. Providing that one hour a week to get rid of work or family or stress issues, whatever it is, they really do appreciate it, and it makes us, yeah, it makes us feel really good about ourselves.
    

    
     “I’m a man, I’ve grown up around football, it’s always been around, it’s always been accessible in PE in school all the way through and you can just walk a hundred yards up the road and you’ll probably find a boys’ club, but in the girls and for the ladies it’s completely different. We’re super happy that we can do that. We would never stop doing that. In the next fifteen years when it continues to grow there will still be new people that go, ‘You know what? I want to get involved,’ and we’ll continue to provide that.”
    

    
     Other female-only clubs were founded and run in the most traditional of styles – parents taking on the coaching and management roles after realising that their daughters had nowhere to play locally.
    

    
     Gwyn Roberts’s daughter gave up her regular swimming sessions, and was told by her parents that if she was not going to swim, then she had to find another physical activity to do. She picked up a leaflet at school for a football taster day and said she would like to try it out, and began going to sessions after school and at the weekend in a local leisure centre in Caerphilly, Wales. The one thing she did not love about it was the fact that she was one of only a handful of girls amidst a sea of boys, and there were no girls-only teams in the immediate local area that worked with her existing school and extra-curricular schedule. A women’s club in Caerphilly was interested in setting up a junior section, so Roberts and another father of a football-playing daughter took that task on, before becoming an independent club, Caerphilly Dragons, a few years later as the numbers boomed.
    

    
     The intake continued to grow, with a senior women’s team the latest addition, meaning that the under-16s had somewhere to move on to after ageing out of the junior section. The women’s side was primarily made up of mothers of girls already playing at the club.
    

    
     “We thought, ‘We’ve got 250 girls playing at various age groups – there must be one or two mums out there that would be interested in playing, whether new or they used to play before,’ so we set it up, put a message out to all the parents, we had quite a lot of interest straight away.”
    

    
     Parents also remained a key part of the coaching set-up. With every age group, Roberts and his colleagues would keep an eye out for any parents who seemed like they might be interested in helping out in a more formal role, approaching them and offering to support them through coaching courses should they wish to become more involved.
    

    
     “Our motto is fun, friendship, fair play,” he said, “and we try and make sure we’ve got that ethos throughout the club. So that attracts people to us. It’s predominantly fathers at the moment as well, which is good that we’ve got the people to be able to coach, but we certainly want more mums and more women to be able to feel confident to be able to do that.”
    

    
     Roberts was also keen to encourage some of the older girls to try out leadership roles with the younger age groups, giving them role models to emulate. The only real roadblock was access to pitch space, as they needed more and more as the number of girls wanting to join the club rose. He was hoping that at some point they would be able to sign a long-term lease on an external facility, giving them a solid home base and the opportunity to apply for funding to improve and expand the space in the future.
    

    
     “If somebody had told me three, four years ago I [would be] running what I think is the largest girls-only football team in Wales, I’d never have believed them,” he admitted.
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     “I have always wanted to own my own club.”
    

    
     Nicole Allison had always had a dream. As a former player in England herself, primarily for Wolverhampton Wanderers, and then as the general manager of Tottenham Hotspur Women, supporting them as they achieved promotion into the FA Women’s Super League, she developed some strong ideas about how women’s football clubs should be run. During the Covid-19 pandemic, she – like many others – took the opportunity to consider the direction of her life and career, and kept coming back to that long-held ambition.
    

    
     “I wanted to own my own club, actually make my own decisions and start things from almost the bottom right the way through to the top, because I knew at Tottenham I could make certain changes, but ultimately it’s a global brand that have got their ways of working. Even though they say women’s football is a priority on their agenda – and it’s better than it ever has been there – but the men’s team are always going to be number one. So I wanted to start something where women’s and girls’ [football] was always going to be number one.”
    

    
     Together with her wife Gill, Allison developed plans to move back to her home city of Worcester. Then she had a chance conversation with a Tottenham fan she had met during her time at the club and enjoyed being able to give back to the sport he loved, who suggested that if she did run her own football club, he would invest in it. Allison approached Worcester City and asked what the situation was with their women’s team – or ‘ladies’ team’, as it was called then. They entered discussions to hand it over to Allison and her investor as co-owners, who set up their own limited company enabling the women’s team to operate as a separate entity.
    

    
     “I felt like there was such a huge opportunity to have a professional football club in Worcester,” said Allison. “Football isn’t really on the agenda in Worcester whatsoever. It’s obviously more of a rugby city and then cricket in the summer, but it’s just crying out for something in football that people can really get behind. When I really started looking into the research of where women’s and girls’ football was in Worcestershire, whether it [had] moved on from when I was a player growing up [here], nothing had changed.
    

    
     “When I was growing up twenty-five years ago here, I would not have been able to play at the level that I did if it wasn’t
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Woman Up.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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