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How the Great War made soccer the
world’s most popular sport—and led
to its first viral moment
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One hundred years ago in mid-November, the guns went  silent as an
armistice ended  four years of grueling, total warfare. It was a cruel
conflict that devastated Europe, and in the wake of the destruction,
modern society came into being. Looking back, the First World War
was a watershed that unleashed a series of forces that continue to shape
today’s world, including popular entertainment and the global soccer
scene.

It is tempting to believe that more trivial activities like sports and
games came to a halt during such a time, but soccer was a balm that
brought people together, offering morsels of normalcy on the
battlefield, creating new sources of civic pride on the home front, and
unifying across cultures in prisoner-of-war camps. Crucially, the war
years accelerated the game’s popularization, democratization, and
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years accelerated the game’s popularization, democratization, and
globalization, and sowed the seeds for its future dominance.

“Soccer was everywhere,” says Arnaud Waquet, a professor at the
University of Lille who specializes in the transformation of modern
sport during the war and postwar years. Waquet points out that,
contrary to popular belief, soccer didn’t stop when the soldiers marched
off into battle in August 1914.

“It was the most surprising thing,” he says of reading soldiers’ letters
and newspapers during the war. “I discovered that soccer was
everywhere: in the trenches, beyond the line, in villages, in cities, in
cities close to the front but also where there was some British influence,
such as ports where the British arrived in Rouen or St. Lazare.”

The wartime years introduced millions of people to the game, thanks to
the vast intermingling of nationalities and classes. It changed who
played, where they did so, and the status of the game in everyday life,
starting with soccer’s modern-day home, Britain.

Soccer originated in the elite British public schools—what Americans
know as private schools—of the mid-nineteenth century, but quickly
diffused and popularized across the home countries of England,
Scotland, and Wales. An English professional league, the Football
League, was created in 1888 and soccer worked its way into everyday
life, as A.E. Housman’s 1896 poem “A Shropshire Lad: Is My Team
Ploughing” illustrates.

When the world went to war in 1914, many sports ceased their
activities, including the country’s rugby league. Professional soccer did
not.

“The Football League was business, and it did not immediately suspend
its matches,” says historian Jean Williams. “This gave soccer, as opposed
to other sports, an image of not being quite patriotic, therefore putting
the profit motive ahead of national service.”

It’s a perception that still rears its head from time to time in modern-
day Britain, according to Williams, despite English support for the
Three Lions during international competition. Instead, soccer’s image
was saved to some extent when women began playing the game, fusing
their participation with a sense of patriotic duty.

Working class women across Britain left domestic service work as
maids, housekeepers, and cooks for new opportunities, especially in
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maids, housekeepers, and cooks for new opportunities, especially in
munitions factories, as millions of men marched off to war. The jobs
were better-paid and provided some leisure time, which had been scarce
when they were employed as servants. Many women used this free time
to play soccer—and the public paid to attend their games.

An error occurred.

Try watching this video on www.youtube.com, or enable JavaScript if it is disabled in your
browser.

“What’s significant about women’s soccer is that it used the same
business technologies as existed for men’s professional soccer,” Williams
says. “But the monies raised went to help wounded soldiers and soldiers
with mental health issues.”

This gave their efforts a golden halo of helping to contribute to the
welfare of the nation’s wounded.

“It was an element of civic pride,” Williams says. “Ordinary working
class men who had lots of ways of spending their money thought it
significant to support women’s soccer, week in and week out, by paying
to be spectators of women’s soccer.”

As a result, women’s teams in wartime Britain enjoyed enormous
support. One of the most famous, Dick Kerr’s Ladies, played their first
match in front of some 10,000 paying spectators on Christmas Day
1917 to raise funds for wounded soldiers.
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“These were paying spectators, mainly local men, who would have gone
to male professional soccer matches,” Williams says.

The attention and place given to soccer as a result helped to shift daily
habits and crowned a new king on the British sports scene. Before the
war, cricket had been the national game. But during wartime, soccer
began to supplant it.

“There was a real moment of respect between the genders and it
expressed itself through soccer,” she says. “Because of that respect, both
supporting and playing soccer, along the way helping the soldiers on the
front, that was the moment in which (soccer) became the national
game.”

Away from the British Isles, their citizens helped popularize the game.
The Christmas 1914 match, which saw British and German soldiers
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administrators, and it was played across the empire and in areas of
British economic interest, from Australia and Canada to Argentina and
Brazil. Meanwhile, middle class and social elites across continental
Europe, in countries like France, Germany, and Russia played soccer in
emulation of the British, who they viewed as the height of modernity
for their technical and engineering prowess.

But the wartime experience transformed soccer into a sport of the
masses, as men from all classes and across enemy lines learned to play
the game. On the battlefields, British soldiers helped spread the game’s
gospel during off-duty hours as entertainment and ways to retain a tie
to daily life back home—something unexpected by military authorities.

“Many of the ranking officers assumed that when young men went off
to war, they’d want to rest (when not fighting),” Williams says. “Part of
the democratization by the soldiers was that they wanted normality.
What did they do during their leisure time at home? They kicked a ball
about.”

The Belgians, who played the game more widely than the French
thanks to their close geographic proximity and economic and military
ties with Britain, helped as well. But it wasn’t just the Allied forces who
helped acculturate people to the game. Equally important, according to
Waquet, were the prisoner-of-war camp experiences in German-
occupied Europe.

“The British asked to play soccer in prisoner-of-war camps,” he says.
Their captors agreed as it was an easy way to communicate with non-
German speakers. And in the process, they got hooked.

“There’s a strong practice of soccer in Germany thanks to the British,”
Waquet explains. “And there’s a really strong diffusion (of soccer)
among American soldiers in the prisoner-of-war camps in Germany.”

Soccer was also played within hospitals, as a way of helping wounded
bodies regain strength and mobility, but the sport had other, more
practical aspects for commanders, doctors, and administrators. It taught
players how to think quickly on their feet and to react as conditions on
the field changed.

Such qualities were a stark contrast to those found in the physical
culture training—the early form of gymnastics popularized in the early-
nineteenth century German turnverein movement—that most
continental European armies of the era relied upon to train and
strengthen their soldiers. The calisthenics and exercises that comprised
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strengthen their soldiers. The calisthenics and exercises that comprised
physical education were based upon men following the orders given by
commanders, ideal for molding private citizen conscripts into soldiers
who obeyed on the battlefield.

The new century’s mechanized warfare, however, required something
more. After 1914, it was necessary for soldiers to adapt to rapidly
changing conditions, especially when their commanders were killed in
the line of service.

“There was a deep cultural transformation of how soccer was a really
good tool,” Waquet says of how the war changed minds about how best
to train and prepare men for combat duty. “The way to build the man of
the 20th century was to give him the way to be (functional) by himself
and be more technical.”

Soccer was thus seized upon by Allied and Central Power military
commands as exemplar training and rehabilitation exercise for their
troops. It was the first time that there was mass acculturation vis-à-vis
sport, as Waquet pointed out, but it wasn’t just Europeans who engaged
in the game.

Soldiers from across the French and British empires witnessed their
colleagues’ matches as they congregated along the cold and damp
battlefields of the Western Front in northern France and other theaters
of war. They learned the game and brought it home with them after the
war, from Morocco and Senegal to present-day Cambodia, Vietnam,
Laos, and points in between. And, thanks to the service of millions of
men in the Central Powers armed forces—including those who staffed
German prisoner-of-war camps—the game was also popularized across
the European Continent.

Following the November 1918 armistice and subsequent
demobilization, soccer made its way to the far corners of the world and
quickly became the most popular team sport. It ceased to be played
mainly by the aristocracy or elites, and instead became a game of the
everyday citizen. Factory and mine owners organized teams in an effort
to create a sense of community among their workers and families,
especially in regions that experienced high rates of immigration, such as
northern France, where Poles, Italians, and Spaniards settled to rebuild
an industrial heartland destroyed by four years of war and German
occupation.
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commanders, ideal for molding private citizen conscripts into soldiers
who obeyed on the battlefield.

The new century’s mechanized warfare, however, required something
more. After 1914, it was necessary for soldiers to adapt to rapidly
changing conditions, especially when their commanders were killed in
the line of service.

“There was a deep cultural transformation of how soccer was a really
good tool,” Waquet says of how the war changed minds about how best
to train and prepare men for combat duty. “The way to build the man of
the 20th century was to give him the way to be (functional) by himself
and be more technical.”

Soccer was thus seized upon by Allied and Central Power military
commands as exemplar training and rehabilitation exercise for their
troops. It was the first time that there was mass acculturation vis-à-vis
sport, as Waquet pointed out, but it wasn’t just Europeans who engaged
in the game.

Soldiers from across the French and British empires witnessed their
colleagues’ matches as they congregated along the cold and damp
battlefields of the Western Front in northern France and other theaters
of war. They learned the game and brought it home with them after the
war, from Morocco and Senegal to present-day Cambodia, Vietnam,
Laos, and points in between. And, thanks to the service of millions of
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occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.

occupation.

Moreover, the demographic makeup of the people who watched—and
paid to attend—games changed in many countries, such as in recent
FIFA World Cup winner France.

“If you look to the soccer spectator before the First World War, you
find it’s more the aristocrat,” Waquet says. “That’s just a small part of
society, and that’s why the crowd wasn’t really important (before 1914).”

The war changed that, as attendance figures show. Before the war, the
main soccer contest was the “Trophée de France,” which attracted two
to three thousand spectators, according to Waquet. The creation of the
Coupe de France during the war led to crowds of an estimated 30,000
to 45,000 people, and the 1924 Paris Olympic soccer tournament drew
some 40,000 fans for the gold medal match.

The boom translated into a growth of soccer in other ways. France’s
football federation was created in 1919 to govern the sport throughout
French territory, while Frenchman Jules Rimet helped create the first
FIFA World Cup in 1930.

Soccer’s postwar effects rippled across the sport in other ways. The
golden era of women’s soccer in Britain continued, with 55,000 paying
spectators cramming into Everton’s Goodison Park in 1920 to watch a
game—and an additional 15,000 were reportedly barred from entering
the stadium due to lack of space.

In these years, according to Williams, “Women’s soccer had never been
so popular.”

It was a popularity that had parallels elsewhere in Australia, Canada,
the United States, and notably in France where the first organized
match between two Parisian women’s sides was played in September
1917. In 1920, England and France played their first ladies’
internationals—and created the world’s first viral soccer moment when
the two captains kissed on the cheek in a gesture of friendship before
kickoff.



“It was a global media moment,” Williams says. “That image went
around the world.”

Despite the crowds and support for women’s soccer—or perhaps
because of it—England banned women from playing in major stadiums
in 1921, effectively limiting where and when they were able to play.

For some, the ban was motivated by perceptions of what women should,
and should not, do, wear, or act in public. For example, unlike most
every other sport, women’s soccer uniforms were very similar to men’s:
shirt, shorts, socks, and shoes. In contrast, many other female sports
uniforms of the era involved bloomers or skirts, articles of clothing that
still signified a certain illustration of femininity. Moreover, soccer was
played outside, in the public sphere, whereas basketball, netball, and
volleyball were all played indoors and thus perceived as closer to the
private, domestic sphere that prewar notions held of a woman’s place in
society.

Then there was the way the sport was played. “There’s always been a
challenge for women” Williams explained of how sports where the ball
is handled, as in basketball or volleyball, have long been viewed by many
societies as acceptable for women, whereas kicking a ball was not. “I’ve
never been able to figure out why kicking is seen to be more violent
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What did you think of this story?

MEH SOLID AWESOME

never been able to figure out why kicking is seen to be more violent
than handling,” she says.

But there were other likely motivations behind the ban on women’s
soccer, and that was its wartime and immediate postwar popularity
among paying spectators.

“It was an economic imperative to protect the revenues for the Football
League,” Williams explained of how the Football Association was
influenced to implement the ban.

Despite England’s ban—a move mirrored in other countries in the first
half of the twentieth century, such as Brazil (1941)—the 1910s remain
a watershed era for the game all around.

(Top photo by Shaun Brooks/Action Plus via Getty Images)
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