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Foreword

I don’t think that there is anyone else in the last forty years who has made such a difference to British sport. Sue and I first met at Loughborough, where she had been appointed as the first full-time woman on the staff in the PE department and I was a student. We established a great friendship that has lasted over fifty years.

Sue was in the vanguard of delivering the performances that we witnessed in London and beyond in the Olympic and Paralympic Games in 2012. The London Games were a huge celebration for the entire country – and if we hadn’t had those big unforgettable moments across so many different sports, I don’t think people would still be talking about London as the best, most successful and most accessible Games of the modern era.

Earlier in her career, Sue headed up the National Coaching Foundation where she laid the foundation for the modernisation of coaching and the integration of sports science and medicine into coaching qualifications for all sports. Later her contribution to school sport as Chief Executive and then Chair of the Youth Sport Trust was world-beating. She established a national network of School Sport Partnerships that improved opportunities for every young person in schools across the country, transforming physical education and school sport. More recently she has had a seismic impact on women’s football as Director of Women’s Football at the Football Association, resulting in the biggest football success in my lifetime when the women’s team won the European Championship in 2022.

Sue has been a role model, domestically and globally, as a female sports leader – a truly outstanding game changer.

Seb Coe, CH, KBE, 2024




Prologue

I can see Chloe Kelly now, hurtling towards me across the Wembley turf.

She leaps at me from about five feet away and I struggle to stay on my feet. Luckily, there now exists a wonderful picture of me and Chloe in a joyful embrace, rather than of both of us in an unsightly pile on the ground. The atmosphere in the stadium was electric, with 87,000 fans celebrating ecstatically – a noise I will not forget. My heart was racing with excitement as I realised that this was a landmark moment for the women’s game in England.

A lot has happened in my life since Chloe scored the winning goal for England’s Lionesses in the final of Euro 2022, but I can still feel that moment. I can also still touch it – because of what it meant to so many people.

That moment wasn’t just about winning. It was also about human connection, the sharing of pure joy – a joy that is impossible to describe, a joy that will never fade. I’ll be able to touch that moment for the rest of my days.

But that’s not the only moment I can touch. I’ve so many of them, collected from a lifetime in sport: playing football with the boys when I should have been at school; playing backyard cricket with my dad until it was too dark to see the ball; the first time wearing a shirt bearing my country’s name and flag; the pride of seeing teams I coached win (and win well); the pleasure of seeing the less privileged and the less inclined play sport at all; the exhilaration of seeing athletes I helped succeed on the world’s biggest stages.

It hasn’t all been milk and honey. I’ll never forget being told I wasn’t allowed to play football at school – bang went my dream of playing for England at Wembley. I still wince when I think about the time I made a presentation on my new plan for coach development to a roomful of the finest senior coaches in the country, all but one of them men, none of whom was convinced they needed what I was selling. It still pains me when I think of the destruction that was done to the school sports movement in this country, something that had taken many years to build. But those bad moments were just bumps in the road; nothing derailed my mission.

The mission? To change people’s lives through sport, just as sport changed mine. Because while I ended up being a baroness, I wasn’t exactly destined for the House of Lords from birth. In fact, if you’d told my mum and dad that I’d become a titled woman, they’d have thought you’d lost your mind.

At school I was a naughty little ginger-haired girl who was a massive underachiever. I had a passion for sport at a time when it was virtually impossible for women to make a living from it, unless you wanted to teach PE. But I was fortunate to have parents who understood that naughty little ginger girls who were not academic high-achievers could still succeed in life, which in turn fostered in me a moral purpose: to do everything in my power to make sure others could succeed, too.

In summary, I was a typical ‘tomboy’ who loved running, climbing, kicking and throwing – and other things most girls didn’t do back then – and who grew into a woman with an unshakeable belief in the transformative power of sport.

You might think that someone with such a well-defined mission and strong moral purpose would travel through life as straight as an arrow speeding towards its target. In fact, I’ve been zigging and zagging for more than fifty years, between my passion for changing lives for the better through sport and my fascination with sporting excellence and helping talented people achieve their dreams.

You might also think that having had such a long career in sport – ranging from persuading inner-city unemployed young people to develop life skills through to helping Great Britain be more successful at the Olympics – I must have spread harmony wherever I’ve been. But that hasn’t been the case at all.

Effective leadership often involves taking apart things that aren’t working properly before putting them back together again so that they do. That means unsettling people who believe things are fine just as they are. It requires doing what you think is right, not what is popular or expedient. It takes optimism, perseverance, resilience, focus . . . And a lot of hard work.

I’ve been so engrossed in my mission for so long that I haven’t had time for much else. But how many people have experienced what I’ve experienced through sport? And how many people can close their eyes and touch all the wonderful memories I can touch, as if they were happening here and now?

When I think of London 2012, I’m in the stadium on Super Saturday at the Olympics or Thriller Thursday at the Paralympics or wandering through the Olympic Park soaking up all that national pride. When I think of Euro 2022, I’m not just hugging Chloe, I can also feel the joy of more than 87,000 England fans inside Wembley Stadium. And I marvel at how lucky I’ve been.

It’s a precious thing, my passion for sport. I hope it has made the world a bit better. And if a naughty little ginger-haired girl who underachieved at school can make the world better just by hard work, determination, caring and reaching out . . . then so can anyone.
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Discovering your purpose

You need to remain open to discover your true purpose in life that will be your ‘north star’ throughout your career

The bell sounds and the moment of truth has arrived – my first-ever lesson as a young twenty-one-year-old PE teacher. Class 4O, netball outside on a sunny day in early September. Surely a nice, easy introduction.

I arrive at the gym wearing my best tracksuit and shoes polished to within an inch of their lives. I’ve got a bag of netballs, bibs, and a comprehensive lesson plan attached to a clipboard. I’m ready for action. At least I think I am.

Five minutes go by and no one from 4O has appeared. I suddenly think, ‘Oh no, have I misread the timetable? It’s a split-site school – maybe I’m on the wrong site?’, before belting towards the master timetable, worrying I’ll be breaking the rules by running in the corridor (a cardinal sin in any school).

On my way there, I pass the toilets, which are a hive of activity. Loud chatter, laughing, singing. And then it hits me: ‘Could that be 4O in there . . .?’

I open the toilet door, poke my head in and almost choke on the smoke. Through the haze, I can just about make out around twenty girls, all puffing away merrily.

Not one of them thinks to stub out their cigarette. They’re completely unfazed. Unlike me. In three years at teacher training college, nobody ever told me what to do if you find your entire class in the toilet smoking cigarettes. Plus, all the girls are Black, a new experience for me.

I’m speechless in the face of such brazen defiance. Should I turn on my heel and leave them to it? Should I shout at them? Eventually I ask, ‘Are you 4O?’ And one of them replies, ‘Yeah. Who are you?’

‘I’m your PE teacher.’

‘We don’t do PE, Miss.’

‘Pardon?’

‘We don’t do PE. Breaks your nails.’

I have deduced that shouting at them isn’t going to make any difference – not that I have the energy to shout anyway. I feel flummoxed and feeble, and suddenly find myself sitting on the floor. It’s not a premeditated ploy – ‘to get down with the girls’ – but I am honestly feeling light-headed.

One of them says, ‘Miss, you look rough, do you want a cigarette?’ I politely tell her no, while thinking, ‘What am I doing? If a member of staff walks in now, my teaching career is done, before I’ve taught a single lesson.’

Then something unexpected happens – they all sit down on the floor with me. And we start to talk. Whatever question I ask, they’re only too happy to answer me, with a lot of swearing thrown in. Maybe I should tell them to mind their language, but I don’t think it will be too helpful in this situation. Better to let them talk freely, if that means getting to know them better.

Having expanded on their reasons for not doing PE – broken nails, messed-up hair, sweat, unflattering kit – I ask them what they do like to do when they’re not at school. At first, I wish I hadn’t asked, because they tell me things I don’t really want to hear. I thought I was worldly, but I’m nothing like these girls. They may only be fourteen, but they’re living very adult lives.

‘What do you have most fun doing?’ I ask.

‘Clubbing,’ comes the reply.

‘So you like to dance?’ I say.

With that, a couple of the girls get up off the floor and start demonstrating their moves. I love to dance, too, so decide to join in. Soon, the toilet is an impromptu disco, with everyone on their feet, singing and swaying.

‘So,’ I say, ‘how about we dance next week, instead of playing netball?’

‘Are you serious, Miss?’

‘Yes. Tell you what, I’ll bring a record player and you bring some music.’

‘Do we have to change, Miss?’

‘No. As long as you understand that you can’t smoke and you’ll have to take off your shoes, so you don’t scuff the new parquet floor in the gym.’

The following week, I turn up with a record player instead of balls and bibs. The girls don’t show up on time, but they do turn up eventually, with a range of music. And while they dance, I sit on a pile of mats in the corner, writing lesson plans. Is this what I’m being paid to do? No. Should I be doing something more constructive? Probably. But at least they’re in the gym, enjoying themselves while exercising, instead of smoking in the toilet.

After a while, one of the girls comes over and says, ‘Miss, we’re a bit bored.’

‘Want to play netball?’ I reply.

‘No, Miss! We want to form a dance group!’

‘Erm . . . OK, but you’re going to have to lead it, because this music isn’t really my thing, and I’m not much of a dancer anyway.’

I meet with the girl during lunch breaks to plan sessions, and it soon becomes clear that she can’t read very well. So we start reading together, discussing what each word means, and she improves bit by bit. She’s a pleasure to work with – all that attitude from our first encounter in the toilet has melted away.

Many of the qualities you need to be the leader of a gang – which was essentially what this girl was – are the same you need to be an effective leader of people on a more positive mission. You need charisma, standards, passion and a good work ethic, and this girl has all those qualities in spades. As a result, her classmates listen to her, like they never listen to me. I tell her that she’s a better teacher than me, and I mean it.

With my support, she knocks her classmates into shape. And over the coming weeks and months, the girls of 4O change before my eyes. They don’t just become better dancers who win accolades, they start to feel good about themselves. For maybe the first time, they have a sense of pride. And it suddenly hits me: the best people to lead young people are young people. Find a youngster with the right attitude and the others will follow.

Without a doubt, it’s the awakening of my mission. Before meeting those girls, I thought my job was to teach netball, hockey, tennis and athletics. But I begin to understand that education is not just about learning, it’s about empowerment and facilitation, enabling young people to gain the confidence and self-esteem to bring out the best in themselves. This experience was like a new dawning – a realisation that I had in my hands the power to change lives through and in sport. I have had many roles since that day, but I have only had one mission.

You cannot force a child to learn, so it’s a teacher’s job to create an environment in which they want to learn. And that environment might not be one the teacher is familiar with – like dancing instead of netball – but great teachers teach young people more than just the subject matter laid out in the curriculum.

I realise I have a higher purpose: that if I listen carefully and work collaboratively, I can actually change young lives through physical activity. It’s an awakening: in every child is a magic spark – it’s my job to find it.
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Be history – or make history

When we do not succeed, we have a choice either to give up or to find the resolve to go again

Despite our very different backgrounds, I felt I knew those girls from class 4O. It’s not as if I had some special insight, rather that there was something about their defiance I recognised.

Mum and Dad both came from humble backgrounds and left school early, with no qualifications whatsoever. But what they lacked in book-smarts they more than made up for in people skills.

Mum started out as a hairdresser. When she was learning her trade, her weekly bus fare from her home in Long Eaton to Nottingham was three shillings, and she only earned two shillings and sixpence. Her dad would give her a tanner, as we used to call a sixpence, to make up for the loss.

After a while, her boss Mr Smith suggested she start up on her own, so she opened a place in Long Eaton. She was obviously an excellent hairdresser, very popular, as well as entrepreneurial, and before long she also had salons in Beeston and Ilkeston. This was quite unusual for a woman in the 1940s. Later, as I made my own way in the professional world, I realised what a remarkable achievement it was to have the courage and determination to succeed as a woman in business.

Dad started off working as a delivery boy for the local Co-op before becoming a manager. And when Mum had me, five years after my sister Gill, Dad took over the running of the salons and Mum concentrated on hairdressing. They were both charming and able to communicate with anybody. Walking with Dad across the green in Long Eaton, from the shop to the Spot Café, seemed to take forever because of all the people wanting to talk to him.

Probably because they’d had so little education themselves, Mum and Dad put a lot of emphasis on ours. So despite living in Chilwell, Gill and I were sent off to Dorothy Grant’s, a private girls’ school in nearby Beeston. We had to wear straw boaters, which wasn’t really me. And while Gill was very well behaved and academic, school life was a bit more complicated for me.

My class teacher was a wonderful woman called Mrs Jury. She introduced me to netball, except I don’t think she’d read the rulebook, so we could tackle people. Looking back, it was more like rugby.

I don’t remember ever sitting in a classroom with Mrs Jury – we seemed to learn everything by moving and doing, usually outdoors. But I was a ginger-haired, freckled tomboy, whose best friends were boys. As much as I loved full-contact netball, I spent a lot of time staring out of the classroom window wishing I was doing something else, something active, maybe climbing trees, or anything involving a ball.

After school, I’d play cricket with Dad, much to Mrs North’s fury, because I’d constantly be hitting the ball into her garden next door. Dad would say to me, ‘You’d better knock on her door, you’ve got a better chance of getting it back than me.’

Dad painted targets on the garage door for my football practice – three at the top, three at the bottom – and he’d say to me, ‘You’ve got to hit those spots fifty times before you come in for your tea.’ Sometimes, I’d come in and he’d say, ‘Have you cheated?’ ‘Maybe I didn’t quite get fifty . . .’ ‘It’s all right, you can have your tea anyway – but keep working on it . . .’

Dad was originally from Manchester, which is why I’ve supported Manchester United all my life. When I was too small to know better, he convinced me that United had moved to Nottingham, so that whenever we watched Nottingham Forest at the City Ground, I thought I was watching the famous ‘Busby Babes’ . . . until I worked out the final scores didn’t match!

Dad and I had some epic kickabouts in our back garden, and if he was busy with work, and my friends Brian Carrier and Geoffrey Stafford weren’t allowed out to play, I’d kick a ball against a wall for hours on my own, blissfully happy.

Our house was at the top of Farm Road, which was a long, winding, downhill road that connected with Hall Drive. Brian and I would roller-skate that circuit regularly, and we could get round it fast. We’d race each other hell for leather on opposite pavements and often return home with bloody knees and grazed elbows. How we didn’t kill ourselves I do not know.

My boy mates all went to the local Chilwell primary school, and when I said to Brian one day, ‘I don’t get to play much football nowadays,’ he replied, ‘Oh, we play all the time. Before school, break time, lunch time, after school.’ I thought for a moment, before saying, ‘That’s why you’re getting much better than me. I need to do what you’re doing.’

The following week, I started getting off the bus early and going to their school instead of mine, playing football and hiding in bushes while they were in classes. Eventually, someone from Dorothy Grant’s rang my parents to ask where I’d been. Mum and Dad were baffled, as they’d been putting me on the bus every morning. So the next day Dad followed me and all was revealed. When he sat me down and asked what was going on, I told him I wanted to play football with all my friends. And instead of being angry, like a lot of dads would, he took me out of Dorothy Grant’s and enrolled me in Chilwell primary school.

I’ve always been a storyteller, and I know exactly where I got that from. After playing football with Brian and Geoffrey, they’d often say to me, ‘Is your dad home? It would be good to come round and hear one of his stories.’ And Dad would sit us round the table and treat us to a few of his greatest yarns.

His stories were a mix of real happenings and elaboration – full of life, wise and often funny – because if they’d been delivered like a lecture or sermon, we wouldn’t have listened. They always had a great punchline, but without the build-up, we’d probably have missed the point, which is something I’ve never forgotten. Whenever I present to an audience, I’m all about storytelling, because that’s how you get people to engage with your message.

Mum and Dad weren’t just keen on us getting a classroom education, they also wanted us to experience the world far beyond Nottinghamshire.

Dad believed the seaside air was especially good for you (something to do with the ozone), so he’d take us to the coast at Skegness once a month, even in the middle of winter. Sometimes we’d turn up and be just about the only people there, but we’d spend all day on the beach regardless, even if it was freezing cold and blowing a hooley.

We also played golf on the putting green – Dad played off scratch and Mum wasn’t bad either. Dad would say, ‘Mum and I will have to keep missing until you get one in, because if we beat you, the rest of the day will be miserable.’ I was a typical redhead, very competitive and a bad loser when it came to sport.

We’d travel further afield every summer, often down to Newquay in Cornwall, but sometimes over to France, Switzerland or even Italy, the kinds of holidays most people didn’t go on in those days, especially families from Chilwell.

In Newquay, they’d let me stay up late and go to dances, where I’d stand on Dad’s feet and he’d waltz me around the floor. In Interlaken, we caught a train to the top of the mountain and hired skis. I fell on the way down, couldn’t get back up and threw my skis to the ground in a fit of pique. We water-skied in Neuchâtel. In Rouen, we saw where Joan of Arc was burnt at the stake.

They’re all precious memories, even the minor disasters. Like the time Mum and Dad went for a walk in Paris, got hopelessly lost and forgot what hotel we were staying in. Gill and I worried that they’d fallen into the Seine. Or the holiday that began with Mum backing the car into the gate and knocking down the wall at the front of the house. When Dad finally turned up, having been delayed in the shop, he took one look at the wall and said, ‘We’re not mending that now,’ before jumping in the car and stepping on the gas.

Mum and Dad wanted to show us what was possible and for us to have a go at everything. In doing so, they encouraged me to become someone who wasn’t afraid of pushing the boundaries and going to new places, both literally and metaphorically.

I somehow passed my 11-plus exam and made it to Long Eaton Grammar School, where I was put in class 1D, for pupils who had scraped through the exam.

Thankfully, Dad’s sister, Auntie Kitty, was very clever. Having stayed on at school and attended the prestigious Manchester Grammar School, she decided to become a secretary rather than a teacher, which were just about the only two options for an educated woman in that era. She worked for the chief education officer at Nottinghamshire County Council, but also found time to support me to do my homework. She lived next door to us, so I’d go round and say, ‘I’ve got this thing to do and I don’t really understand it,’ and she’d always reply, ‘Go on then, let’s sort it together . . .’

Unlike me, my sister Gill was studious, and very good at maths and science. After doing her A-levels, she went off to university to study mathematics in London, but only stayed a term. You have to be pretty headstrong to work hard enough to get into university and then decide it’s not for you after all, especially as a young woman back then, but Mum and Dad supported her decision.

Next thing we knew, Gill applied to be an air traffic controller (she’d been obsessed with Airfix planes as a child – I remember Mum taking them down from her bedroom ceiling and washing them in the bath – Gill was not amused and had to glue them back together again). At her interview, Gill was told that they only accepted men, and she replied, ‘Why?’ They didn’t have a good reason, so Gill became one of the first female air traffic controllers in the country.

Like Gill, I was wilful. Unlike Gill, I was a noisy, disruptive child with no interest in books. I spent most of my time in class staring longingly at the playing fields or sitting at the back and being a constant nuisance. I drove many of my teachers to distraction but they kept persevering with me! Outstanding teachers keep working with every pupil whatever challenges they present. Teachers were always asking, ‘Why aren’t you more like your sister?’ I’d think, ‘Because I’m not my sister.’ I was bored in class. I didn’t like sitting still – and still don’t. I wanted, and want, to be moving all the time.

If I was in trouble, which was often, I’d head straight to our Long Eaton shop after school and knock on the window. When Dad appeared, he’d put his arm around me and we’d walk across the green to the Spot Café, where he’d listen to all my problems and put them into perspective over a pot of tea.

One day, I knocked on the window and told Dad I’d got my school report. Usually, Mum would read my report to Dad, because his reading wasn’t the best, and he’d sign it. But on this occasion my report was so bad I didn’t dare take it home.

Dad must have known something was wrong, but he played along and asked me to read it to him, ‘like your mum normally does’. And off we went to the Spot Café, where I proceeded to make it all up. I told him I got an A in maths, which the teacher thought was an outstanding effort; that I got a B in English, but was trying hard; that I also got a B in German, which the long-suffering Mr Aldridge was thrilled about. In fact, I’d got Cs, Ds and Es all the way down, except for PE, which I’d actually got an A in and didn’t have to lie about.

When I’d finished, Dad picked up his pen and looked like he was going to sign. But then he looked at me and said, ‘This is your father signing this. Do you know what this means? Do you really want me to?’ I went red and my eyes started to fill with tears. Then Dad said, ‘Do you want to tell me what it really says?’

Between heaving sobs, I read Dad the horrible truth. By the end, my cheeks were wet with tears. I was looking for sympathy, of course. Then I said, ‘Are you really cross with me?’ and Dad replied, ‘Only because you fibbed.’

I told him how hopeless I was, that I was never going to amount to anything, and he looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Sue Campbell, you will be whatever you want to be. You just haven’t decided what it is yet.’

What brilliant timing. Whereas many dads would have told their daughters to stop messing about and knuckle down, or melted in the face of their tears, my dad delved deeper and quickly realised that my terrible report wasn’t a complete picture of who I was, just a snapshot of what I’d done over a short period of time. So instead of getting angry or upset, Dad chose to empower me. He was essentially saying, ‘You have to find your own path and follow it.’

What I really wanted to be was a footballer, but girls didn’t play football at the grammar school. My heart sank when they told me that, because I honestly thought I was going to play for England. And even if you did have sporting talent, playing sport for a living was a pipe dream for most women in the 1960s, and would remain so for the next half a century.

But a lack of career opportunities in sport did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm. I was in both the netball and hockey teams and excelled at athletics. Ron and Sheila Bassett, husband-and-wife PE teachers at the grammar school, were really passionate about their subject and demanded high standards. They also realised that I had something a bit different. I became almost part of their family and even used to walk their dog, who I adored.

One day, when I was fourteen and languishing in class 3C, Sheila asked me what I was going to do with my life. ‘I haven’t decided yet,’ I said. ‘Play sport?’

Sheila replied, ‘You’re not going to earn a living doing that, however good you are. But you could become a PE teacher like me.’

‘Sounds great. What do I have to do to be a PE teacher?’

‘Well, for starters, you need to start sitting at the front of class and doing some learning.’

That little chat with Sheila was the springboard for the rest of my life. I never became academic, but I became a more thoughtful student, got stuck into schoolwork and revised for exams. And from 3C, I graduated to 4B.

Sheila started using me to assist with lessons – ‘I’ll take this group, Sue, you take that group over there’ – and I loved the feeling of helping others, honing their ability and getting them to play better. I also started playing hockey with her for Ripley Ladies. I’d turn out for the school team on Saturday mornings, dash home for Mum’s stew and chips, before Sheila would pick me up and whisk me off to somewhere or other in the Midlands. I’d be absolutely done in by the end of the second game, but I loved it.

Dad would watch me play, and while he’d never swung a hockey stick in anger, he wasn’t averse to giving his two penn’orth on the game. At the time, hockey tactics were very standardised. A team would always have five forwards, three halves, two backs and a goalie, and the two wings would stay in the tramlines, to give the team width, like in football. After one game, which we won, I was naturally quite excited. But Dad said to me, ‘Well done, that was really good. But can I ask you something? What were you doing?’

‘I was playing left wing.’

‘But you never got the ball. You were just running up and down the side.’

‘Yes, because I’m left wing.’

‘But surely you need to get the ball now and again?’

He wasn’t criticising me: he genuinely wanted to understand why we were playing how we were. And to be fair, he was years ahead of his time, because hockey, like football, has since evolved into a far more fluid game.

It was while playing for Midlands Hockey that I first met the irrepressible Rachel Heyhoe. Rachel was on her way to becoming one of the few female household names in British sport, but as a cricketer rather than a hockey player (although she did play as a goalkeeper for England).

I’d never known anybody tell stories like Rachel, although many of them weren’t really for a teenage girl’s ears (ironically, she taught PE at a grammar school in Wolverhampton). Her humour was right on the edge, to say the least. I remember listening to her and thinking, ‘Wow, this woman is amazing . . .’

Rachel was a dynamo and a trailblazer, years ahead of her time. She didn’t care who she offended and was relentless in the pursuit of getting what she wanted, be that scoring runs, getting women’s cricket in the news, or simply earning the respect of the English cricket establishment (her original application for membership of the MCC was rejected, because the club was then male-only, but she was one of the first ten women to be admitted in 1999).

Having followed Rachel’s long and wildly successful cricket career, the tables were turned when, in 2011, she followed me into the House of Lords as Baroness Heyhoe Flint. She still had the same energy as when we first met in the 1960s, although, mercifully, her stories weren’t quite as risqué.

In my final two years at secondary school my weekends were just full of sport. After playing hockey all day on Saturday, on Sunday morning Dad would take me to train at Derby Ladies Athletics Club in Spondon. He would
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