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			INTRODUCTION

			“The history of football is a sad voyage from beauty to duty.”

			Eduardo Galeano, Football in Sun and Shadow, 2002

			“Can you hear us on the box?”

			Football supporters everywhere, the seventies

			“We could all be out of business within weeks if people were able to watch live football from their armchairs!”

			Brian Clough, February 1983

			“It’s a whole new ball game!”

			Sky Sports, August 1992

			The impact made by television in the twentieth century was both universal and egalitarian in the sense that it reflected broadcasting’s original premise to offer something for everyone. It’s influence on all aspects of society and culture has been relentless over a century of evolution. Whilst the BBC sought to inform, educate and entertain the British people and deliver the best of human knowledge, endeavour and achievement – something it has delivered to a point for the best part of one hundred years – the death of the television medium is now endlessly predicted as young people focus their limited attention spans elsewhere.

			Except, under broadcasting’s new commercial framework, live sport remains as a rare pillar of live TV that engages a collective community. The one sporting jewel that transcends all is football. Esteemed author and journalist David Goldblatt contends in The Age of Football, that the game is “the most universal cultural mode there has ever been, consumed avidly across the globe”. This remains true today.

			It was television that made it so.

			Football’s own history was born of passion, community and presence. There was a time when the game was played purely for paying fans in stadiums and for entertainment. Over the years, the invention and evolution of television harnessed, exposed and ultimately owned football.

			TV exposed the glory of the game to millions. An era of resistance from football clubs and authorities gave way to commercial evolution and the immortalisation of moments that will never leave our collective memory. Over time, and to differing degrees, TV consumed and handsomely rewarded the game; a transformation that redistributed the game’s wealth and effectively changed the global game from one that was for the fans in the stadium to a game played for billions on TV.

			The story is a fascinating one; a century of technological invention and power. It is one of pioneers, organisers, poets and personalities, one shaped by monolithic broadcasters, but one that leaves indelible and incredible memories. The game has played out to wonderment, entertainment and tragedy, all thanks to television. Its influence has also brought us unwanted opinion, interminable video officiating and reams of social media content.

			From players on the pitch to flies on the wall, the evolution of football’s relationship with television is inextricably linked and remunerative. Television’s money now shapes and dictates the game, its competition, its hierarchy and its very existence. From kick-off times to new global tournaments, it is TV that calls the shots, the result of its financial hold over the game.

			The journey stretches from broadcasters giving an enthralled public exciting glimpses of the game from 1936 to commercial television going it alone in 1987 and Sky blowing its competitors out of the water in 1992 – and ever since. It is TV money that has shaped the narrative. From the early pioneering days of highlights and outside broadcasts to the Premier League years, when football’s domestic income alone has risen over 2,500 per cent, the game has proved an irresistible attraction, existential even to some.

			Now, you can’t move for live action every night of the week. Fans and communities have been left behind by the whirlwind of television’s impact. Ticket prices, accessibility and TV subscription costs of £870 per year or more to watch live games, tell their own story. The Saturday 3 pm kick-off has virtually disappeared from the Premier League whilst home and away fans are subjected to changing and inconvenient kick-off times and long journeys, 8 pm starts and Thursday nights.

			The effect has been for the richest clubs and leagues to get richer and for owners and investors to use football to fuel state publicity and politics. The financial gap in revenues between the Premier League and the Football League in England has leapt from just £11 million in 1992 to £3.3 billion in 2025. Only seven teams have won the Premier League in 34 seasons, and the concentration of wealth has extended to the international club game. TV dominates club revenues from a share of less than 10 per cent in 1992. The game’s wealth has funded corporate debt and financial losses, agents and players over the grassroots game and meaningful youth academies.

			How we got here is an absorbing journey. The introduction of colour and the sport’s corresponding commercialism from 1970 unleashed new possibilities for football. The move from highlights to live coverage as the principal exponent of the game quickly became an unstoppable force that bequeathed the Premier League. Although modern football was far from invented in 1992, everything changed, from ownership models and tactics to television presentation of the game itself.

			Through the game’s tactical reinvention in the millennium – covered in part two – and TV’s seismic revenue boosts of ensuing years, the game’s magnetism remains. Television helped build it, sustain it, almost destroy it, and amplify it to the world. Football on television is saturated and unmissably hypnotic in equal measure. Globally, the sport can – and does – offer a shared experience on a par with the moon landings through the medium.

			Personalities have driven the narrative for TV’s entire relationship with football. From the very innovators who established the BBC under Lord Reith, to the instigators of the outside broadcasts, strong foundations were laid for the professional and expert presentation of sport and football. The baton was passed to highly skilled developers, including David Coleman, Kenneth Wolstenholme and Peter Dimmock, who became household names through perseverance and experimentation. Jimmy Hill took on the mantle in the modern era and did it all, from changing the rules of the game itself to the broadcast innovations he brought to ITV and BBC in his long career. Analysis of the game was rarely bettered than on ITV at the 1970 World Cup and by Hill on Match of the Day in the seventies.

			Brian Moore, Des Lynam, James Richardson, Jeff Stelling and Gary Lineker all broke ground in their presentation of the game; in commentary, Coleman, Moore, Hugh Johns, Barry Davies, John Motson, Martin Tyler, Clive Tyldesley, Jonathan Pearce, Peter Drury, Guy Mowbray, Darren Fletcher and many others brought life to the action as it unfolded. They brought energy, instinct, spontaneity, poetry and prose to the football experience for millions. As masters of the verbal arts, the story of football on television is theirs; from the involuntary “one-nil!” to the more profound, “I swear you’ll never see anything like this ever again! So, watch it! Drink it in! They are football’s lyricists and storytellers, instantly recognisable to millions. Many of football’s finest moments are known in equal measure for the moment it produced and the accompanying observations. Not all make a success of an incredibly tough job, but a huge number have lasted decades in the job.

			Today’s focus has moved to the pundits who fill the unlimited hours of coverage that sits astride our love of the game itself. From ITV’s brilliant and illuminating conversationalists of 1970 – Malcom Allison, Derek Dougan, Paddy Crerand and Bob McNab – the art of football analysis has been through many iterations with Terry Venables, Alan Hansen, Andy Gray, Gary Neville, Ian Wright, Roy Keane, Ally McCoist and Alan Shearer standing out for their conviction amongst a cast of many. Their words and insights now fuel social media’s broadening of the game, whether partisan club affiliation or data-led insights that bring genuine perspective. That there is a more diverse and broader perspective provided by Gabby Logan, Karen Carney, Jacqui Oatley, Alex Scott, Kelly Cates, Robyn Cowen, Laura Woods and other true pioneers of an expanded medium, is a refreshing part of the transformation. Men’s and women’s football on our screens is overwhelmingly better for their presence.

			Technology is at the heart of the story as cameras, editing processes and videotape all revolutionised the medium and enhanced the experience for viewers. The days of rushing tapes to the BBC studios in time for editing and transmission have long gone, but the effect of the slow motion action replay changed the nature of the game itself and still divides opinion. “‘It’s not football!’ is the chant!” were Jonathan Pearce’s words to describe the damaging effects of VAR, a poorly-handled innovation that should have changed the game for the better.

			In parallel, TV dramas and documentaries have monitored the game’ idiosyncrasies and moments to deliver a narrative that enriches our fascination with football. Reality dramas such as Hillsborough played their own part in effecting cultural change to groundbreaking effect, a welcome consequence on the power of the medium itself. In contrast, fly-on-the-wall insights have made and broken careers. The television that opened the personalities of John Sitton, Barry Fry, Graham Taylor and others is a gift we should treasure.

			The media world is very different now, as is football. Whilst new generations require something different, the portrayal of the game itself has flipped. Live action remains king, but younger audiences, limited attention spans and the rise of social media have generated a huge demand for bite-sized content. Goals “pay the rent” as ever, to channel David Coleman, but tribalism, celebrities and controversy are never far away, themselves fuelled by the relentless coverage of the game that now sees multiple cameras installed at every game of any significance and former pro’s giving their opinion on every kick.

			Television has consistently delivered huge football audiences. In 1966, 32 watched England win the World Cup; in 1970, an FA Cup Final replay in colour attracted 32.5 million. Decades later, television still drew huge numbers to watch the national team. England’s appearance in the Euros final in 2021 attracted 31 million viewers; 16–17 million watched the Lionesses win successive major European trophies, delivering a whole new audience to football. This is proof that live sport remains the lifeblood of an adapting broadcast media.

			The economics of the game have shifted, as they have in broadcasting. Global trends have superseded domestic ones. Streaming and short-form content is perhaps the greatest threat to Sky’s hegemony over the Premier League. Unfortunately, any transformation in the current TV business models is more likely to see revenues even more channelled towards the elite clubs, playing in the big competitions.

			So much about the distribution of TV revenues and the way supporters are treated could improve. The evolution of football is now such that the demands on players and the broadcast saturation of the game could damage the product. Some broadcasters still use the moniker, “Look Away Now!” – first used in the seventies in recognition of football’s importance, a narrative to be played out unfettered by the knowledge of the outcome – to retain an element of suspense and vitality around the game. The relentless coverage and the imposing role of social media means no one really looks away any more. In the broader story of football and television, the phrase takes on a new significance, one you might not want to see how it ends.

		

	
		
			1920S TO 1940S

			The invention and development of wireless telegraphy around the turn of the twentieth century, an intangible alternative to telegraph cables, the long-distance communication vehicle of the age, laid the foundation for a public broadcast capability that would transform lives and awaken society’s entire sense of cultural appropriation for generations.

			The experimental curiosity of adopted Italian engineer, Guglielmo Marconi, transmitted the world’s first radio waves across the natural curvature of the earth’s surface in the late 1890s. He began in south of England, extended out across the English Channel and, eventually, succeeded in a transatlantic wireless broadcast between Cornwall and Canada. In 1901, his technology brought news of the Second Boer War to people on a ship mid-Atlantic. His work led to competitive experimentation amongst a group of manufacturers, who built radio receivers, transmitters, microphones and line amplifiers that furnished a proliferation of amateur radio stations. The fundamentals of broadcasting were established and quickly spread through the advanced nations of the world.

			The Great War exacerbated the security and communication needs of government, and work continued on the delivery of continuous-wave signals that would transform the nascent technology. In 1922, the General Post Office (GPO) issued one licence to a consortium of the best engineering wireless manufacturers, who were charged with creating a commercial public broadcasting operation. The origins of British broadcasting were set.

			The game of association football had public school origins in the middle of the nineteenth century. It was 1863 before a uniform set of rules was established, the same year the Football Association (FA) formed to oversee the game. With its amateur heritage, the world’s first organised cup competition, the FA Cup, launched in 1871, concluding the following year with a narrow victory for Wanderers over Royal Engineers. The first international match between England and Scotland was played later in 1872. The nation was quickly enthralled, and football clubs were established, initially around the towns of the Midlands and North West. Playing and watching football started to fill working people’s valuable leisure time, offering respite from the stifling working conditions of industrial Britain.

			With established clubs occasionally paying the best players to appear, the FA eventually relented to allow a professional game to develop. The establishment of a league structure in 1888, under the auspices of the newly formed Football League, both legitimised and amplified the popularity of what quickly became referred to as the people’s game. Early in the new century, the league had expanded to two divisions of 20 teams. Football was recognised as an Olympic sport, and the game established a global footprint, transported to Europe and the Americas by pioneering industrialists.

			Following the Great War, the sport truly gathered momentum, an integral part of the rebuilding of industrial Britain. The 1923 FA Cup Final, moved to a new national stadium built to the north of London at Wembley, attracted an unmanageable attendance, officially recorded as a little over 126,000 but estimated well over 200,000. The game was eventually played to completion and football has never really looked back.

			As the two facets of broadcasting and football transformed throughout the twentieth century, they would eventually conjoin to form an influence far greater than the sum of their parts. Both redefined the form and the economics of the other; by the formative years of the twenty-first century, the impact of television on football would change the soul of the people’s game, forever.

		

	
		
			1920S

			All the facts presented in such a way that it is possible for them to make up their own minds.

			The formal licencing of the country’s radio frequencies triggered the founding of the British Broadcasting Company Limited (BBC) on 18th October 1922. There was a directive that the new company quickly provide a broadcast service to an inquisitive public. Engineers harnessed the ability to tailor continuous audible communication over sound waves, co-ordinating the previous efforts of amateur radio enthusiasts into listenable content. The company’s 2LO operation became the first radio station to broadcast to a curious public – those with radio receivers – experimentally at first for one hour a day, then as a formal daily broadcast from November.

			Arthur Burrows – affectionately known as Uncle Arthur and a contemporary celebrity to listeners – opened formal broadcasts with a pioneering, “Hello, hello. This is 2LO, the London station of the British Broadcasting Company calling!” Burrows read a short news and weather bulletin report to up to an estimated 10,000 eager listeners. He then repeated his words more slowly so people could absorb and take notes, fulfilling the new company’s educational stance.

			Audiences paid 10 shillings for receiver licences as the BBC rolled out other regional operations and soon established a pattern of daily news bulletins and other informative and educative talks, plus some musical theatre. Live transmission broadcasting was born in Great Britain, combining a penchant for pioneering technology and an appetite for learning and content sharing that would blossom in the decades ahead.

			The BBC soon sought to expand, appointing John Reith as general manager in December, who worked closely with Chief Engineer Peter Eckersely. They quickly adapted some guiding principles for their public-facing enterprise. Education was at its core, reflecting overarching post-war national values. The BBC hierarchy established that its operation would serve listeners, and the country, best by giving people what they needed, not necessarily what they wanted.

			Aligned to this was a determination for absolute impartiality and to be a citizen’s guide, philosopher and friend. The full service launches on the eve of a general election, potentially in competition with a very influential and established press. Reith was notably determined to give audiences “all the facts presented in such a way that it is possible for them to make up their own minds” on any matter. Whilst this would obviously apply to news and politics, the inference of impartiality and independence was to seep into all aspects of the BBC’s influence. This vision was crucial in shaping the guiding ethos of the BBC. He was determined to improve lives and came to believe that this exciting new venture could bring Britain together, “making the nation as one man”.

			In parallel, the United States was developing its own means of broadcasting. Marconi had been central to the development of the Radio Corporation of America in 1919, and commercial operations had taken off to drive east–west communications of the still-expanding country and to communicate the results of the 1920 presidential election. As Britain embarked on its own journey, the US had already realised the first radio broadcast of a sporting event, a boxing bout between home hero Jack Dempsey and French challenger Georges Carpentier in Jersey City. A technological triumph involved AT&T network cable links, complicated wiring, intense stenography and an audience of radio enthusiasts linking and building transmitters. The sports commentator was born – in this case, Major J Andrew White – and the incredible efforts of the broadcasting production team reached audiences estimated to be in the hundreds of thousands up to 250 miles away. This achievement alone heralded a transformational experience of live interaction with sport.

			Alongside the immediacy of the news bulletin and a creeping opportunity for entertainment, radio broadcasting boomed, and equipment sales rose sixfold in the next two years. Back in Britain, as national wireless services rolled out, the BBC consolidated. There were setbacks; live theatre performers began to feel wireless radio broadcasts would threaten their jobs. The press barons were none too pleased either and successfully lobbied, on the basis of unfair competition, for limitations on public information, including the postponement of the announcement of some sports results until the newspapers – particularly evening editions printed the same day – had published.

			As the country recovered after the war, the transmission of landmark national events, including the Duke of York’s wedding, the King’s speech and the opening of Parliament, all helped galvanise interest in radio broadcasting. People turned to the BBC for information on the debilitating general strike of 1926, as newspaper printing presses ground to a halt; Reith even broke the news of the strike himself. In the absence of newspaper reporting, BBC news stepped up, and a restriction on news broadcasts before 7 pm, again to appease the newspapers, was lifted. News bulletins materialised five times a day to inform the public at a critical period. Live, informing and educating public broadcasting was here to stay.

			As radio grew, the new medium was seen very differently to one already established – the pictures. Movie palaces became a growing and popular model of leisure entertainment in the decade as moving picture releases captured people’s imagination, following the release of Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer, which came to Britain in September 1928. Pictures were often accompanied by Pathe newsreels, bringing illuminating visuals of news and society observations, including sport, and in particular football. There was appetite for newsreel footage of the game, seen as magical and captivating, beyond the imagination of many.

			The brilliant engineers who developed telegraph and radio communications did not stop there. In January 1926, one John Logie Baird demonstrated his innovative system for converting visual images into electrical signals, then transmitted by radio technology onto a screen. Baird, a Scottish electrical engineer and true innovator, took to demonstrating silhouette images to the public at Selfridge’s department store, where the BBC’s 2LO transmitter was situated on the roof. His breakthrough came in generating shades of grey that formed a recognisable image that could then be harnessed to amplify and transmit as signals. This initially included the successful projection of the image of a Maltese Cross. By 1925, he had transmitted recognisable human faces onto screens before he progressed to showcase the transmission of moving objects to academics and scientists at London’s Royal Institution, presenting a televisor that featured the moving head of a ventriloquist’s dummy and an office worker.

			The breakthrough led Baird to approach the BBC to use its only transmitter, during radio broadcast downtime, to experiment and develop his television product. Reith’s BBC had grown its influence and coverage to the extent that it dissolved itself as a limited company on 31st December 1926, becoming the British Broadcasting Corporation, established by Royal Charter, the following day. Funding was to be through a licence fee, payable by the public in return for receiving content.

			This cemented the BBC’s objectives and obligations. Reith was charged, as newly appointed director general, with the responsibility of fulfilling those key duties, whilst accountable to the government in return for being granted the royal seal of approval. He was determined to broadcast the big events of contemporary life to bring real purpose to the corporation. By 30th September 1929, the BBC was running Baird’s regular television broadcasts on a thirty-line electrical system, alternating pictures and sound. The exciting evolution of broadcast technologies had built a strong audience for its output, which spanned such public interest subjects as news, discussion, drama, choral singing and education. For aspirational elements of British society, the new broadcast medium was must-have in the home.

			I am afraid if this invention becomes too perfect, it will cause most people to spend their evenings at home instead of visiting the theatre.

			Football in the decade recovered strongly after the war, not least from the loss of so many players who were killed in action on the fields of Europe. More professional teams were established as society and the working classes prioritised the pursuit of leisure in their spare time. Teams like Huddersfield Town captured the national imagination – the first team to win three successive league titles. Herbert Chapman, the club’s manager, controversially decamped south to Arsenal, where he replicated that success in the following decade. Everton’s Dixie Dean became an icon when he scored an incredible 60 league goals in the 1927/28 season.

			The FA Cup Final retained its reputation as a showpiece of the English game. Aston Villa defeated Huddersfield at Stamford Bridge in 1920 as the FA planned the construction of its new stadium at Wembley. Bolton Wanderers’ defeated West Ham with the help of a white police horse who facilitated the clearing of the pitch, which allowed play to proceed as the enormous crowd demonstrated the popular appeal of the game. Within four years, the final itself was broadcast live to the nation, a momentous event that became a national institution and further cemented what was seen as the modern wonder of broadcasting by the BBC.

			A wave of live sporting coverage began in January 1927 with the hectic excitement of an England vs Wales rugby international from Twickenham on the 15th, a much-coveted spectacle for the establishment classes. The first live broadcast of football came a week later on January 22nd, from a small wooden hut housing a BBC observer and his telephone equipment at Highbury, home of Arsenal, for their league game with Sheffield United.

			The audio broadcast of a full ninety minutes of football involved many complexities, not least around the communication of positional play and who had the ball. To accompany the occasion, the BBC collaborated with the Radio Times, a print publication that was effectively marketing the broadcast revolution to the public. They conceived a printed innovation to make the listener experience more comfortable and engaging and closer to the real thing, The Grid. The magazine published a diagrammatic guide to the football pitch divided into eight equally-sized numbered squares. Commentator Captain Henry Blythe Thornhill ‘Teddy’ Wakelam, an obligatory serviceman of record and former Harlequins rugby player who had called the first broadcast from Twickenham, commentated on the play, with a second voice – the more mysterious Mr Lewis – telling listeners which square the play was in. The Grid kept an important link with the audience at home, and likely coined the phrase back to square one, as Wakelam, Lewis and their successors kept listeners suitably instructed as to the location of play.

			Goals from Charlie Buchan (Arsenal and England) and Billy Gillespie (Sheffield United and Ireland) kept the audience entertained on the day. The live football broadcast, with commentator and co-commentator, was up and running.

			The BBC brought further live coverage of standout sporting events of the era to listeners in the spring and summer of 1927, including the Boat Race, the Grand National, the Derby, Wimbledon tennis and test and country cricket. An open telephone line delivered commentators’ vivid description of events that fuelled audience imaginations. Wakelam returned to his favoured rugby and tennis as the BBC brought in experts for each sport, where possible.

			For what became a showcase event from Wembley in April 1927, the BBC broadcast its first live FA Cup Final, Arsenal vs Cardiff City, this time handing commentary responsibilities to an Arsenal director, George Allison; Allison went on to manage the club. Alongside him, Derek McCulloch informed listeners where play was taking place, requesting that they used The Grid from their Radio Times as accompanying material. The match was relayed to listeners in a very formal style, but it was well received. The Spectator excitably reported, on the experience, “that type of broadcasting has come to stay”.

			Cardiff won the game to take the Cup outside England for the first time. Instead of relying on delayed newspaper reports and Pathe newsreel, fans of the game could experience the event live for the first time, without actually attending. As a less formal commentary style developed in the coming years, the use of The Grid was dropped quietly as audiences became attuned to the description of play, instead relying fully on their imaginations and familiarity with football, another sign of the burgeoning popularity of the sport.

			By the end of the decade, developments in broadcasting were having an overwhelming effect on popular culture and society. Of the advances in both radio broadcasts and the emerging technology of television, a playwright, RC Sheriff, commented as a new decade commenced with untold promise: “I am afraid if this invention becomes too perfect, it will cause most people to spend their evenings at home instead of visiting the theatre.” The concern became a familiar refrain. The amplification of football’s own matches into people’s homes brought similar concerns from the clubs and associations running the game; a worry that broadcast coverage would have its own impact on attendances, the overriding source of revenues in the professional game.

			It meant, as broadcast technology advanced into a golden era, wider public access to the people’s game generated a source of unnecessary conflict between football and television that would persist for a generation. It was widely resisted that radio and, subsequently, television, could significantly benefit the growth and economics of the game.

		

	
		
			1930S

			The magic rays of light

			Radio broadcasts remained few and far between, and local press reports still dominated coverage, a first call for those interested in the game, nationally and locally. But technology was advancing. With the BBC now under Royal Charter, King George V broadcast his inaugural Christmas message in 1932, where he celebrated the power of the wireless to wish his united subjects across the Empire a happy Christmas, a speech written by Rudyard Kipling. It further promoted the medium, and radio coverage expanded. The BBC Empire service launched in 1932, and radio was seen as a modern necessity.

			Reith’s BBC sought to promote the ‘greatest good for the greatest number’, but the Football League interpreted that mantra differently. They stopped live radio broadcasts over fears they would stifle attendances. The BBC preserved with its FA Cup coverage and that of other sports, honing its craft. Arsenal’s first FA Cup victory in 1930, when manager Herbert Chapman defeated his former club Huddersfield Town, stimulated wider interest in the game in the south. The club won four league titles in five seasons from 1931, and when Chapman died in 1934, the BBC’s own George Allison took over the role for the 1934/35 season. When Arsenal secured another trip to Wembley for the FA Cup Final in 1936, he finally relinquished his radio commentating duties.

			The two-commentator approach was retained with the role of the second man behind the microphone elevated from simply calling out numbers from The Grid, to one of an “expert” summariser. They were generally chosen from within the game and were most likely managerial or director level, like Allison, or occasionally a high-profile professional player, all adding to the excitement of the experience whilst further promoting a formative personality culture around the game. Furthermore, the craft was developed to bring things to life for the audience. Commentating directives emerged that instructed “scene setting” and “personal or historic associate material”, that were all “woven into a single pattern” of storytelling and building excitement around the occasion, as if it were a play or a drama.

			Radio broadcasts remained culturally subordinate to the glamourous movie industry, which saw admissions grow fervently throughout the decade. Alongside its Hollywood films, picture houses continued to show high-quality newsreel footage of international events and sporting occasions, with pioneering screen organisations like Lumière and Gaumont driving commercials deals to cover more events, including the Olympics. It fuelled people’s appetite for broader lifestyle content, something the BBC was quick to embrace. As experimentation continued, the BBC refined its mission to combine the visual pleasure brought by movies with the immediacy of radio broadcasts.

			Further experimental broadcasts included a televisor machine installed in 10 Downing Street for Prime Minister Ramsay Macdonald, who delighted in “the most wonderful miracle…under my eye”. By 1936, Baird’s 30-line television system had failed to make its major breakthrough in terms of acceptable quality. Pictures were perceived as “foggy”, and the experiment was abandoned the following year in favour of an alternative, superior high-definition technology that was making progress in the US. It combined a cathode ray tube with 405 electronic lines to transmit and receive signals using higher frequency wavelengths. It was this EMI-Marconi company’s 405-line technology that gained traction in competing experiments in higher definition television transmissions, including from the BBC’s new studio facility at Alexander Palace in London to the Radiolympia exhibition in August 1936.

			By November, the BBC launched the world’s first high-definition public service television service from Alexandra Palace, the BBC Television Service. It launched to an estimated 2,000 viewing enthusiasts in London, a notable achievement for Britain and the Empire. For Reith, it was a bittersweet moment. He was less enamoured with the new picture quality and proposition but couldn’t stand in the way of technological enlightenment. As the head of a radio-led broadcasting powerhouse, he even saw television as a potential threat to society, the prospect of losing control of the narrative, conscious of the unseen, behind-the-scenes operation that drove the success of the operation. However, inside the BBC, there was a prevailing will to bring real and innovative entertainment to the public in their own homes. A song was even written and performed with full orchestra for their early viewers as part of the new television phenomenon, acclaiming, ‘the magic rays of light that bring television to you’. There was no going back.

			The service remained muted as technology and performance rituals limited output. The staples of the corporation’s output were theatre, variety, news and a children’s hour, still experimental and still very much beyond the reach of the masses. The BBC did broadcast some pictures of the new King George VI’s coronation in May 1937, using its first outdoor mobile unit, a transmission that claimed to reach over 10,000 viewers. It formally introduced sport that year with a programme called Sports Review, which showed extracts of showreel film from cricket, tennis, athletics, horse racing and football. The move brought focus and budget to its outside broadcast development.

			Baird’s first experimental outside television broadcast as far back as 1931 showed horses as they passed the winning post at the Derby. By 1937, coverage of the Wimbledon tennis tournament was remarked, “by the courtesy of the All England Lawn Tennis Club” as “a great experiment”. Notwithstanding that viewers would struggle to see the ball throughout, they marvelled in the spectacle of seeing live pictures of British hopeful Bunny Austin defeating George Lyttleton Rogers. One of the cameras was diverted to capture Queen Mary taking her seat, a unique and exciting experience for those watching and broadcasting alike.

			Sports Review, hosted by Howard Marshall, focused on a broad range of sports to directly appeal to those who could afford television sets. The football authorities were particularly reluctant to open their grounds to the new cameras. They refused to even countenance discussions with the BBC over access, over fear of losing attendances and even an unwanted glamourising the game.

			Football attendances had dropped slightly by the mid-1930s, but the FA Cup Final remained a huge event of national interest. On 1st May 1937, the BBC reached an agreement with the FA to show live second-half coverage of the final, albeit limited to those in the vicinity of Alexandra Palace. Coverage of Sunderland vs Preston North End began with Preston 1–0 up. Sunderland rose to the occasion and scored three times, including one from an inspirational Raich Carter, and it was an undisputed triumph for the BBC to relay the decisive action, even to a limited audience.

			If there’s a goal scored now, I’ll eat my hat!

			This provided momentum, and despite clear concerns from the authorities, the BBC secured an agreement with the FA, the Football League and Arsenal to trial the broadcasting of live league football shortly afterwards, ahead of the new season. A broadcast of Arsenal vs Arsenal Reserves was specially arranged by the club, played at Highbury close to Alexandra Palace on 16th September 1937. The BBC positioned three cameras in the ground, one behind each goal to capture any crucial scores and one in the stands. George Allison, still a director at the club, assumed commentating duties, focusing knowledgeably on the individual players’ strengths and abilities. At 3.40 pm, following a news bulletin, the BBC announced coverage of “the football at Arsenal”. Fifteen minutes of action was shown before the schedules reverted to cartoons.

			It was an attempt by the BBC to prove the value and interest in live football, as much as it was about refining its own coverage of the game. Public imagination was seized; The Observer newspaper declared, despite only a couple of hundred likely viewers that “Even on the small screen, television can give something worth seeing from a game, covering so great an amount of ground”.

			Allison also arranged coverage of an Arsenal training session as a further experiment to test football’s suitability for the medium. It was a very tame affair, but nevertheless exciting for viewers to see at firsthand, the manager and player George Male discussing their profession with broadcaster John Snagge.

			With the Football League remaining suspicious about the live televising of its matches, the BBC continued to develop its outside broadcasting skills. In November, audiences were treated to live coverage of the Remembrance Day from the Cenotaph in London for the first time. England vs Scotland rugby union from Twickenham followed in March 1938, one reviewer commenting positively that he could see “clearly the lines of the groundsman’s mowing machine on the pitch”.

			By April 1938, the BBC was preparing an onslaught of live coverage, starting with the annual England vs Scotland fixture on Saturday 9th, the first transmission of international football and the first full live coverage of a senior football match. Further progress was made as the BBC captured Scotland’s opening goal after six minutes. Tommy Walker’s goal was the only one of the game as television pictures linked up with BBC radio commentary from Allison and Lieutenant Commander Thomas Woodrooffe.

			Three weeks later, the BBC returned to Wembley for the national spectacle of the Cup Final, with King George VI in attendance. Preston North End vs Huddersfield Town was the first full live television broadcast of the event. The BBC used two outside broadcast vehicles which hooked into a local electricity substation six miles away in St John’s Wood. The signal was transmitted back to Alexandra Palace via a link at Highgate. Flying solo in the commentary box was seasoned outside broadcaster, Lieutenant Commander Woodroffe, who had called the 1937 Naval Fleet review for the BBC, as well as the recent England international. Clearly under the influence of several glasses of port at the naval event, he described the fleet as “lit up, and…I mean lit up by fairy lamps!”, to his general embarrassment.

			The Cup Final itself was a general stalemate despite Preston, with its strong contingent of Scots, including Bill Shankly, clear favourites. Goalless after 90 minutes, the game went into extra time. Into the last minute, the esteemed commentator provided live football’s first clear moment of controversy, announcing, “If there’s a goal scored now, I’ll eat my hat!” Of course, moments later Preston were awarded a penalty, although there was some debate whether Alf Young had committed a foul inside or outside the penalty area. The kick was scored off the crossbar by Scottish inside forward George Mutch, winning the cup for Preston. Woodrooffe seized the PR opportunity to take the narrative well beyond his television viewers, who now numbered closer to 20,000. He ate a marzipan hat live on BBC a few days later.

			As further live coverage entertained viewers, some publications began to question the very need for sports commentary at all. On boxing, The Listener asked, “Why the need for a voice to tell me that Boxer A had hit Boxer B painfully on the jaw? I could see that perfectly well for myself.” Most consensus was very supportive of the presentation, however. A Sunday Times correspondent was not alone in his praise for broadcast sport, declaring of an Ashes Test, “I saw more intimate matters than any spectator ever has!”

			Those running clubs joined the football authorities in stonewalling an expansion of coverage. Following the Arsenal friendly, the BBC requested they show live league football as an experiment and earmarked Arsenal vs Derby County on September 14th. This prompted all league clubs to come together to sign a resolution to prevent live screenings, again fearing an effect on attendances, despite the low number of TV sets in people’s homes. Coverage did continue with the 1939 FA Cup Final. Portsmouth convincingly beat an emerging and talented young Wolverhampton Wanderers team 4–1, with Allison taking on solo commentating duties, as Woodrooffe stood down.

			As global news and political events gripped the nation, sport took a back seat in the nation’s and corporation’s priorities and consciousness after the 1939/40 season kicked off. When war was declared, competitive football ceased, as did television, with the government ordering an immediate blackout. The war effort required important frequencies, and the still-fledgling communications industry presented a propaganda risk that needed consideration. Even the FA Cup was cancelled.

		

	
		
			1940S

			Televising of Charlton match October forbidden. Signed – League.

			Radio broadcasts had dominated during the Second World War, an essential form of information to the public and also through its ability to impart important messages to people on the ground overseas. The BBC’s Television Service resumed on 7th June 1946, nine months after the ceasing of hostilities. The BBC retrenched into a very traditional identity, and post-war austerity meant buying a television set was not a priority for most of the population. The number of TV sets in circulation remained relatively low at around 25,000; when demand did improve, it was as an important component of the country’s manufacturing output recovery.

			The FA Cup Final of 1946 had already been played; the BBC resumed its connection with the game at the bottom of the pyramid, outside the Football League’s jurisdiction. It broadcast piecemeal coverage of the Athenian League fixture Barnet vs Wealdstone, again local to its Alexandra Palace headquarters. The interrupted first half action and the game’s full second half was broadcast before darkness fell, and the BBC service returned to normal programming.

			Full live coverage of the Cup Final returned in 1947, with the post-war boom in football attendance and cinema-going in full swing. In February, the BBC persuaded the FA to allow it to show live coverage of an FA Cup fifth-round tie, Charlton Athletic vs Blackburn Rovers. The broadcast again served London only, but coverage and the number of sets expanded quickly in the late-40s to all regions thanks to the building of transmitters. Despite the presence of only 14,500 licences, other clubs expressed fury at Charlton over the possible effect it would have on attendances that afternoon. The exercise was very much a trial, but the match was unimpressive and finished 1–0 to Charlton.

			By the end of the decade, a TV set and licence boom saw the medium reach 90,000 homes. The return of the Cup Final itself represented an important collective moment for the country, raising and reaffirming post-war spirits. Although Charlton’s 1–0 triumph over Burnley wasn’t a classic, the searing heat of a late-April afternoon and the bursting of the ball due to the poor quality of leather available after the war, provided their own memories and talking points of the occasion. For the resumption of English football’s main event, former top referee and Norwich City coach, Jimmy Jewell, assumed commentating duties, alongside Norman Creek, with England’s Team Manager Walter Winterbottom appearing in 1948 and Peter Lloyd, a broadcasting professional, taking over as co-commentator in 1949 and 1950.

			Emboldened by its FA Cup coverage, the BBC sought a groundbreaking agreement with the Football League to extend its remit. The corporation understood it had been given licence to negotiate directly with clubs to broadcast live coverage of the First Division, a match between Charlton Athletic and Chelsea on 25th October 1947. With the match already promoted in the Radio Times, league secretary Fred Howarth stepped in to block any coverage of the game. On behalf of the League’s management committee, Howarth was forced to send a telegram to the BBC asserting, “Televising of Charlton match October forbidden. Signed – League”. The short, blunt message reaffirmed the standoff and the reservations still held by clubs and the League.

			As the BBC’s football diet survived on very limited FA Cup and FA Amateur Cup games in 1948 and 1949, the popularity of the game exploded. The football authorities remained smugly distant to television’s overtures, enjoying a golden period for the game and trenchant in the belief that football didn’t need, or want, television. The BBC expanded its outside broadcasting in other sports, continuing to hone its craft and building its professional standards. Peter Lloyd was not the only specialist broadcast journalistic appointment. The corporation appointed Peter Dimmock as its head of outdoor broadcasts, and other new recruits included Kenneth Wolstenholme and Peter O’Sullevan, charged with verbally bringing the television experience to life for the viewer, adding a layer of prose and colour to the action, which they could see for themselves. O’Sullevan described the tough task of calling the horses at Kempton Park in January 1948, “as much a hideous nightmare as an exhilarating adventure”, a curt reflection of the nascent years of bringing live sport into people’s homes.

			Television remained of secondary consideration to radio in the immediate post-war years. The BBC Light Programme had launched in 1945, neatly packaging the best of the BBC’s radio programming. In 1948, it introduced a new Saturday evening segment, Sports Report, to round up the sporting action of the day, notably targeting those who may have attended football and other sports, importantly giving spectators ample time to get home to listen. Raymond Glendenning’s introduction of “a new feature for sportsmen” with a “roving microphone” and “the personal views of experts”, helped significantly elevate the nature of sports coverage at a time when the appetite and attention amongst the public was fierce.

			The half-hour programme that was later extended and has lasted to become one of the BBC’s enduring and much-loved programme strands, directly took on the Saturday evening press, which proudly delivered the football results and key stories by 6.15 pm. The show became a habitual must-listen to millions, a genuine turning point for the broadcast communication of sports news and one that set standards of excellence that have barely been surpassed. Central to the programme’s content was the reading of the football results, initially undertaken by Phillip Slessor, picked up and developed by John Webster, and later made truly and globally famous by James Alexander Gordon. For football fans around the country, the moment on Saturday evening quickly became a national institution, continued for decades and eventually imitated across television but never bettered.

			On the back foot, television’s fightback – and resurrection – came with the 1948 London Olympics, an important post-war resumption for sport’s pre-eminent event. That London was deemed the appropriate location for what became known as the “Austerity Games” with no new venue facilities specially built for the event, played overwhelmingly into television’s hands, becoming a perfect showcase for the potential and capability of the medium itself.

			The BBC threw itself into the summer event. The corporation refined its craft and pulled off its finest achievement to date. The corporation installed mobile outside broadcast units at the two main venues, Wembley Stadium and the Empire Pool, each with three cameras. It installed commentary boxes as well as a number of open positions for its roster of 130 commentators. It screened 68 hours of sporting competition over the seventeen days of competition to an audience that was now around 100,000. It brought an innovative combination of long-range camera shots and close-ups throughout its coverage. They included football in the coverage and broadcast the latter stages live. There was pride that the BBC had delivered, through its fully mobile and technically skilful outside broadcasting capability, to the country and beyond.

			The opening ceremony was a lavish and entertaining show that appealed to all. The efforts of the corporation’s production and presentation team certainly matched the sporting spectacle of the Games taking place across London. The Daily Express pointedly acclaimed the endeavours of Peter Dimmock’s operation: “Last Thursday, the British television team had their greatest day out…They sent seven and a half hours of continuous sport right into the homes of viewers”. In taking a sly dig at the broadcast phenomenon as a whole, the newspaper could not fail to champion television’s role in covering sport. “Whatever the failings of television as a medium”, it concluded, “it really can do sport brilliantly!”

			The Games prompted a new flourish of TV set purchases and BBC licence holders. Both sport and television had played crucial roles in lifting the country’s post-war spirits and economic recovery. As football attendances accumulated to 40 million by 1948, there was an accompanying and discernible credibility to television ownership that aligned with the rise of suburban Britain and its booming leisure economy. In the following decade, like the British people, football and television “would never have had it so good”.

		

	
		
			1950S

			Yes, it’s a goal! It’s a goal!

			At the start of the 1950s, British football gathered real momentum. New players emerged, as did the great post-war sides of Wolves, Newcastle, Portsmouth, Liverpool and Manchester United among others. New affections were generated as football re-established its working-class credentials amidst huge attendances to games; the fledgling broadcast industry held little influence over the game, save for the national occasions of the FA Cup Final and the annual England vs Scotland international match. Above all, the decade brought an era of hope and change following the austerity of the 1940s.

			Television began to strengthen after 1948 but took some time to grow its presence. Whilst the nation rebuilt, radio and newspapers retained their ascendancy; the notion of information outranked that of culture and entertainment in post-war Britain. TV ownership crawled above 300,000 as the medium expanded across the regions but remained in less than 5 per cent of homes. At £85, TV sets were well beyond the affordability and reach of the general public and footballers alike. Available only in London and the Midlands until 1951, transmitters were built serving Manchester and the North-West only later that year; the rest of the country followed in 1952, finally establishing mass market potential, if decidedly aspirational and still beyond the means and desires of most.

			On television, the BBC continued its focus on music hall variety-based entertainment shows (Café Confidential, Come Dancing), plays (showcasing the very best of British acting and directing talent), the occasional documentary, western or war film, children’s programming and newsreel. Outside broadcasts remained an important proponent of coverage, but the football authorities remained obstinate.

			The BBC’s expertise expanded, and it developed an umbrella style in its sports coverage, including some studio-based discussion of events. The focus remained on getting close to the action and a commentary style that would elevate the viewer experience. Wimbledon tennis, the rugby league Challenge Cup Final, shown for the first time in 1952, and the 1953 Don Bradman Ashes test cricket series all helped both broaden people’s appetite for live sport on television. There was still a middle class leaning amongst viewers which the broadening of sports into rugby league certainly helped. That tennis, cricket and rugby union featured so heavily drew its own conclusions on the demographics of the television.

			Post-war FA Cup Finals exemplified the new order of teams, players and styles that would go on to grace the decade. Liverpool beat the powerful Arsenal side of Joe Mercer and Walley Barnes in 1950. An estimated one million viewers now watched, many huddled round TV sets in living rooms. It was an important landmark that leant the BBC a power and authority to lobby harder for bringing the game to the masses; in the event, it raised alarm bells at the Football Association, such was the apparent pulling power of television.

			For the 1951 final, the BBC was granted permission only to broadcast live coverage of the second half. It was a rude introduction for Kenneth Wolstenholme, a distinguished former RAF pilot employed a year earlier by the BBC, who joined Jimmy Jewell in commentary. Fortunately, both of Jackie Milburn’s deciding goals in a 2–0 win for Newcastle United vs Blackpool came in that second half. The appearance of the likes of Milburn, Joe Harvey, Stanley Matthews and Stan Mortensen further heightened the appeal of the occasion as people’s identity with the star players of the day rocketed.

			The following year, the FA completely blacked out Newcastle’s 1–0 victory over Arsenal, with the game replayed to television viewers the following week. It would be the last year until 2001 that the BBC would fail to show the FA Cup Final live to viewers. The FA would never again refuse permission to show the game, one that would come to cement the global prominence of English football and become a television event in itself around the world.

			The global popularity of football became one of the uniting features of the twentieth century. The World Cup resumed post-war in 1950, held in Brazil in recognition of the spread of the game to South America and the proficiency of the game across the continent. Very limited footage from the tournament was shown on the BBC, and it wasn’t until England’s visit to Wales in October 1951 that a match was televised live to viewers from outside England. Following the untimely death of Jimmy Jewell, Wolstenholme cemented his role as the corporation’s lead football commentator. A reassuring style imposed restrained enthusiasm, about right for 1950s Britain. His early goal announcements were generally functional with an element of mild surprise – “Yes, it’s a goal! It’s a goal!”. He’d worked alongside Jewell on his first assignment, a county representative fixture at Romford in October 1950, before joining him for the Cup Final the following year.

			The BBC continued its piecemeal year-round relationship with the game with a fairly low-key live second-round FA Cup match towards the start of the 1952/53 season, Leyton vs Hereford United. There was even second-half coverage of the Mitcham Primary Schools Cup Final as Cliff Michelmore hosted Fortescue Road vs Bond Road. Things changed in 1953, firstly with the FA’s decision to reverse the Cup Final ban, then with television’s crowning moment to date, a national celebration that catapulted the medium towards an audience critical mass from which it would eventually come to dominate popular culture for decades.

			There’s the man who’s really fighting for his cup medal!

			In many ways, 1953 became a defining year for Britain and certainly one that helped cement football’s permanent relationship with the broadcast medium of television. Following the death of King George VI in February 1952, the country’s new Queen helped foster a period of consumer enlightenment. The Coronation of Elizabeth II was planned for the June in the following year, a chance for the nation to rejoice in warm weather.

			As months of organisation for the event passed, the BBC made enormous strides in its appeal, characterised
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