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For Mum, of course.




Prologue


‘Referees are the pantomime villains. People think we get paid to turn up, ruin everyone’s day, and fuck off. But they don’t see all the work that we do.’

—Richard West, Premier League assistant referee



The fog swallowed the sunlight at a recreation ground in Kent, where I was meeting Ben Conlon, a seventy-six-year-old referee. But his car was impossible to miss. Orange refereeing flags poked out of the roof rack. Conlon was reporting for duty.

Inside, Conlon hummed along to Whitney Houston’s Greatest Hits, the heater blasting. He hesitated to step outside and change into his refereeing kit. Grassroots matches take place in public parks, with shaggy grass and rusty goalposts. Taking a deep breath, he swung open the door and leaned on the car, headlights from entering cars sweeping over his wrinkled frame. ‘Welcome to the real world,’ he said.

Cheerful, with curly grey hair and an unkempt goatee, Conlon looks like Krusty the Clown. Other referees call him that too. He was born in Newcastle to an Italian mother. In the 1970s he became a barrister, then moved to New York. A mafia family offered him $250,000 a year to handle their legal work. He declined. ‘There’s been stuff that I’ve been involved in that would make your toes curl,’ he told me. Now he spends every weekend refereeing, whatever the weather.

Conlon also coaches others on how to referee, including me. New referees can take any amateur match, though most avoid men’s games until they’ve developed thicker skin. I was starting with a junior fixture. The sensible choice. I’m painfully indecisive. Conlon offered a tip: ‘The important thing is to show you know what you’re doing, even if you haven’t got a clue.’ Before the match, we needed to inspect the pitch. At the elite level, this means checking the length of the grass. In grassroots, it means picking up animal excrement.

‘So, you ready for shit patrol?’ Conlon said. I didn’t have a choice. I ended up doing shit patrol for nothing. My match was cancelled. The teams changed venues without telling me, which Conlon told me often happens.

But I did referee the following morning, a men’s game. Unfortunately, on this day, Conlon was unavailable to guide me, and at the grassroots level you’re on your own. No assistants, just a whistle and a field full of players. All I had was a pitch number for a public park in Kent.

On the touchline, a small crowd had gathered. One coach smoked a joint. The pitch was full of divots. The white lines were bent and wiggly, as if drawn by a toddler.

I blew my whistle and clicked my watch. My refereeing career had finally begun. The next time I checked, five minutes had passed. The next time, it said zero. I’d reset it by mistake.

I dropped my whistle. I hesitated on decisions. Everyone screamed at me. ‘Ref, that’s fucking atrocious.’ Afterwards, the players had only nasty words. Too humiliated to collect my match fee, I trudged off.

It felt like a public shaming with the threat of being punched. If this was what a quiet park in Kent could feel like, what happens when the whole world is watching?

In the food hall at Budapest airport, Anthony Taylor sat with his family, cradling an Americano. The coffee was the only thing keeping him upright. It was 1 June 2023. The night before, he’d refereed Sevilla vs Roma in the Europa League final. The adrenaline had only just worn off.

Taylor, now in his late forties, with a bald head and athletic build, is one of the world’s top referees. A Premier League regular. After international games, he usually relaxes in the lounge before boarding a business-class flight. Taylor spends his life travelling between matches, and needs his body to be in top condition. Economy isn’t an option.

Business class is also a protection. The lounge keeps him away from the main terminal, where angry fans might be lurking.

But this wasn’t a normal trip. Few Englishmen had ever refereed a major European final. His wife and two daughters had flown out to watch. They’d all agreed to catch the next budget flight home to Manchester the following evening, giving fans time to leave.

The match had been chaotic. Petty fouls, objects hurled onto the pitch, diving. Players swarming Taylor; coaching staff pressing him at every turn. Taylor had brandished fourteen yellow cards, a record for a Europa League game. It had been the most difficult match of his career. Sevilla won on penalties.

In a press conference after the match, José Mourinho, Roma’s manager, had blamed Taylor, saying that he should have awarded Roma a late penalty for a handball. Later, in the car park, Mourinho found Taylor and subjected him to a tirade of abuse. ‘It’s a disgrace,’ he yelled, launching a flurry of insults, switching between Italian and English. Once he’d finished, he boarded the team bus, muttering loudly. ‘Fuck off. Fucking crooks, man.’

Flights to Rome were delayed, stranding thousands of Roma fans at the airport. At check-in, one of them had approached Taylor with a video of the handball, cursing loudly. Now, sitting in the food hall with his family, Taylor pulled his cap low over his face. Someone threw a crumpled banknote onto his table, swearing in Italian. The suggestion was bribery.

Hundreds of Roma fans closed in. In the stadium, Taylor had had a whistle and authority. Here, he had nothing. He pressed his daughters to his side, their faces pale. Drunken, enraged fans surrounded them, whipped up by Mourinho’s comments.

Guards pulled Taylor and his family towards a door, clearing a way through the crowd. Men screamed in their faces. They spat. Threw punches. A chair and bottles came flying. In a side room, Taylor called his bosses at Professional Game Match Officials (PGMO; rebranded as Pro Ref in 2026), the body that runs officiating in English professional football.

On the flight, death threats surfaced online. After the plane landed, police officers escorted Taylor and his family home. Security guards stayed with them through the night. Then Taylor’s phone pinged. Someone had leaked his number online. Thousands of threatening messages arrived. He turned off his phone and communicated through his wife.

Those scenes have stayed with Taylor. On the hottest day of 2025, I joined him for a walk in Cheshire. His dog, Monty, trotted alongside us as Taylor reflected on that night. Roma had squandered many chances to score. The loss was their own doing, not his. He believed he’d got the big calls right. His bosses at UEFA, the governing body for European football and organizer of the Europa League, agreed. They’d praised his performance. Yet, somehow, he was the villain. ‘The whole thing centred around some mythical handball that didn’t exist,’ he told me.

Taylor hasn’t refereed an Italian club since; the pressure would be too much. He hasn’t even been to Italy; it’s too dangerous. He and his wife were supposed to go to a wedding there, but they declined. His family won’t attend matches he’s refereeing any more.

Mourinho received a four-match ban, and Roma got a slap on the wrist. A €55,000 fine. Less than a player’s weekly salary. ‘Imagine if the roles were reversed … if any of those fans were in my family’s shoes, would anyone find it acceptable?’ Taylor said. ‘And the coach [Mourinho] who incited all this. How would he feel if someone stood outside his house and started harassing his family?’

Two years on, the Roma chants still echoed in his head. So did the sound of his phone exploding with messages. ‘It literally lit up so much I didn’t have the ability to write a WhatsApp.’ His experience encapsulates the inevitability of life as a top referee. You become a lightning rod for abuse, a distraction from other people’s failings. It feels like you can’t do anything right. Sometimes, the job is simply impossible.

Taylor and Conlon sit at opposite ends of the refereeing spectrum. Between them are tens of thousands of referees who choose to live some version of this reality, with impossible standards and relentless abuse.

Imagine going to work and being sworn at, booed, jeered, sometimes even spat on. Every decision dissected, publicly and mercilessly. In no other profession would this be tolerated. But in football refereeing, it is – yet people still do it. Top referees experience many of the downsides of being a top footballer without the obvious satisfactions – the adulation, the money, and the glory. Former Premier League referee Jon Moss described it to me as being famous ‘without any benefits … like a shit celebrity’.

On paper, the job is simple. Enforce the Laws of the Game – a handbook of seventeen laws compiled, published, and continually amended by the International Football Association Board (IFAB), an organization separate to UEFA and FIFA, despite FIFA’s role as football’s global governing body.

In practice, it’s not simple at all. As Roberto Rosetti, UEFA’s refereeing chief, told me, ‘You cannot apply the Laws according to what’s written in the Laws of the Game … that would be a mess.’ A referee must also ‘protect the spirit of the game’, preserving its flow and intent. Good refereeing lives in that tension. It demands judgement. A deft touch.

Every decision a referee makes requires knowledge of the Laws, which most of us unknowingly lack. In our assessments of incidents we use phrases like ‘got the ball’, which have no relevance. Winning the ball first doesn’t excuse fouling.

In 2019, Cesc Fàbregas missed a penalty in Chelsea’s FA Cup tie with Nottingham Forest. He’d used a stuttering run-up. Commentating, Robbie Savage berated the referee for not ordering a retake. ‘I just googled the law. I’ve got the rule,’ he said excitedly. Peter Walton, the broadcaster’s refereeing expert, said Fàbregas’s penalty was in fact legal. Until he planted his foot to kick the ball, ‘he can cartwheel, dance, he can do what he likes’, said Walton. Then Savage realized his gaffe. The page he’d been reading hadn’t been updated for four years. ‘Well done, Pete!’ he admitted.

A referee must also enforce the Laws, which means analysing the incident. On the pitch, there’s no commentator telling you where to look. Your view might be blocked. You’re gasping for air. Angry players are crowding you. Tens of millions of people depend on your decision.

Top referees make between 200 and 300 of these decisions each game – about one every twenty-two seconds. A ‘decision’ is each time they could blow their whistle, not each time they do. Many go unnoticed, because referees let the play flow. But get just one of these decisions wrong and you might be vilified.

The stakes aren’t life-and-death, but they can feel like it. A football referee’s call can have more impact than in most sports. Football is a low-scoring game, where a few key moments can decide victory. With a few blows of the whistle, a referee can change a season, cost someone their job, wipe millions off a club’s valuation.

David Elleray, a former Premier League referee and IFAB’s technical director, gives motivational talks to businesses, asking employees to imagine sitting at their computers, knowing that at any moment something will appear on the screen requiring a split-second decision – and if they get it wrong, they’ll be fired. Then he asks them to imagine 60,000 people in the office watching, shouting instructions, and hundreds of millions watching live on television.

The best referees also manage the match, reading players’ moods and controlling tempers. They know when to slow the game down and when to let it breathe. A referee who enforces the Laws too strictly can ruin a match as much as one who doesn’t enforce them at all.

Our picture of referees is distorted because the complexities of their work are never shown. The PGMO has limited referees’ public appearances; UEFA, FIFA, and most other national federations have done the same. The result is a public that misunderstands what referees really do on the pitch, and who they are beyond it. And so when they get things wrong, it’s hard to sympathize. We struggle to see them as ordinary people, vulnerable to their own emotions and mental strain, thrown into extraordinarily stressful situations.

In 2022, I spent a year shadowing two Premier League referees. The story was published in the Guardian, and won the prize for sports story of the year at the 2023 British Journalism Awards. Refereeing has since entered a crisis. Six months after Taylor and his family were attacked in Budapest, another top referee, Turkey’s Halil Umut Meler, was punched in the face and kicked while lying on the ground by a club president after a late equalizer. Pierluigi Collina, the chairman of the FIFA Referees Committee, described physical abuse against referees as a ‘cancer’ that may cost football its life.

In Cyprus, bombs have been found under referees’ cars. In 2023, the country’s Football Association needed a neutral, brave referee to officiate a derby match. They flew in Daniel Siebert, one of the best referees in the Bundesliga, Germany’s top footballing division. In the crowd, he saw fans staring him down, mimicking slitting their throats. Before kick-off, his Cypriot assistants prayed – not for a good match, but for their families’ lives. ‘I had a small tear in my eye when I heard that,’ Siebert told me.

The effects ripple down the footballing pyramid. Abuse towards officials is rampant. Paul Field, chairman of the Referees’ Association, an organization that supports the UK’s referees, has warned that an official will, at some point, be killed. It’s already happened in the Netherlands. In 2012, a group of teenagers kicked a volunteer linesman to death, after accusing him of bias. His son was playing nearby.

Across Europe, roughly one in seven officials quits the game each year, leaving a shortage of around 40,000. The game can’t survive without them. It’s not just grassroots football that suffers. Like players, the best referees progress up through the ranks. Fewer referees at the bottom diminishes the standard at the top.

This isn’t a refereeing problem. It’s a football one.

The irony of a referee shortage is that referees didn’t exist for most of football’s early history. Team captains settled disputes. Later, each team appointed an umpire to resolve contentious incidents. If they disagreed, the final call went to a neutral time-keeper – a ‘referee’ because decisions were referred to them.

Modern referees, single independent figures with full authority, arrived in 1891. They patrolled a diagonal line across the pitch, assisted by two ‘linesmen’ who flagged offsides or out-of-play incidents. By 1895, referees were already being targeted. Many were dumpy, middle-aged men, juggling day jobs with refereeing.

Professionalization arrived in England in 2001, when twenty-four referees were selected by senior staff at the newly formed PGMO to form the so-called Select Group. They received training in fitness, analysis, psychology, and nutrition, and gradually their shape, speed, and skill set evolved. Between the 2003–04 and 2009–10 seasons, Premier League referees doubled their average sprints per match, matching a professional central midfielder. Other countries have since adopted professional programmes for their top referees.

But while referees have improved, their vilification has grown louder. Today, each round of matches triggers waves of anger about alleged errors and inconsistencies. Online, referees’ mistakes are no longer attributed to inevitable human error – or even ineptitude – but to elaborate conspiracies against a club.

Most major leagues have now introduced VAR. VAR, or Video Assistant Referee, is not automated like goal-line technology. It is a team of people: the video assistant referee (also known as a VAR), who reviews incidents on a screen; the assistant VAR (AVAR), who supports the process; and one or more replay operators, who prepare various angles, speeds, and freeze frames for the VAR to watch.

They work in a remote hub filled with server racks and live match feeds, with access to every camera in the stadium. Traditionally, VAR has been used to correct errors in four key match-changing situations – goals, penalties, direct red cards, and cases where the wrong player is booked or sent off. If they spot a ‘clear and obvious’ error in any of these, they alert the referee. In February 2026, IFAB extended VAR’s remit to include second yellow cards, and allowed competitions the option of reviewing corner kick decisions.

For factual decisions, like whether the ball was out of play, the referee accepts the information from the video assistant referee. For subjective decisions, such as fouls, the referee reviews the incident at a pitch-side monitor and decides whether to change the call.

The technology was meant to ensure referees looked infallible and consistent. Instead, it has intensified scrutiny and created an expectation of perfection. Errors were easier to accept when referees saw them only once, in real time. Now they can review key moments repeatedly, at different speeds and from different angles. Supporters can do the same, forensically picking over decisions and exposing officials’ limitations. When officials still get it wrong, the outrage is fierce.

This paradox of rising standards and rising fury lies at the heart of this book. It’s about a hidden world within the most popular sport on the planet, and the humanity of those who populate it. Some of these referees, like Anthony Taylor, are elite professionals. Others are semi-professional, aiming to become the Taylors of tomorrow. Some, like Conlon, are amateur.

I didn’t just observe referees while I was writing this book. I trained as a referee myself. In September 2024, I enrolled on a two-day course in Canterbury and began taking charge of matches at the bottom of the pyramid – Level 7, the lowest tier in the English refereeing system. That’s how I met Conlon.

When I wasn’t refereeing myself, I attended matches with referees or visited them at their homes. I observed what links top referees like Taylor with someone on a public park pitch, and what sets them apart. The purpose is still to enforce the Laws and manage a game. But the environment couldn’t be more different. Stadiums instead of parks. History instead of bragging rights. Every professional began as an amateur. How does the role and the referee change as they climb the ladder?

Through first-hand accounts and intimate anecdotes, this book shows the dedication, perseverance, and psychological strength required to excel at the top level of refereeing. There’s never been a tougher time to do the job. The Premier League reaches nearly 1 billion homes across 200 countries; 1.5 billion people watched the 2022 World Cup final. That’s around one in five people on earth.

As money has poured into the game, the financial stakes have grown – and so have the consequences of mistakes. An error in the EFL Championship play-off final, one of the most lucrative matches in world football, can cost a club hundreds of millions of pounds in Premier League revenue.

The Laws of the Game have become more complex, full of nuanced scenarios. Top matches are filmed by more than a dozen cameras, magnifying every call. Players are faster, stronger, and more skilled at deceiving referees. And the core difficulty remains that many decisions are inherently subjective, so someone will always disagree.

‘The problem with refereeing is that it’s not an exact science, but it’s measured as such,’ Jon Moss, the former Premier League referee who likened the job to being a ‘shit celebrity’, said. ‘It’s in the opinion of the referee.’

This book seeks to reveal referees as the football obsessives they are, driven by fairness and competition. I sat in a car listening to callers on TalkSport hammering Premier League referee Darren England, as he drove me home from the match those angry fans were talking about. I joined French referee Clément Turpin in Paris, where he recalled the joy of refereeing the 2022 Champions League final and the pain of missing a red card in the opening match of Euro 2024. I had lunch with Spanish referee José María Sánchez Martínez in Madrid, hours before he took charge of Real Madrid vs Barcelona, the biggest club match on earth. Those experiences underlined that humanity. So too did listening to Poland’s Tomasz Kwiatkowski explain the invisible complexities of life as a top VAR official, and going sunbathing with Italian referee Marco Guida in Naples to understand the nuances of delivering a yellow card.

Only by understanding referees can we value them. Only by humanizing them will we treat them any better. How do referees handle a last-minute penalty shout, with 80,000 people screaming for them to blow the whistle? Judge fouls when the game is moving faster than ever? Live with the 24/7 controversy? What drives them to referee?

As a structural template, I’ve used the seventeen Laws of the Game. Each chapter uses a specific Law as a point of departure, before exploring an aspect of refereeing. In ‘Extra Time’, an additional chapter, I’ve dissected arguably the greatest football match of all time, the 2022 World Cup final between Argentina and France, through the lens of its referee, Szymon Marciniak.

The journey begins with Anthony Taylor in Wolverhampton, England.




Law 1: The Field of Play

Paul Quinn calls relegation from the Premier League ‘the most significant financial shock’ in world football. A football finance expert with two decades of experience, Quinn can interpret a balance sheet better than most. As the top flight becomes wealthier, the gulf to the English second division, the Championship, grows.

Each season, the Premier League divides its broadcasting revenues between the clubs. Even the bottom clubs bank more than £100 million. Top Championship sides won’t earn a tenth of that. To cushion the financial blow, the Premier League pays relegated clubs parachute payments for up to three seasons, but they only cover a fraction of what is lost.

‘Remember,’ Quinn told me, ‘it’s not just broadcasting money that falls.’ Match day revenues plummet. Fewer tickets are sold. Corporate hospitality evaporates. ‘The corporates want to show off to their guests, and that’s easier if you’ve got Manchester United coming to town,’ Kieran Maguire, an associate professor in football finance at Liverpool University, said. Sponsors pay less. The price of front-of-shirt deals falls to a tenth of their Premier League value. After relegation in 2018–19, Fulham’s total revenue fell by 58 per cent.

Clubs also lose their best players. Some refuse to stay, unwilling to spend a season in the Championship on reduced wages. Many Premier League contracts include relegation clauses to cut salaries automatically. Others have no such clauses, so their wages stay at Premier League level. That can force the club to sell, even for low fees. In 2003, after going down, West Ham United were pushed into a fire sale. Joe Cole, Glen Johnson, and a spine of English talent gone for modest sums.

Other staff might be forced out too. Ticket officers, match day stewards, shop assistants, and catering workers all face redundancy. When Aston Villa were relegated in 2015–16, around 130 full-time and 400 part-time staff lost their jobs.

Beneath the soft jazz and polite clink of cutlery, these thoughts flickered through Anthony Taylor’s mind. It was 11 a.m. on 20 September 2025 in the conference room of a luxury retreat on the fringes of Wolverhampton. Steam drifted from the spa across the courtyard. The faint smell of eucalyptus filled the corridors. Hen parties in fluffy towelling robes lounged by the pool, champagne and gossip flowing.

A relaxing Saturday lay ahead for most. Not for Taylor, though. In four hours, he’d be refereeing Wolverhampton Wanderers vs Leeds United. In his sixteenth full Premier League season, he’d been expecting a bigger game. But today would be a test. Leeds were newly promoted. They had managed just one victory. Wolves were winless. Both were favourites to go down. It was a proverbial ‘six-pointer’.

Taylor finds these matches extremely hard. Lower down the table, the battles turn scrappy, with pushing, shoving, and long throws. Passes go astray more often, leading to fast transitions, lots of sprinting, and 50-50 challenges.

On paper, it was just Wolves vs Leeds. For Taylor, it was a stick of dynamite. Most Premier League players know Taylor. They call him ‘Tayls’. They respect him; they trust him. He knows them too – their triggers, their tempers. But both teams had been busy in the transfer market, so Taylor barely knew anyone on the pitch and they didn’t know him. Neither fanbase liked him much either. Wolves fans pointed to a penalty Taylor had awarded to Newcastle in a 2023 match against them for a ‘foul’ by Hwang Hee-chan in the area. Leeds fans also had a list of grievances. A thread on X was circulating, with one user sarcastically concluding: ‘What could possibly go wrong?’

Taylor’s body screamed for rest. This was his third game in seven days. The previous Sunday he’d overseen Manchester City vs Manchester United. Then he’d flown to the Netherlands to take charge of PSV Eindhoven vs Union Saint-Gilloise in the Champions League. For Taylor, there are no let-ups in the Premier League. Five or six teams chase the title, and even the bottom clubs play well, by European standards. And there’s constant scrutiny, with such a global audience. Top referees in other major leagues can ease back into lower-profile domestic fixtures after a Champions League match. For Taylor, it’s all high-stakes, ferociously intense, and under the microscope. The Manchester derby one week, a relegation dogfight the next.

As he’s gotten older, staying fit has become a battle. Ahead of the 2022 World Cup in Qatar, he underwent a bespoke heat-acclimatization programme designed by sports scientists at Manchester Metropolitan University. By minimizing physiological strain, he’s able to keep his judgement clear later in matches. ‘You’re sharing a pitch with people who are twenty-five years younger than you,’ he told me.

Now, he was revving the old sports car for another lap. Then he could roll back into the garage for a bit of rest. In the corner of the conference room, Taylor lay face down on a massage bed, a masseuse working on his calves. ‘Right there,’ he said, exhaling. ‘Ooo, these are a bit tight, Tayls,’ the masseuse replied. ‘Tight?’ he muttered. ‘They were tight in Eindhoven!’

Taylor’s tight calves weren’t the only problem. His fourth official had crashed his car, and dropped out. A referee called Sam Allison had agreed to step in. But his car was in the garage, so he was scrambling to borrow his mum’s. They were behind schedule. Taylor, like most top referees, works with the same assistant referees each match. One of them, Gary Beswick, hadn’t yet arrived. ‘His head’s in the fucking clouds,’ Taylor warned me. ‘He’s an expectant father at the age of forty-eight!’

Taylor hates being disorganized. He should have stayed in Wolverhampton the night before. But he is also a man of comfort and dislikes hotel pillows. He travels with his own to sleep better, but nothing beats his own bed.

This time he’d gambled on another night at home, setting off from Manchester the morning of the match instead. It was threatening to backfire. He’d overslept and skipped breakfast. His wife wasn’t thrilled that he was leaving again. ‘You’re never here, Anthony,’ she’d sighed as he closed the door.

Taylor’s other assistant, Adam Nunn (aka Nunny), had stayed in the hotel overnight, and he wasn’t shy about gloating. He’d tucked into a leisurely breakfast of eggs Benedict. Across the room from Taylor, he was watching the World Athletics Championships on his iPad, sipping on coffee.

Taylor sat up and dressed. As if on cue, Beswick bolted in and apologized for his tardiness. ‘Sorry, lads,’ he said, hands in the air, like a player trying to swerve a yellow. He told the room how sharing a bed with his wife’s maternity pillow, a full-length body cushion, had left him clinging on to the edge of the mattress, so he’d hardly slept. ‘It looks like a dead body in the bed.’

With the news that Allison was finally on his way, Taylor asked for everyone’s attention. As the pressure built, he eased the tension, a key part of his role as team leader. The previous evening, he and his wife had attended a comedy night. A comedian’s one-line response to a heckler had tickled Taylor all morning. It’s too rude to publish here, but he wondered whether he could get away with using the joke on a player complaining about a decision on the pitch – and dared the other referees to tell him that he couldn’t. He’d shared it in a WhatsApp group with other referees. They’d all warned him against it.

Nunny laughed. Then winced. He shook his head. ‘That’s excellent though,’ he said. There was an awkward silence. Taylor grinned and turned to Beswick. ‘How’s this for a comeback line?’ he asked. ‘Fuckin’ hell … that’s a bit high-risk,’ Beswick said. Best to swerve it. Taylor reluctantly agreed, then glanced at his watch.

By midday, Allison still hadn’t arrived. To kill time, the group discussed Jordan Henderson’s recall to the England squad. ‘Is he just there for the atmosphere?’ Taylor said, smiling. ‘Because sometimes they pick some old players because of the good vibes … like has he got a good playlist on Spotify or something?’

Nunny offered a report from the athletics. Then Taylor craned his neck over Nunny’s shoulder, absorbing the news of a record-breaking women’s 400-metre time. ‘Forty-seven seconds?’ Taylor said. ‘That’s a full like fifteen seconds quicker than any of us could do it in!’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Don’t they make it look so effortless.’ Then he mimed the stride. ‘Oh, look at me, I’m just out for a morning jog.’

Taylor opened a pack of M&S hot cross buns. He’s eaten hot cross buns before matches since joining the Premier League in 2010. Nowadays, he just eats more of them. He also eats the luxury variety, because he can afford to. ‘This is what happens when you get to our stage of life … you need to fuel up in unorthodox ways,’ he told me, chomping into the first.

‘It’s a placebo thing,’ he went on. ‘If I eat all of them … my brain will tell me I can run 15K!’ Taylor devoured the second bun with the quiet intensity of a drunk eating a late-night kebab. ‘You can’t have a sugar crash off them … it’s basically your whole day’s worth of carbs in one go,’ he continued. As he tucked into the third bun, he noticed the masseuse was watching. ‘Don’t tell Brev [the PGMO nutritionist] I’m eating all four again … he’ll go mad.’

The masseuse nodded. ‘You only need a couple of grams of carbohydrates before a match,’ she said.

Taylor wiped the crumbs from his chin. ‘Yeah, but I haven’t brought my scale with me … have I?’

Taylor stuffed the last bun into his bag. Then Allison arrived. Time to leave. As they piled into the minivan, Taylor patted his stomach. ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘if there’s a wrong penalty, blame the buns … I’ve got too much stodge in my belly!’

The first Law of the Game covers the size, shape, and composition of the pitch. It must be wholly natural or artificial, rectangular, and marked with continuous lines.

The biggest challenge for referees isn’t what happens on the field, but what happens between their ears. They live under intense cognitive and emotional stress from fatigue, travel, and the constant pressure of proving themselves to be chosen for the top fixtures.

PGMO figures like to say Premier League officials are the twenty-first team in the division. Taylor is the dependable striker who nets twenty-plus goals a season. The Harry Kane of English referees.

Each year, the division includes around eighteen referees. All their performances are dissected, reviewed, and ranked in a merit table by PGMO bosses. Decision-making accuracy is paramount. The best performers are appointed most often.

In a typical Premier League season, across the thirty-eight match weeks, Taylor handles 28–32 games on top of his international assignments. They’re usually high-profile, televised fixtures. If there’s a ‘golden game’ – a match between the top-six clubs – Taylor is often the frontrunner. ‘Just like Liverpool will always play [Virgil] van Dijk in a big game, we’ll appoint our big hitters,’ Martin Atkinson, the former Premier League referee, told me when he was coaching for PGMO.

Taylor isn’t the most forensic referee; many of his peers are better at detecting fouls and cards in isolation. That’s partly because he never played football seriously. He grew up on rugby and cricket, absorbing football from the stands at Altrincham FC, his boyhood club. He began refereeing because his mother grew tired of him complaining about the officials and challenged him to do better.

The Premier League referees share VAR duties between them, rotating in and out of the role, but Taylor is only ever on the pitch; screen-based decision-making has never suited him, playing to his weaknesses rather than his strengths. ‘I didn’t enjoy it, and also I wasn’t particularly effective at it,’ he said of VAR.

Taylor’s main strength is preventing dangerous fouls rather than identifying them. He’s an expert in controlling players, and keeping tense matches from exploding. All referees try to do this, but Taylor is unusually good at it. He knows how to sound firm without sounding furious, and how to step close enough to show presence – but not so close it feels threatening. ‘It’s not about giving shitloads of cards … it’s about stopping all that happening before it happens,’ he explained.

Before the 2023 Europa League final, Taylor was one of the few referees UEFA would trust with Italian teams, who are notorious for pressuring officials. ‘When you’re walking into the cauldron with those kinds of teams, everything hinges on how well you connect with people,’ he said. ‘You might not be the most accurate decision-maker, but if you’re able to get them to stay balanced, that counts.’

He learned that instinct years earlier, during a decade as a prison officer, where he ran courses for his peers on how to de-escalate confrontations with violent inmates. Before that, he worked as a hotel receptionist, another job that rewards reading people well.

Since joining the Premier League, Taylor has ticked off almost every domestic milestone. In 2020, he became the first referee since 1901 to officiate two FA Cup finals. In May 2025, he refereed his 400th Premier League game. Internationally, he’s almost as accomplished. UEFA sorts its referees into three tiers, with the Elite group at the top. It’s a fiercely selective cohort, typically comprising around twenty referees, who are trusted to handle the biggest matches – including those in the Champions League, Europe’s premier club competition. Only the finest officials, judged across years of performance, are invited in. Taylor joined in 2017. He refereed at the 2022 World Cup and, in 2024, he refereed his thirty-seventh Champions League match, a record for an English official.

Still, he talked to me about the two prizes that had so far eluded him. The first was the Champions League final, the holy grail for European referees. Here he had suffered from bad timing, not a lack of ability. An English team had always been involved while he’d been performing at his best, ruling him out. In 2024, the pathway finally opened. No English team. But Taylor’s form across all his matches had wavered. ‘For 75 per cent of my games, my performance was excellent. Another 15 per cent was alright and then there were three or four games where a couple of decisions were wrong,’ he said. ‘I’d have two or three games up here,’ raising his hand high above his head, ‘then one out of kilter.’

He pointed out the difficulty of the matches, something no referee can fully control. In Sparta Prague vs Galatasaray, in February 2024, for instance, he missed a red card. ‘We had seventeen VAR checks in the whole game. In the context of how difficult the game was, on the balance of probability you’re going to get something wrong.’

Heading into the Wolves vs Leeds game, Taylor’s form had returned. ‘It’s been more consistent,’ he told me with a reassuring nod. In the Manchester derby, he hadn’t shown a single yellow card. Former Manchester United midfielder Roy Keane criticized the United players for not trying hard enough, using the absence of yellows as evidence for the players not caring. Taylor saw it differently. He hadn’t needed to show a yellow because he’d controlled the players. ‘Keane is not going to sit there and say the ref did really well, because it’s not creating talking points.’ The same had applied in Eindhoven midweek. No cards.

As with players, form for referees is elusive. ‘Your season can go swimmingly fine and then the next match it can all change,’ Taylor said. He was determined not to lose it. This would be his penultimate season, maybe even his last. And the stakes were higher still because the season ended with the 2026 World Cup. Only the world’s best referees make the cut. Taylor was determined to be one of them. FIFA had included him on a long-list of European referees they were monitoring ahead of the tournament.

International tournaments are isolating. Months away from family, confined to hotel rooms with little to do. Time for the mind to wander. Like the teams, the referees are competing to stay. Each round of the competition brings a fresh cull, and you never know where you stand. Taylor didn’t have fond memories of the last World Cup. ‘It’s quite mind-numbing being in a tournament wondering if you’re going to get another game.’ He’d spent his days pacing the corridors of his Doha hotel, watching other referees leaving for matches, wondering if he’d refereed his last.

After England lost their quarter-final against France, Taylor thought he might referee the final, the second prize that had eluded him. At forty-four, he was at the peak of his powers. By the pool one day, Pierluigi Collina, FIFA’s head of refereeing, pulled him aside to tell him he’d be staying until the end. Taylor dreamed of standing in the centre circle and blowing the whistle. The World Cup trophy glistening under the floodlights.

A few days later, Argentina qualified for the final. Taylor braced for news. When it came, it was crushing. Because of England’s footballing rivalry with Argentina, and the shadow of the Falklands War, Taylor was out of the running. He flew home and watched the final on his sofa.

He was reluctant to admit it, but he retained a faint hope of quieting some of his demons by refereeing either the Champions League or World Cup final in 2026. He was wary of getting too carried away, though. ‘You’ve got to be careful about putting all your eggs in one basket,’ he said. ‘Some things are out of your control.’

Every game from now on would be a test; he had to be flawless. UEFA and FIFA both send representatives known as Observers – usually former officials – who assess and grade the referees from the stands at each of their sanctioned matches. Separately, technical instructors from both organizations also monitor referees’ performances in domestic leagues from afar. ‘People from FIFA will be watching the match today,’ Taylor told me. ‘Not necessarily [Pierluigi] Collina, but one of the instructors.’ After watching Taylor in a European game ahead of the 2022 World Cup, Collina had messaged Taylor with a blunt assessment: ‘You’re tired, you’re not moving as well as you’ve been doing.’ (Taylor told me he read it as motivational rather than critical.)

Driving through Wolverhampton, with Wolves vs Leeds fast approaching, Taylor reminded me he couldn’t let his level drop today. ‘You’ll be amazed at what they pick up on and see,’ he said, speaking of those at UEFA and FIFA monitoring his performance.

He’d prepared for the match the same way he always does, by studying clips of the teams’ previous matches. His focus is on who complains, who cajoles, who provokes. By anticipating trouble, he can step in early and cool it before it spreads. He wants to know which players will listen, and which players the rest of the team will follow. The right messenger can calm a team better than any whistle or card. ‘Rather than going “Wolves will play a 3-4-3, and Leeds will play 4-4-2”, you’ve got to drill down into the nuances,’ he explained. ‘You’re trying to predict certain behaviours so you can stop the players from doing them.’

He jots down the expected starting line-ups and notes any simmering tensions between the players. In 2023, he refereed Everton vs Manchester City. Yerry Mina and Erling Haaland didn’t get on. They’d clashed before. To minimize the chance of another flare-up, Taylor stayed close to them both throughout the game. ‘I knew I had to be within ten yards at all times,’ he said. Nothing serious happened, and he believed it was precisely because they knew he was watching.

A team of analysts at PGMO sends referees a digital data pack, with trends to look out for – where teams aim their corners, what substitutions they like to make, how they build up play. But with only four games of the season gone, it was thin. So Taylor had spoken to colleagues who’d refereed the teams.

In his notebook, he’d scribbled some reminders. On Wolves’ attacking set plays, Jean‐Ricner Bellegarde attacks the goalkeeper, not the ball. If Hwang Hee-chan plays, he tends to block defenders rather than play the ball. At the back, the centre-halves are prone to lapses, letting attackers slip goal-side before tugging them back. ‘Watch out for penalties,’ Taylor had written in big scruffy letters.

As for Leeds, he’d underlined Sean Longstaff. A combative midfielder. Control him, and you control the team. Taylor knew the trick: ‘If you have a go back at him, he recoils and starts apologizing.’ The same would apply to Dominic Calvert-Lewin, who, Taylor said, likes to moan. ‘If he tries to get in my head, I’m going to try to get into his head,’ Taylor told me. ‘It’s all about trying to influence the behaviour of those players.’

By around 1 p.m., Molineux Stadium, Wolves’ home, was on the horizon. But the driver had taken two wrong turns. Taylor huffed. Beswick lightened the mood with a few athletics-related puns. On quieter days, they will set a theme for the match. For each pun, you score a point. Winner buys the first round after the match. Today, Beswick suggested athletics. The group nodded.

As we entered the stadium, just before 2 p.m., tens of thousands of Wolves fans were standing outside. Eating their pies. Drinking their beers. Nunny, meanwhile, let out a loud groan. Great Britain’s men were running in the 4x100m relay. One runner had failed to pass the baton to the other. ‘Agh, he shouldn’t be doing that … it’s his job,’ Taylor yelped.

Nunny looked up and took fire. ‘Tayls, forgotten your last mistake, have we?’ It was playful, not pointed at a specific error. Silence fell.

‘As long as no more come today,’ Taylor muttered.

I watched the match from the stands. Taylor wore purple, and for a sleep-deprived man who’d already run over twenty-five kilometres that week, he moved smoothly.

By the twelfth minute, Longstaff was in his ear, demanding a booking for a Wolves player. Taylor agreed. The goals came thick and fast. Wolves first, then three for Leeds. Their second goal, a free kick, was sublime. The play was end-to-end, free-flowing. Online, Leeds fans celebrated that their team wouldn’t be relegated to the last spot on Match of the Day.

At half-time there wasn’t much for Wolves fans to complain about, except their team’s dire performance. A chorus of boos rang around the stadium. Online, a few fans aired complaints about Taylor, questioning his placement of the ball for the free kick, but they didn’t stick.

The second half was less entertaining. Wolves looked toothless. Leeds chased a fourth goal. It didn’t come. Around 5 p.m., Taylor blew his whistle to signal the end of the match. Jørgen Strand Larsen, Wolves’ centre-forward, approached him with a question: why did you only award four minutes of added time? Wolves had been behind, and Larsen felt Taylor should have let play continue, given the time lost to Leeds players.

Exhausted, Taylor snapped: ‘Your mate took forty seconds on a long throw-in!’ He pointed out that Wolves had hardly been in the Leeds penalty area. An extra minute or two wouldn’t have made a difference. Larsen shrugged and jogged away.

The result left Wolves rooted to the bottom of the table, without a point. Leeds climbed into the top half, with their first away win of the season.

In the minivan, as we made our way back to the hotel, Nunny grabbed his iPad to watch the second half of Manchester United vs Chelsea. The group huddled around as referee Peter Bankes sent off Casemiro for a second yellow. ‘That doesn’t smack me in the face as a second yellow,’ Beswick said, speaking of the foul.

Taylor wasn’t sure. Neither was Allison. I vocalized what everyone was thinking: Bankes had already sent off a Chelsea player. Was he now trying to level it up?

Silence.

‘Be careful of your conspiracy theories now,’ Taylor said, laughing.

Online, Bankes was already being targeted. ‘Needs to be sent to jail,’ wrote one X user. Wild claims were spreading. Bankes was from Liverpool. Surely he wanted Casemiro to go? Bankes’s decision seemed harsh, but it wasn’t wrong. Yet fans were already attacking his competence and his integrity. As a referee, you’re only ever one decision away from hell.

Later that evening, I joined Taylor in the car as he made his way home to south Manchester. There was traffic en route. But he was about as far from hell as he could hope to be. He told me he’d felt so in control during the match that he’d let some tough challenges go, knowing he’d be able to step in if needed. He hadn’t just controlled the game, he’d actively contributed to it. His performance had been composed and unremarkable. Just how he liked it. ‘We’ve ended up with just two yellow cards, no aggression between managers and players … and that’s the ultimate goal – and nobody is talking about me. These are the kind of games which, other than my boss, not many people will ever appreciate.’ Crucially, he knew that key figures at UEFA and FIFA would recognize the inherent skill in that calm.

Meanwhile, on the radio, pundits were criticizing Bankes’s performance. I was curious to hear how Taylor dealt with that noise when it turned on him. It’s never easy, he explained, but his experience as a prison officer had taught him to compartmentalize. If an inmate hanged themselves, he couldn’t carry that into dinner with his family. Learning to separate his personal and professional worlds had been crucial to his longevity. ‘Not sharing the bad stuff with the family, it actually provides you with that outlet when you go home.’

Still, refereeing had left its scars. He bemoaned the unpredictability of top-level referees’ schedules. He doesn’t find out if, or where, he’ll be officiating until just days before a match, meaning he struggles to commit to anything and often has to pull out at short notice. ‘There are numerous times when you’re supposed to be at the birthday party of a friend or family member, and with just a few days’ notice, you’ve got to say, “I’m not coming now.”’ He told me he was thinking about retirement. What was most tempting was the freedom to travel with his wife. ‘Then we can book a holiday in advance!’

Traffic stalled as we approached Manchester. Taylor’s phone buzzed. His wife was going to bed; dinner was in the oven. I asked Taylor what keeps him going. His answer was emphatic: ‘This.’

For Taylor, contributing to a good game of football gives him a quiet, private thrill. Most people chase recognition; he craves the opposite. No messages, no headlines. He loves watching Match of the Day without being mentioned; driving up the M6 without hearing his name on the radio. ‘It’s effectively a buzz.’

I told him I’d assumed that buzz would have faded over time. He shook his head. Each clean game is more precious these days because it’s harder to attain. With VAR and social media, every decision is under the microscope, the margin for error vanishingly small. Players, clubs, managers, and owners all deflect blame onto the officials. ‘Nobody chooses to recognize that the result of a football match is hugely multifaceted,’ Taylor said. A refereeing error can influence the result, but so does a player misplacing passes, the manager making the wrong substitution, or a club owner signing the wrong striker.

This constant scrutiny grates on Taylor. People demand elite performances from referees, but the environment they create is not conducive to it. ‘It’s not a high-performance environment, because it’s just continual criticism.’ The relief he feels after matches is proof of football culture’s failure. If referees were truly protected, that relief wouldn’t exist.

And yet that same relief is what drives him. When everything does align, there’s no feeling like it. Taylor savours these moments because he knows they won’t last. ‘Three games in seven days, all gone well … Last week was good, Tuesday night was good, and you’re driving home thinking, “Fucking yes … my season is going great,”’ he said. ‘But it only takes one game, one mistake, for it to all come crashing down, and suddenly you’ll be driving home thinking, “For fuck’s sake, what am I doing?”’

For now, he was going to chill out. Nothing special – dinner and a bit of television. A bar of chocolate, perhaps. Maybe even a glass of wine. Tomorrow, he was going to celebrate his forty-seventh birthday with his wife. She’d planned a surprise. It was early, but Taylor had a week off and couldn’t be sure when he’d next be free. Over that week, he wanted to watch Altrincham FC and take Monty, his dog, for a walk. More than anything, though, he relished the opportunity to walk the streets of Manchester without being hounded, knowing he wasn’t the most hated man on earth.

Three months later, in early January 2026, I headed to a Hilton hotel in Hertfordshire to meet with Taylor again. He was better rested than last time, but he’d been napping in his room. The night before, he’d been fourth official for Fulham’s victory over Chelsea, and he needed to be on top form for today’s match.

He was quieter and more serious than he had been before Wolves vs Leeds. It was the halfway point of the season, with domestic and European finals on the horizon. FIFA had recently made cuts to its European referee list for the 2026 World Cup. Taylor was still on it, for now. A final round of cuts would come soon. His margin for error had shrunk further.

Tonight, he had one of his biggest appointments. Liverpool, the reigning champions, were visiting Arsenal. Arsenal led the Premier League and could stretch their lead to eight points with a win, tightening their grip on the title. After a stuttering season, Liverpool were chasing Champions League qualification, while Arne Slot, their manager, was still trying to regain the trust of the fans. A loss would deepen the speculation surrounding his job.

Over coffee in the hotel lobby, Taylor was wrapping up his preparation. With a World Cup looming, a golden game like this was less a reward and more a risk he’d have happily avoided. ‘One or two other referees had the chance [to referee
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