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Introduction

Football. The word itself conjures images of packed stadiums, gravity-defying goals,
and the roar of passionate crowds. It is a sport that transcends borders, languages,
and cultures, uniting billions in a shared global passion. From the dusty pitches of local
parks to the hallowed turf of international arenas, football is more than just a game; it
is a phenomenon, a religion, a way of life for countless individuals across the globe.
This book, Football: A Concise History, embarks on a journey to unravel the rich and
complex tapestry of this beloved sport, tracing its evolution from humble origins to its
current status as the world's most popular game.

This concise history aims to provide readers with an engaging and insightful overview
of football’s remarkable trajectory. We will delve into the ancient ball games that laid
the groundwork for modern football, exploring the often-violent and unruly forms of
play that characterized medieval times. From these chaotic beginnings, we will
witness the transformative period of the public schools, where early attempts at
standardization began to shape the game we recognize today. The formation of the
Football Association and the codification of its laws marked a pivotal moment, setting
the stage for football's eventual global expansion.

As we progress, the narrative will explore the fascinating tension between amateurism
and professionalism, the emergence of structured leagues and thrilling cup
competitions, and the thrilling dawn of international football. The book will chronicle
the sport's resilience through two World Wars, its post-war resurgence, and the golden
eras that saw the dominance of South American flair and European tactical mastery.
We will examine the birth of legendary superstars, the expansion and iconic status of
the FIFA World Cup, and the inexorable rise of commercialization and media in shaping
the modern game.

Beyond the tactical innovations and on-field heroics, Football: A Concise History also
delves into the broader cultural and societal impact of the sport. We will explore the
vibrant and diverse world of fan culture, the often-overlooked yet incredibly important
history of women's football, and the intricate ways in which football has intersected
with politics and social movements around the world. The book will also touch upon
the ever-evolving role of technology and cast an eye towards the challenges and
opportunities facing football in the 21st century.

Ultimately, this book seeks to answer a fundamental question: what is the enduring
appeal of the "beautiful game"? It is a story of human ingenuity, athletic prowess,
fierce competition, and unwavering loyalty. It is a testament to the power of a simple
ball and a few rules to captivate the hearts and minds of billions. Whether you are a
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lifelong supporter or a curious newcomer, Football: A Concise History offers an
accessible and compelling exploration of the sport that continues to inspire, excite,
and unite the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ancient Origins of Ball Games

Long before the roar of a modern stadium, the seeds of football were sown in the
dusty plains and ceremonial courts of ancient civilizations. The fundamental human
desire to chase, kick, and manipulate a ball in sport is a thread that weaves through
millennia, connecting diverse cultures across the globe. While these early forms may
bear little resemblance to the structured game we know today, they represent the
foundational impulses that would eventually coalesce into the world's most popular
sport.

One of the earliest documented forms of a ball game hails from ancient China. Known
as Cuju (O0), which literally translates to "kickball," this game has a history stretching
back over 2,000 years, with some mythical origins even placing it in the third
millennium BC during the reign of the Yellow Emperor. Early references to Cuju appear
in Chinese literature during the Warring States period (475-221 BC), notably in texts
like the Zhan Guo Ce and Sima Qian's Records of the Grand Historian. Initially, Cuju
served as a form of fitness training for military cavaliers, emphasizing agility and
physical conditioning.

During the Han Dynasty (206 BC - AD 220), Cuju's popularity expanded beyond the
military, reaching the royal courts and upper classes. Emperor Wu Di was reportedly a
fan, and specialized courts known as ju chang were built within the imperial palace for
matches. The game became more standardized with established rules during this
period, and balls, originally made of leather stuffed with feathers or fur, were
eventually replaced by air-filled balls with a two-layered hull during the Tang Dynasty
(618-907 AD). The objective of many Cuju variations involved kicking a ball through a
small opening into a net, akin to scoring a modern goal. FIFA has recognized Cuju as
the earliest form of a kicking game for which there is documented evidence.

Across the sea, in ancient Japan, another distinct ball game called Kemari ()
emerged, influenced by its Chinese counterpart. With a history spanning over a
millennium, Kemari became a highly ritualized game, particularly popular among the
aristocracy during the Heian (794-1185) and Kamakura (1185-1333) periods. Unlike
the competitive nature of some Cuju forms, Kemari was less about winning or losing
and more about collaborative skill and grace. Players, typically six to eight, would
stand in a circle and endeavor to keep a deerskin ball, called a mari, aloft using only
their feet, knees, or shoulders, but never their hands or arms. The game emphasized
teamwork and harmony, and formal Kemari events, known as marikai, even included
warm-up stages where players would kick the ball into trees to observe its fall.

Venturing westward, ancient Greece also boasted a variety of ball games, though they
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often held a more marginalized status compared to the celebrated athletic spectacles
of the Olympic Games. Among the most prominent Greek ball games were Episkyros
(¢niokvpocg) and Phaininda (@awi{vda). Episkyros, which translates to "commonball" or
"upon the skyros" (referring to a central dividing line), was a territorial team game
demanding agility, precision, and endurance. Played between two teams, typically of
12 to 14 players, the objective was to throw the ball over the heads of the opposing
team or force them behind their rear boundary line. While the exact rules remain
somewhat limited in detail, it involved full contact and the use of hands, and some
historians consider it a forerunner to modern rugby or even football. An annual
tournament of Episkyros was even played at a Sparta city festival, featuring five teams
of 14 players, representing one of the earliest organized ball game competitions. A
notable marble relief from the 6th century BC in the National Archaeological Museum,
Athens, depicting an athlete balancing a ball on his thigh, is even reproduced on the
European Cup football trophy.

The Romans, ever adept at adapting and assimilating elements from conquered
cultures, adopted and transformed the Greek game of Episkyros (or Phaininda) into
their own version, known as Harpastum. The name Harpastum is derived from the
Greek word harpaston, meaning "carried away" or "to seize," reflecting the game's
dynamic and often physical nature. Harpastum was played with a small, hard ball,
often stuffed with feathers, and involved considerable speed, aqgility, and physical
exertion. The game was played on a rectangular field divided by a central line, with
the goal of keeping the ball on one's own side of the field or getting it over the
opponent's boundary lines. Players would pass the ball among teammates, using
trickery and deception to evade opponents, and wrestling-style holds were permitted
to gain possession. While sometimes described as violent, with records of injuries,
Harpastum was often played for enjoyment and as a form of exercise, particularly by
Roman soldiers as a training tool.

Further across the globe, in Mesoamerica, a remarkably ancient and culturally
significant ball game, often referred to as Pitz by the Maya or ollamaliztli by the
Aztecs, flourished for over 3,000 years. The Olmec civilization, known as "the rubber
people," are credited with originating this ball game more than 3,000 years ago,
leaving a rich cultural legacy for later civilizations like the Maya and Aztec. The oldest
American rubber ball, dating back over 3,000 years, was discovered in Mexico. Over
1,300 ballcourts have been excavated across Central America, showcasing the
widespread importance of this game.

The Mesoamerican ballgame was far more than a simple sport; it was a deeply
ceremonial ritual, often representing cosmic battles between gods and even used to
settle disputes or foretell the future. Players used a solid rubber ball, which could be
quite heavy, weighing up to nine pounds. The rules varied, but generally, players were
prohibited from using their hands or feet, instead striking the ball with their hips,
thighs, and sometimes forearms. The courts themselves were typically I-shaped, with
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sloped walls that allowed the ball to rebound. A key objective in many variations was
to pass the ball through vertical stone rings set high on the court walls, a difficult feat
that often ended the game instantly. The game could be brutal, with serious injuries
not uncommon, and in some cultures, particularly in its later history, it was associated
with human sacrifice, where the captain of the losing team might be sacrificed to the
gods. A modern version of this ancient game, called Ulama, is still played by
indigenous peoples in Mexico today.

Even ancient Egypt had its own forms of ball games. While not directly linked to the
kicking game, depictions on tomb walls, dating as far back as 2500 BC, show activities
involving balls. One such game, "Batting the Ball" (seker-hemat), played by pharaohs
with priests as catchers, has been compared to an ancient precursor of baseball due to
its bat-and-ball nature. Other Egyptian ball games included those resembling handball
and possibly even hockey. These ancient Egyptian games, while not direct ancestors
of football, demonstrate the ubiquitous nature of ball play across diverse cultures,
suggesting a fundamental human inclination towards such activities.

These ancient ball games, from the disciplined kicks of Cuju to the ritualistic clashes of
the Mesoamerican ballgame and the territorial struggles of Episkyros, highlight a
shared human impulse for competitive play involving a sphere. Though their rules,
objectives, and cultural significance varied wildly, they all contributed to a global
heritage of ball games. These early endeavors, often chaotic and unrefined, provided
the fertile ground from which the more structured and globally recognized sport of
football would eventually emerge, a testament to humanity's enduring fascination with
the simple yet captivating act of moving a ball.
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