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G O A L  P  O W E R
History-making bronze medalists in Canada four years ago, the Lionesses are ready to roar once more in France.  
FFT caught up with England’s pride to discuss World Cup hopes, inspiring young girls, and a fish called Goater...

Words Suzanne Wrack Portraits Jill Jennings
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Clockwise from top 
The Lionesses have 
arguably the world’s 
best right-back, Lucy 
Bronze, in their ranks; 
as they try to avenge 
semi-final despair in 
2015; Leah Williamson 
is already a winner in 
2019; boss Phil Neville 
has been on the ball 
since taking the reins
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T
his being England, it all started with 
heartbreak. At the 2015 Women’s 
World Cup, the Lionesses exceeded 
expectations and then some. After 
losing their opening fixture 1-0 to 
France, 2-1 victories against Mexico 
and Colombia secured England’s 
second-place passage from Group F 

and into the last 16. 
They battled back from 1-0 down against 

Norway, then stunned the Vancouver crowd 
of 54,027 with two first-half goals to knock 
out the hosts, Canada. 

And a nation started to believe. The country 
had taken to the players: Fara Williams, who 
spent seven years homeless and hid it from 
team-mates; Fran Kirby who was struck by 
depression aged 14 following the death of her 
mum; Alex Scott who washed the kits of the 
Arsenal men’s side to be able to afford to play. 

They played with heart, desire and an almost 
simple joy that had become slightly divorced 
from the men’s national team, where the cult 
of celebrity ruled supreme. 

So there was an air of anticipation before the 
semi-final against holders Japan.

A staggering 2.4 million people tuned in to 
watch the game on BBC One. In the US, 2.3m 
watched on Fox Sport 1, a record for a match 
not featuring their own team.  

It looked to be happening once again. After 
falling a goal behind to a Aya Miyama penalty, 
the fightback was on. When Steph Houghton 
was adjudged to have been tripped in the box, 
up stepped Williams to equalise.

With extra time looming, Japan streamed 
upfield for one last attack, and disaster struck. 
In an attempt to intercept a right-wing cross, 
defender Laura Bassett flicked out a toe and 
diverted the ball up onto the bar. It bounced 
down just over the line. It was crushing.

An inconsolable Bassett, terrific throughout 
the tournament, buried her grief-stricken face 
in her shirt as Karen Carney and Claire Rafferty 
comforted her. It was the Lionesses’ ‘Gazza’s 
tears’ moment. An unlikely run to a World Cup 
semi-final had ended in tears for England – not 
just on those far-flung foreign fields but also in 
living rooms up and down the land back home.

That World Cup was a turning point for the 
women’s game in England, the next qualitative 
leap forward after the popularity of TeamGB 
at the 2012 Olympics. Now, the sport is on 
another level entirely. 

That 2015 squad was a mixture of full-time 
and part-time players, players that had been 
forced to graft just for the right to play, the 
right to kit, the right to use pitches, the right 
to quality specialised positional coaching. 

Every England player is now on a full-time 
professional contract. They have sponsors.  
For the first time ever, the women’s team will 
wear kits designed by Nike to specially meet 
their needs. They train in first class professional 
environments. Barclays sponsor the top tier. 
The quality of the football is the best it’s ever 
been and it’s improving. It’s no accident that 
elite Premier League or international men’s 

players are as technically gifted, physically fit 
and tactically astute as they are. They’ve been 
built to be professional footballers from as 
early as five years old. They’ve been primed, 
trained and sheltered in glistening academies 
where they’re relieved of any outside material 
burdens they may face. Now, their mental 
health is looked after just as much as their 
physical health. 

In the women’s game, the foundations of 
that type of pathway are still fresh from being 
laid, and the first fledglings are poking through 
into the national team. 

Arsenal title-winners Beth Mead and Leah 
Williamson (below), and Manchester City’s  
FA Cup and League Cup winners Keira Walsh 
and Georgia Stanway are incredibly exciting 
products of those vastly improved conditions. 
They are still a world away from multi-million 
pound environments ploughed into developing 
the international male stars of the future, but 
there is a recognisable route all the way from 
grassroots to the professional league and 
Lionesses football for the first time 
ever. That matters. Because those 
who say ‘women’s football  
isn’t as good’ don’t take the 
material conditions that shape 
the product into consideration – 
never mind the scything-down 

effects of a 50-year ban on women’s football 
from 1921 when it was attracting tens of 
thousands though the turnstiles, peaking with 
53,000 at Goodison Park. 

There are 11 names in Phil Neville’s squad 
that are going to their first World Cup. Of the 
other 12 members, four were 23 or under in 
Canada and are now at the top of the game 
domestically. Lucy Bronze has won successive 
Champions League finals since joining Lyon 
and is arguably the world’s best right-back. 
Alex Greenwood has justified her drop down 
to the Championship by leading Manchester 
United to the league title in their first season. 
Toni Duggan lined up against Bronze after 
Barcelona nabbed a place in their first ever 
Champions League final, while Fran Kirby  
was named PFA and FWA Player of the Year  
in 2017-18 after guiding Chelsea to a league 
and FA Cup double.

Anchoring the team is an experienced and 
immensely talented spine that has thrived in 
their newly professional surroundings.

But crucially, in Neville, they have a coach 
they genuinely feel can help them overcome 

the fine margin between that 2015 bronze 
medal and the top. 

  The Lionesses’ boss didn’t exactly 
have the smoothest of arrivals after 
being appointed in January 2018.  
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What’s your first football memory?
Probably Euro 96, when Paul Gascoigne scored 
against Scotland. I was eight. I had a bet with 
my Aunty actually. She’s Scottish and said if 
England won, she’d buy me my first England 
kit. That’s probably why I remember it, and it 
wasn’t a bad goal either, was it?

Which players did you admire growing up?
I supported Sunderland, so Kevin Phillips was 
pretty much the guy during that time. I was  
a striker as a kid and he was scoring loads of 
goals, so I wanted to follow in his footsteps.  
I was Kevin Phillips on the school playground 
and one of my best mates was Michael Gray. 
Sadly I didn’t have any friends tall enough to 
be Niall Quinn...

You have been around the England setup 
since 2007. How much have things changed 
in that time?
A lot has changed. The first time I went away 
with the squad, we weren’t training full-time. 
We’d be training with our clubs once or twice 
a week and then playing on the Sunday. The 
pitches we used to play on were awful and we 
didn’t get many people coming to watch us. 
Now, we train every day, we have opportunities 
to play in fantastic stadiums, we get our meals 
prepared and we follow strict training regimes. 
I’m glad to have been a part of the transition 
from semi-professional to professional – it’s 
helped me to appreciate the life I have now. 

Did you have a part-time job when you first 
started playing?
As soon as I turned 16 my dad was like, ‘Right, 
you need a job now!’ So I started working in 
Sports Soccer and earned about £3, maybe £4 
an hour. I was also going to sixth-form college 
and then university, on top of going to the gym 
and training. There was a lot of travelling, and 
at one stage I was playing for Leeds and at 
university in Loughborough. It was difficult to 
juggle everything but it was worth it in the end.

Is it safe to assume there are players from 
10-15 years ago who would have slipped 
through the net because there weren’t 
professional teams, so they’ve gone down  
a different career path?
Yeah. There were probably quite a few players 
who had a lot more talent than me, but slipped 
through the net because they were forced into 
choosing between football and education, and 
decided education was more important. They 
probably didn’t see much potential in football 
as a full-time career. It’s sad when you think 
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some people have missed out, but that’s all 
part of the revolution in women’s football.

Is there one particular area where you think 
women’s football is still being neglected?
I think it needs to be televised a lot more than 
it currently is. If we could have one match on 
a main channel every single week, that would 
increase the number of young girls getting 
interested in football, be that as fans of clubs 
or even as players. 

What’s your best memory from the World 
Cup four years ago? 
The quarter-final victory against Canada. They 
were the hosts, so we were playing in front of 
50,000 Canadians who booed every pass and 
every touch of the ball. So, to go out there and 
win a match like that in those circumstances 
was obviously incredible. I think that may have 
been the moment a lot of people realised we 
were serious contenders.

Were you aware of the hype and noise about 
the tournament back in England at the time, 
or was it hard to keep track of it?
Maybe after beating Canada. We were passing 
so many milestones – it was the first knockout 
game we had ever won, our first quarter-final 
and our first semi-final. The longer we stayed 
out there, the more members of our families 
were flying out to watch. They’d all be saying, 
‘Oh, you were on the news last night’ or, ‘It’s 
all over Twitter, it’s all over Instagram.’ It was 
a bit of a whirlwind when we got back home. 
We landed at Heathrow and there were loads 
of reporters and cameras waiting for us. We’d 
just got off a 10-hour flight so everyone was 
looking rough. Then the next minute we’re at 
Downing Street, we’re meeting Prince William, 
we’re at Wimbledon. For two or three weeks it 
was surreal. We were all absolutely knackered, 
but it was an amazing time. 

How different will the tournament be this 
time around? Will expectations be higher?
There are definitely higher expectations. The 
fact that we’re now ranked third in the world 
adds a little more pressure, but we’ve dealt 
with that well in the last few months against 
some of the top sides. 

What’s Phil Neville like as a manager?
He’s really ambitious and his professionalism 
is second to none. The thing that’s impressed 
me most about him is his man management. 
It’s not just about football; it’s about you as  
a person and what makes you tick. He cares, 
and he knows that for you to play well on the 
pitch, things needs to be right at home, too. 
It’s always nice for him to check in and ask if 
you’re OK. For me, that just allows the players 
to be themselves and continue repaying him 
with performances on the pitch. 

What does it mean to be England captain? 
When you say that it gives me goosebumps. 
It’s something I never expected to do in my 
England career, yet here I am sitting with you, 
talking about my third tournament as captain. 
For me, it’s an honour and a privilege, and I’ll 
never change the way I think about playing for 
my country. It’s about wearing the captaincy 
with pride and hoping I can lead these girls to 
victory by being myself and the professional 
player I always hold myself up to.

England take on Scotland in the first game? 
Is that going to be a feisty one?
England vs Scotland is always something that 
captures people’s imagination – whether it’s 
male or female football. Hopefully the whole 
of the UK will be watching. It’s on prime time 
television, which is fantastic. It’s going to be 
an unbelievable advert for the women’s game, 
and for the World Cup as well.

What’s your aim for the tournament?
God, I’ll be getting told off here. Of course we 
want to go there and win the thing! You can’t 
go into a tournament thinking, ‘Oh, we want 
to get out of the group’. 

“ I  W A S  K E V I n  P H I L L I P S  O n  T H E 
P L A Y G R O U n D ,  B U T  n O  O n E  W A S 
TA L L  E n O U G H  T O  B E  n I A L L  Q U I n n ”

S T E P H  H O U G H T O n
Position Centre-back | Caps 104 | Goals 12

Q+A
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Top England warmed 
up for the World Cup 
at home to Canada 
Above Skipper Steph 
Houghton leads the 
charge against Brazil

44 July 2019 FourFourTwo

The decision to hire the former Manchester 
United and Everton player, a manager lacking  
the experience and profile of many rumoured 
candidates, and who hadn’t even applied for 
the post in the first place, drew widespread 
consternation. But the FA have been proved 
right with their pick.

Neville has drawn eyes from men’s football 
onto women’s, and came with no baggage 
from an unprofessional women’s game. He’s 
got extensive experience of succeeding at the 
highest level as a player – winning six Premier 
League titles, three FA Cups, the Champions 
League and Intercontinental Cup under Alex 
Ferguson – and knows what an environment 
of champions looks like.

And when challenged over his suitability  
for the job, specifically not having experience 
of working with elite female athletes, Neville 
countered it by saying he had grown up with 
an elite female athlete who had sacrificed  
a lot to play – twin sister and England netball 
head coach Tracey.  

On the pitch, his team have certainly danced 
to his tune. The battling, direct football of the 
last four years – effective though it was – has 
now been replaced by a possession-based 
game. The team patiently build from the back 
and are thriving in the system, thanks largely 
to the fact it aligns more neatly with the way 

they play with their various clubs. It’s a side 
filled with flair players that want to have fun 
and express themselves on the pitch – and 
Neville has let them off the leash and allowed 
them to do just that.

The Neville era began with an impressive 4-1 
thumping of France, a 2-2 draw with Germany 
and a 1-0 loss to the USA at the 2018 friendly 
SheBelieves Cup. These were good early signs.

 It was followed by a near-perfect World Cup 
qualifying campaign. The Lionesses won seven 
out of eight matches and drew the other 0-0, 
scoring 29 goals and conceding just the one. 

And by the time this year’s SheBelieves event 
rolled around in March, England were ready to 
stake their claim as contenders this summer.

After recovering from a goal down to beat 
Brazil 2-1 and drawing 2-2 against World Cup 
holders the USA, the Lionesses thumped 2015 
runners-up Japan 3-0, gaining a modicum of 

revenge for their semi-final agony to lift the 
increasingly-prestigious cup for the first time.

All the while, Neville experimented with how 
to inject some battling spirit into the middle of 
his side – after losing Arsenal’s Jordan Nobbs 
through injury – and pushed hard to give his 
young charges playing time, so they travelled 
to France with as many caps as possible. 

Neville has made no secret of his target; to 
return home in early July with the World Cup 
trophy. He has nowhere to hide if they fail to 
achieve that goal. The professional setup of 
the FA Women’s Super League, which some 
now argue is getting close to usurping the 
USA’s National Women’s Soccer League as 
the best in the world, means there are fewer 
excuses to not be challenging internationally. 

Group D will be no cake walk, though. While 
England traipse the 1,122 miles from Nice to 
Le Havre and back again, the US dot between 
the northern cities of Reims, Paris and Le Havre.

U n D E R  n E V I L L E ,  T H E  L I O n E S S E S  H A V E  C U LT I V A T E D  A  F E A R 
FA C T O R  A n D  C O n F I D E n C E  T H A T  G I V E S  T H E M  E V E R Y  C H A n C E 
O F  M O U n T I n G  A  C H A L L E n G E .  I T ’ S  T I M E  T O  G E T  B E H I n D  T H E M
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Have you always played in midfield?
When I was about eight or nine, I was playing 
in a boys’ team and our goalkeeper got injured, 
so I had to go in goal. I actually did pretty well. 
I played there for quite a bit of the season and 
then went back to my own position later on.

Which players did you look up to when you 
were growing up?
In men’s football I’ve always loved David Silva 
– I’m a Manchester City fan so I used to watch 
him all the time. In the women’s game it was 
French midfielder Camille Abily. I love the way 
she moves the ball. Playing against her in the 
Champions League was amazing.

We’ve read you’re a bit of a Shaun Goater 
fan – is that true?
I was really young, but I had two goldfish. One 
was named Nicolas Anelka and the other was 
Shaun Goater. I think I probably heard my dad 
say he’d scored loads of goals, so kind of just 
went with that. I was like, ‘Yeah OK, I’ll call my 
fish Shaun Goater.’

Did you watch much women’s football when 
you were younger?
No, not really. I always watched men’s football 
and didn’t actually know that a lot of women 
played football or that there was an England 
team. It was only when I got a bit older and 
wasn’t allowed to play boys’ football any more 
that I moved into it and watched more games. 
The first match I saw was England vs Holland. 
It was played near the Trafford Centre, so my 
mum took me and a few mates over to see it.

Is one of your ambitions to get more young 
women watching football?
Yeah, absolutely. It’s only going to progress the 
game even further. To have role models that 
you can watch on TV is so important. As I said, 
I didn’t really know any players, but I think that 
would have helped me love women’s football 
even more if I could have seen someone and 
copied how they played. 

You broke into a strong City team when you 
were 17 – was that daunting for you?
It was daunting. I turned up on the first day 
and was really nervous. I didn’t have time to 
think about it too much as I was thrown in at 
the deep end. I think if I’d sat back and been 
like, ‘I’m now playing football with Jill Scott, 
Steph Houghton and Lucy Bronze, I would’ve 
been like, ‘Wow!’ But yeah, I didn’t have time 
to think about it and got thrown straight into 

K E I R A  W A L S H
Position Centre-midfield | Caps 14 | Goals 0

the starting XI. We won the county cup, then 
pushed on from there and now we’re signing 
even better players. It was unbelievable to be 
playing and training alongside England stars.

Do you feel like there’s more pressure on 
your shoulders now?
Yeah, there probably is because there’s more 
media interest in women’s football and people 
are starting to have more of an opinion. That’s 
nothing me or the girls can’t handle, though, 
as pressure sometimes makes you play better.

How much do you remember about the last 
Women’s World Cup?
I don’t think I watched many games because 
of the time difference, but I remember all the 
hype around the team. The girls were amazing, 
and I think that was the forefront of interest in 
women’s football. That’s something we’ll be 
trying to emulate this summer and hopefully 
I’ll play a part in it. The hype around the men’s 
World Cup in Russia and everyone saying, ‘It’s 
Coming Home’ created a great atmosphere. 

Do you feel like the 2015 World Cup helped 
change the perception of women’s football?
Yeah, I think people watching at home realised 
that women are actually pretty good; they’re 
technical. Lucy Bronze scored an unbelievable 
goal – that first-time finish against Norway – 
to get England through to the quarter-finals. 
That was when everyone said, ‘Actually, yeah, 

women are pretty good, so I’m going to start 
supporting them.’ It’s pushed on from there.

Is the aim to win the World Cup?
Yeah, I think if that wasn’t the aim there’s no 
point in going. We’re going there to win and 
give 100 per cent. That’s always the message 
that Phil Neville sends out. We’re going to win.

What would winning the World Cup do for 
the women’s game in England?
I think it would show little girls that you can 
make it in professional football, and that you 
can be the best.

There’s a few Scottish players in your City 
team, and England take on Scotland in their 
World Cup opener. Has the banter started?
It has a bit. When they’re taking a free-kick in 
training, I’ll say, ‘I know where you’re putting 
that free-kick’ or, ‘I know how you take your 
penalties.’ To be fair, though, I actually get on 
really well with all the Scottish players. I was 
talking to Claire Emslie in the gym the other 
day and we both said how weird it’ll be lining 
up against each other.

What’s Phil Neville like?
He’s actually very funny! He’s got a dry sense 
of humour and sometimes thinks he’s funnier 
than we think he is! He’s really good, though. 
After a game he’s always texting the players 
and asking how we’re doing, and I think that’s 
important. Some of the players like that type 
of relationship with the coach, where you can 
talk about things other than football. He joins 
in with the girls’ five-a-side matches and is so 
competitive! He just wants to win and ends up 
screaming. But I like that, it pushes the squad.

Is there anything he does differently?
He’ll tell you if you’re doing something wrong. 
With other managers I’ve had, they don’t want 
to be too negative, so put more of a positive 
spin on things. As a player, I like to know what 
I’m doing wrong and he’s not scared to tell me. 
Once you have a chat, he puts his arm around 
you and tells you what you’re doing well, too. 
He finds a balance really well.

Do you remember him as a player?
I’m a City fan so I can’t say I watched United – 
my dad would never allow the Reds on TV! 
Sometimes Phil texts me if we’ve lost to say, 
‘Did you see the game?’ Just a bit of banter.

“ W H E n  I  W A S  A  K I D  
I  H A D  T W O  G O L D F I S H . 
I  n A M E D  O n E  n I C O L A S 
A n E L K A ,  T H E  O T H E R 
W A S  S H A U n  G O A T E R ”

Q+A
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Clockwise from top 
After going unbeaten 
in qualfiying, England 
are out to emulate the 
USA; the Dutch carry  
a threat with Vivianne 
Miedema; France and 
Japan will challenge
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Having been drawn to face Scotland in their 
opening fixture, England have to be switched 
on from the off. There can be no easing into 
this tournament. The Scots have a team filled 
with top WSL talent that can form a more than 
competitive starting XI, with Arsenal star Kim 
Little at its centre.

Argentina, currently ranked 37th in FIFA’s 
world rankings, are undoubtedly the weakest 
team in the group, but Japan are still a force 
to be reckoned with. The 2011 winners and 
2015 silver medalists have an exciting mix of 
youth and experience, and will likely field an 
XI unrecognisable from the one England beat 
so comprehensively at the SheBelieves Cup. 

The US will be wearing a kit that pays 
tribute to the ‘99ers’ World Cup-winning 
side that transformed women’s football  
in the States two decades ago, and it’s 
hard to look past the holders defending 
their title. Their fans are so confident 
that, of the 750,000 tickets sold for 
the tournament, by far the biggest 
share has been snapped up by 
people across the pond. 

There’s also a feeling that – much like their 
men’s team – hosts France could be finding 

the right balance in a squad packed with stars 
at the right time, while Euro 2017 winners the 
Netherlands, spearheaded by WSL top scorer 
Vivianne Miedema (below), can’t be written off. 

Despite all that, this England team has been 
cultivating a fear factor and confidence that 
gives them every chance of mounting a serious 
challenge. It’s time to get behind them. Every 
Lionesses game will be on BBC One, while the 
cleverly crafted celebrity-laden social media 
squad reveal had a reach in excess of 170m.

England hosts the European Championship 
in 2021, and big business is now recognising 
this is becoming a product that will sell. Why? 
Because it’s really good football, and it’s only 
getting better and better.

England are off to the World Cup. Get ready 
to get carried away all over again.

Which England players did you look up 
to when you were growing up?
Kelly Smith and Rachel Yankey. I also loved 
to watch Dani Alves, being a full-back. The 
role has changed a lot over the years and 
we’re more attacking now. Alves was a big 
part of that – the way he got forward and 
created chances broke the mould.

Were you a big England fan as a kid?
Of course. Do you remember the reversible 
England top from 2002? I wore that all the 
time. If I didn’t want to have it washed, I’d 
turn it inside out.

You missed out on the World Cup squad 
in 2015 – how difficult was that for you?
You want to be on the world stage and 
playing in the big games, so I was gutted. 
But if you talk to most players about their 
career, they’ll tell you there were setbacks 
– it’s all part of the journey. I’m definitely 
looking to make up for lost time, though.

What would England winning the World 
Cup do for the women’s game at home?
It’s moving forward, it’s progressing. You 
just need to look at some of the games in 
Spain and Italy over the last few months 
[Athletic Bilbao vs Barcelona had a crowd 
of 48,000, while Juventus vs Fiorentina got 
39,000] – that wouldn’t have happened 
five years ago. More people are watching 
and more people are interested. It’ll keep 
pushing us forward. Even things like Alex 
Scott being a pundit on Sky and BT; it’s all 
part of the puzzle and it’s good publicity. 

D E M I  S T O K E S
Position Left-back | Caps 50 | Goals 1

Q+A

SUZANNE WRACK  
is a women’s football  
writer for The Guardian 
and will be covering the 
World Cup this summer
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What’s your first football memory? 
Probably playing for a boys’ team when I was 
seven, being named player of the match and 
getting a trophy with ‘Man of the Match’ on it. 
They wanted to change the inscription to ‘Girl 
of the Match’, but I kicked up a fuss and didn’t 
let them change it – I didn’t want anyone to 
think I’d only won because I was the only girl 
in the team. A local paper got wind of it and 
wrote a story. The headline read: ‘Jill is proud 
to be a man’, which was pretty embarrassing. 

Was it tough being the only girl in the team?
Yeah. I used to get a lot of stick, and parents 
shouted things like, ‘Kick that girl.’ There were 
definitely times I walked off the pitch in tears. 
But I’d always pick up my boots a couple of 
days later and go back to training, then play 
again the following weekend. It was hard, but 
I always felt like I was meant to play football 
and no one was going to stop me. Sometimes 
when I go home for Christmas, I’ll bump into 
guys who’ll say, ‘I remember playing against 
you and now I watch you playing on telly’, but 
I remember they were the ones trying to kick 
me back then. I’ll just smile politely and say 
thanks. It’s quite satisfying in a way – it means 
the women’s game is now starting to get the 
respect it deserves. 

Which players did you look up to when you 
were growing up? 
Back then it was mainly male role models, so 
it’s good that girls now get more of a chance 
to see female players. I loved David Beckham 
– I admired him for the role he played off the 
pitch, as much as anything else. I remember 
going to the Stadium of Light to see England 
play Turkey when I was 16. My mum was a bit 
worried about crowd trouble after the match, 
so told me to make my way straight home, but 
I waited outside the ground for two hours to 
get Becks to sign a poster. My mum grounded 
me for two weeks but it was worth it! He came 
to one of our meet-ups last year to say a few 
words. I don’t really get starstruck, but that 
day was pretty special. I didn’t tell him about 
the poster, though!

You’ve been around the England setup since 
2006 – how much have things changed in 
that time? 
Loads has changed: the introduction of central 
contracts, professionalism meaning players 
can focus on football full-time, the amount of 
media coverage some of the bigger matches 
and competitions are getting. Ten years ago it 

felt like there was lots of media interest in big 
international tournaments, but things would 
quickly die down when we came home. Now 
the media interest is more consistent. There 
are more people coming to watch club games 
– we see 2,000 or 3,000, up from 200 or 300.

How difficult was it for you starting out?
When I was 19 and signed for Everton, I was 
having to make a 350-mile round trip for every 
training session and match because I was still 
living and working in the North East. So twice 
a week I’d do some coaching in the daytime, 
then drive straight over to Liverpool, train in 
the evening, then drive home to Sunderland. 
On a Friday we had to train from 8-10pm as  
it was the only time the women’s team could 
get access to the pitches. I’d usually get home 
between 1-2am after that, then I’d have to do 
similar journeys for matches on Sundays, too. 
I don’t think that kind of thing would happen 
at the top level these days. I was pretty much 

surviving on food from service stations and 
not looking after myself as well as I do now.

Which change in women’s football has been 
the most important?
I’ve been classed as a ‘full-time professional’ 
since I was about 26. People ask me about the 
additional physical demands of training every 
day, but it actually gets easier because you’re 
so well looked after. You don’t have to travel 
as much, you eat the right food and get the 
right amount of rest. You don’t need to worry 
about any of that stuff – it’s all taken care of. 

You’ve played for England at three World 
Cups and three European Championships – 
do you think your experience could be key 
to the squad this summer? 
I’ve got a lot of tournament experience and 
every single one has been a different journey. 
When I speak to younger players, I just tell 
them to get themselves as fit as they can and 
mentally ready. Then it’s like a rollercoaster – 
you’ve got to throw your hands up in the air 
and enjoy the ride.

What’s your best memory from the previous 
tournaments you’ve played in? 
I think that was probably at the Euros in 2009.  
I didn’t play much during the tournament and 
perhaps struggled to stay motivated, but my 
moment came in extra time of the semi-final 
against the Netherlands. I came on and scored 
with only four minutes of extra time left, to put 
us through to the final. Whenever I speak to 
younger players now, I tell them they have to 
make sure they’re a good squad player. If they 
aren’t in the team, how can they support those 
who are? I tell them their moment will come if 
they continue doing the right things and are 
always prepared. You could play every minute 
of a tournament and not perform, or you could 
only make one appearance and make a huge 
difference. You have to be ready for everything.

What’s Phil Neville like to work with?
He’s a very logical thinker. He thinks everything 
through and likes everything to be structured 
and organised. One of the things I like is that 
he also wants to get to know you as a person, 
and that’s really important when you’re in an 
environment like the training camp at a major 
tournament. I’ve had some managers who’ve 
adopted a very different attitude, but Phil can 
sit there and have a conversation with you 
about your family, and that kind of thing is in 
your mind when you walk out onto the pitch. 
You want to do a good job for that manager.

Who are the big personalities in this group?
The great thing about this squad is that there 
are so many different characters. If I want to 
switch off I’ll go for a coffee with Jodie Taylor, 
who I’ve known for a long time. Then there are 
girls like Millie Bright, who’s funny and always 
wanting to have a laugh. Her and Rachel Daly 
hang around together a lot, and when you’re 
with them everything is fun and light-hearted. 
It’s a relaxed group.

J I L L  S C O T T
Position Centre-midfield | Caps 134 | Goals 22

“ PA R E n T S  S H O U T E D  T H I n G S  L I K E , 
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She was a surprise package in 
Canada last time out, but now 
the pressure’s on ‘Mini Messi’ to 
deliver as England go for glory

Interview Anna Kessel Portraits Jill Jennings
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World Cups shape careers. World Cups 
change lives. Before the last tournament  
in Canada four years ago, Fran Kirby was  
far from a household name. At the time  
she was just 21 and playing for Reading  
in what was then called FA Women’s  
Super League 2, the second tier of English 
women’s football.

She had played just a handful of times for 
her country, and was scarcely known outside 
experts in the women’s game.

Then came England’s group match against 
Mexico in Moncton, New Brunswick. In the 
71st minute, the forward pounced on a loose 
ball on the edge of the penalty area, flicking  
it beyond one defender before jinking past 
another. She then prodded it into the corner 
of the Mexican net to hand the Lionesses  
a crucial 1-0 lead.

“I think you can see by my celebration I had 
no idea what to do,” Kirby tells FourFourTwo 
with a nervous laugh, four years on. “I just 
kind of ran around.”

Now, thanks to that goal, England’s surprise 
third-place finish and the huge success that 
followed her subsequent move to Chelsea, 
she’s a bankable superstar, featuring in huge 
marketing campaigns for brands such as Nike, 
Capital One and Swarovski. This month, her 

face is gracing FFT’s cover for the second time 
in just seven issues – third in 11 issues if you 
count the tiny illustrated version on the front 
of our September 2018 edition.

Most importantly, in December she was 
nominated for the first women’s Ballon d’Or.

This time, Kirby isn’t an unknown. This time, 
England aren’t outsiders. This time, can they 
go two better?

Did you watch women’s football when you 
were growing up?
Yeah, the Reading Royals because a lot of my 
coaches played for the women’s team and my 
mum took me to watch them. I was an avid 
fan. She took me to as many England games 
as possible. I went to see Jill Scott’s debut, and 
was one of the little girls going round after the 
game with a programme, asking for people’s 
signatures. It’s mad that I’m now in the same 
team as her. 

F R A n  K I R B Y
Position Forward | Caps 37 | Goals 12
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Was women’s football on TV when you were 
growing up?
The FA Cup final was. It wasn’t promoted that 
much – it was very male orientated. But there 
would be every football game possible on the 
TV in my house – English, Italian, Spanish, we 
were just completely football crazy. When the 
women’s FA Cup final was on, I’d make sure we 
were watching that.

Who were your football idols growing up?
In the men’s game, Thierry Henry – I tried to 
copy his goals out in the back garden. In the 
women’s game, Kelly Smith. I trained with her 
before she retired and it was one of the most 
exciting training sessions I’ve ever taken part 
in. We were doing a drill and all I could think 
was, ‘I’m training with Kelly Smith!’
 
What did you notice from training with her?
Her ability on the ball. We played against her 
in the FA Cup final – Chelsea vs Arsenal when 
she was nearing the end of her career – and 
she was so good it made me think about how 
good she was in her prime. I tried to learn her 
creativity and confidence on the ball.
 
When you were trying to be Thierry Henry, 
which goal would you attempt to replicate?
The one he scored against Manchester United 
from outside the box, where he’s flicked it up, 
spun round and volleyed into the top corner. 
It didn’t go well for me most of the time, but  
I kept trying. When me and my brother used 
to play in the garden, one of us would be the 
commentator and the other the player. You’d 
end up being Michael Owen, Zinedine Zidane, 
Thierry Henry, Kelly Smith... whoever popped 
into our heads because we watched so much 
football and knew every player. Hopefully I’d 
be a good commentator!

How did it feel to be nominated for the first 
ever women’s Ballon d’Or?
It was a very surreal moment and incredible 
experience for me. For the news to come out 
on England duty was really special because  
I was with Lucy Bronze, so we congratulated 
each other on both being nominated. I knew 
I’d had a pretty good season but didn’t think 
something like that would happen.
 
You’ve won so many awards domestically – 
what difference does having a global prize 
available for women make?
I think it’s massive. Ada Hegerberg spoke a lot 
in her acceptance speech about the award 
being a win for women’s football in general, 

not just for the individual.  
   I think that shows 

where women’s 
football is going. 

It will continue to  
  grow, especially in this  

    country with the World Cup 
and how England get on in France.
 
What must you do to win the Ballon D’Or?
Score in the World Cup final! [Laughs]
 
What’s your season with Chelsea been like?
I came into the league struggling with a bit of 
an injury. I’m always really critical of my own 
performance, whether I play well or not. Am  
I getting assists, am I getting goals? I’ve been 
happy with my performances, based on those 
things. But I know I can do better and I need 
to keep working hard to do so. 
 
It must be hard starting the season with an 
injury, knowing the World Cup is at the end?
That was one of the reasons why I stopped, 
as I had to be ready for the World Cup. No one 
really knew what the injury was and it might 
have got worse, so I knew I had to take a step 
back. Now I have no problems – I feel fit and 
confident going into the tournament.
 
Was the 2015 World Cup a breakthrough 
moment for you?
Yes. I played a few games for England leading 
up to the World Cup, which got my name out 
there a bit. I think a lot of people were talking 
about me as I played in WSL2. I got player of 
the match against USA and Sweden, and then 
scoring that goal against Mexico in the group 
stage really made people aware of who I was. 
It just built from there. 
 
How did people respond once you got back 
from the tournament?
They started asking me for photos in Tesco’s 
car park! My family and friends have always 
been the same, though. I’ve got a couple of 
best friends who I go to when I need to talk. 
There’s no one else and it’s a close-knit group. 
I’ve tried to keep myself small and that’s why 
I continue to be the person I am – a little bit 
annoying, causing chaos and playing pranks 
is how I’d probably describe myself. [Laughs]
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How did international players react to you?
When we played against the USA for the first 
time, I didn’t know any of them. Now there’s  
a mutual respect there. People become aware 
of who you are and want to swap shirts with 
me. I never thought anyone would come into 
the dressing room asking for my shirt.
 
Who stands out?
I was playing for Chelsea in Bosnia, Sarajevo 
and one of the opposition girls came up to me 
during the game, while we were playing, and 
said, ‘I’m your biggest fan.’ I didn’t have a shirt 
to swap, so I made sure she got one when they 
came to Kingsmeadow. That was quite special 
for me, knowing that someone from Bosnia 
who probably hadn’t seen me play much was 
a big fan of mine.
 
For years it’s been, ‘We want to win for the 
women’s game’. Can you ever let go of that 
and just play for yourself?
There’s always going to be a burning passion 
– it’s about encouraging girls to play football, 
especially when they get bullied for playing it. 
That’s coming out a lot more now because of 
social media – parents will write to us and say 
what’s happening to their daughters. It used 
to happen to all of us growing up. I went and 
played against a boys’ team and they laughed 
at me. It’s trying to explain to those girls, ‘I’m 
playing for England and that happened to me 
– in 15 years you could be on this platform, so 
don’t quit’. If more girls are aware of that, they 
can make a career out of it. There will always 
be that passion to grow the women’s game.

What did you learn from the last World Cup?
Have more fun. I knew I had to work twice as 
hard because I was playing in WSL2. I wasn’t 
used to that high level, training every day, then 
recovering and playing again. I stressed myself 

out. Now I just want to enjoy it, relax and play 
with freedom. I’ve learned to have more fun, 
when before I was very serious. Now I’m trying 
to be more human instead of just this athlete. 
 
Do you think back to that World Cup often?
Yeah, it was such an amazing experience. Not 
everyone gets to play or score at a World Cup. 
Everyone asks me what’s my favourite goal, 
and that will always be the first one I think of. 
We won a bronze medal which was incredible, 
beating Germany 1-0. I was on the bench, and 
we all managed to get halfway onto the pitch 
to celebrate when we scored during extra time.
 
What do you remember about your goal?
My first touch was bad. It took the ball away 
from me and I was thinking, ‘Oh no, it’s gone’, 
but I remember taking it down and punting it. 
I saw it hitting the post, but luckily it went in.  

Suffering an injury in the middle of a World 
Cup must have been difficult?
I don’t think I was physically ready. I hadn’t 
done the gym work everyone else had done 
because they were all on specific programmes. 
Little things like that made a huge difference. 
 
You’ve now got nicknames like ‘Mini Messi’ 
and ‘Marta’ – do you like those monikers?
Someone calls you ‘Mini Messi’, then everyone 
turns on the TV and expects to see something 
amazing. It’s the same with Marta, probably 

the best women’s footballer ever. That comes 
with a lot of pressure, but I just try to focus on 
being the best player I can be. It’s a massive 
compliment, though.
 
Were you surprised Phil Neville called you 
that, after former manager Mark Sampson 
had done it, too?
It caught me off guard, as he did the interview 
and then I got asked questions. I just have to 
take it in my stride and hopefully repay him by 
winning the World Cup.
 
What would it mean to lift the trophy?
It’s something that would stay with you for the 
rest of your life. All I wanted to do growing up 
was win, whether it was a school tournament, 
the nutmeg game me and my brother played, 
the Champions League, World Cup, whatever. 
I just want to win.
 
Where does that come from?
My mum. She was stubborn. She’d say there’s 
no point going to play football unless you want 
to win. Obviously enjoy it, prove people wrong, 
but want to win. My whole family are like that.  

Have you had much banter with club-mate 
Erin Cuthbert ahead of taking on Scotland?
It’s going to be a war. It’s one of international 
football’s fiercest rivalries and will be a great 
spectacle. We want to prove that beating them 
6-0 at Euro 2017 wasn’t just a one-off.

“ A  B O S n I A  P L A Y E R  O n C E  C A M E  
U P  T O  M E  D U R I n G  T H E  G A M E  A n D 
S A I D ,  ‘ I ’ M  Y O U R  B I G G E S T  FA n ’ ”

ANNA KESSEL   
is Women’s Sport Editor  
for The Telegraph and  
also the co-founder of 
Women in Football
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24 
competing nations, featuring four 
debutants - Chile, Jamaica, Scotland 
and South Africa.

2 7 
referees including Germany’s 
Bibiana Steinhaus (below), who 
became the first woman to  

officiate a Bundesliga game in 2017.

4 
previous winners – 
USA (1991, 1999, 
2015), Germany 

(2003, 2007), Norway 
(1995) and Japan 
(2011) – all of 
whom have 
qualified for the 
finals again this 
time around.

9 
host cities, from Valenciennes in the 
north to Nice down on the French 
Riviera. Lyon will host both of the  

semi-finals and the final because,  
to quote Brigitte Henriques, the 

vice president of the French 
Football Federation: “In Paris, it  
is really difficult to make people 

come to women’s sports events.”

5 2 
matches, all of which will be 
broadcast by the BBC across 
television, radio and online.

1 7 Italy defender Sara Gama was one 
of 17 personalities – along with 
boxer Nicola Adams and tennis star 

Naomi Osaka – recreated as a Barbie doll to 
celebrate International Women’s Day in 2018. 
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1 8 1 The absolutely insane number of international 
goals scored by Canadian skipper Christine 
Sinclair. Granted, she has 281 caps, but still…

€13
The cheapest tickets in France 
were particularly affordable, 
coming in at around £11.60, 
roughly the cost of a pie and  
pint at a Premier League game.

0 
The number of Ballon d’Or 
winners in attendance, after 
Ada Hegerberg – the winner 

of 2018’s inaugural women’s 
award – confirmed she wouldn’t 
be playing for her native Norway 
in this summer’s competition. 

The number of times someone on the BBC commentary team will 
jokingly ask whether France’s 22-year-old forward Delphine Cascarino  
is related to ex-Millwall, Chelsea and Marseille striker Tony (she is not).

9,494
The score the last time England 
met Scotland in a competitive 
match, at Euro 2017. Scotland 
were without star duo Kim Little 
(Arsenal) and Jennifer Beattie 
(Man City) that day. Both should 
be in the starting XI this time.

6-0 1 4 The age at which USA 
boss Jill Ellis left her 
native Portsmouth 
because there was no 

organised football for girls in 
the UK at the time. Ellis has 
worked with the US national 
team at various levels since 
2000, taking over as coach  
of the senior team in 2014.

4 
Spain and Athletic Bilbao 
forward Lucia Garcia is  
a quadruplet, but still didn’t 

have anyone to play football  
with as a kid. “I played in the 
streets a lot,” she explained,  
“but never with my brothers. 
They preferred taekwondo.”

6 6 The number of goals 
scored by Scotland’s 
Lana Clelland in 83  

Serie A games for Tavagnaco 
and Fiorentina, making her  
one of Italian football’s most 
prolific forwards. She helped  
La Viola finish 2nd in 2018-19, 
four points behind Juventus.


