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1

Formation
The Beginning

Formation
noun: formation; plural noun: 

formations the action of forming or process 
of being formed

WHEN BLACKHEATH Rugby Football Club decided to 
leave the Football Association in 1863, it would signal the 
beginning of the end of the courtship between rugby and 
football as we know it today  With the sports having been 
played together during the previous few decades, many 
who took part were now beginning to see a distinct split 
between those who were good at carrying the ball by hand 
and those who excelled by foot 

The first meeting of the Football Association took 
place on 26 October 1863, in the Freemasons’ Tavern in 
central London  The FA set about streamlining the original 
rules drawn up for football, which had been written by 
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students at Cambridge University in 1848  These were not 
universally accepted by all who played until 1877, when 
the FA produced the ‘Laws of the Game’, which are still 
in use today, albeit in a very different form as football has 
progressed 

The Cambridge rules were largely ignored by their 
northern counterparts, with Sheffield FC writing their 
own to accommodate themselves  A true reflection of the 
north–south divide! Sheffield FC are officially the oldest 
registered club side still playing the game  Despite this 
amazing record of longevity, they are not as illustrious as 
their city counterparts, Wednesday and United  While 
their younger siblings prosper in both the Championship 
and Premier League respectively, Sheffield FC have spent 
their entire history regionalised, playing in various non-
league divisions in Yorkshire and the north  Local league 
titles apart, their highest accolade to date was achieved in 
the fruitful year of 1904, with the amateur FA Cup being 
proudly whisked back to Yorkshire 

When the FA engineered its new dossier of laws, it was 
to be constructed using a mixture of Cambridge, Sheffield 
and London rules  A league was formed in 1888 and as 
the 19th century drew to a close, rugby had completely 
marginalised itself away from any remains of football, 
resulting in the codes of rugby union and rugby league 
being formed  The Football League, which was to be the 
first run under full FA rule, was made up of 12 founder 
members: Accrington (not to be confused with Stanley), 
Aston Villa, Blackburn Rovers, Bolton Wanderers, 
Burnley, Derby County, Everton, Notts County, Preston 
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North End, Stoke (now City), West Bromwich Albion and 
Wolverhampton Wanderers 

As the years changed, so did the rules, and one of the 
most significant was the change in the offside rule  The 
original law from 1863 meant that no forward passes of any 
sort were permitted, except for kicks from behind the goal 
line  It stated, ‘When a player has kicked the ball any one 
of the same side who is nearer to the opponent’s goal line is 
out of play and may not touch the ball himself, nor in any 
way whatever prevent any other player from doing so until 
the ball has been played, but no player is out of play when 
the ball is kicked from behind the goal line ’

With football developing in the 1860s and then 
organically growing into the 1870s, the offside law proved 
to be the biggest argument between the clubs  Sheffield got 
rid of the ‘kick-throughs’ by amending their laws so that 
one member of the defending side was required between a 
forward player and the opponents’ goal 

The compromise rule, which was written into the Laws 
of the Game in 1866, and eventually adopted universally, 
was an amalgamation of a form of the Cambridge rule but 
with ‘at least three’ rather than ‘more than three’ opponents 

Newcastle United had just been held to their sixth 
0-0 draw of the season and with attendances and interest 
sinking faster than the Titanic, the FA decided to act  The 
offside rule was revisited and in 1925 a vote was cast and 
they decided that moving forward, only two opposing 
players would be needed between the attackers and the 
goal  Did the move work? Prior to the change 4,700 goals 
were scored in 1,848 Football League games in 1924/25  
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This number rose to 6,373 goals (from the same number 
of games) in 1925/26  Job done by the FA 

Meanwhile, as the English leagues were becoming 
well established, the seeds of plantation were coming into 
blossom on foreign soil  As the 19th century rolled into the 
20th, English folk were showcasing football to the world  
The trade deals that saw pockets of English communities 
begin to spring up on several different continents were 
embroiled in not only exchanging foods and textiles but 
also the knowledge and workings of our wonderful game 

The early styles of play could only really be described 
as organised chaos  Formations, if used at all, were loosely 
assembled in such a way that teams were heavily occupied 
in the opposition half  Inverting The Pyramid, written by 
Jonathan Wilson, documents on how teams would often 
line up in a 2-3-5 system  This would be the benchmark 
until the 1920s, when managers began to improvise in 
order to obtain a successful result  Herbert Chapman, most 
notably of Arsenal and Huddersfield Town, remarked, ‘No 
attempt was made to organise victory  The most that I 
remember was the occasional chat between, say two men 
playing on the same wing ’

Chapman built his teams around a solid defensive 
unit and a lightning-fast counter-attacking game  A third 
defender was added to his back line, something unheard 
of at the time, leading to a 3-4-3 formation  Back-to-back 
league titles with Huddersfield Town prompted Arsenal 
to coax Chapman down to London to showcase his craft 
at Highbury  More silverware followed as both the league 
and FA Cup were added to his growing list of honours  
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Unfortunately for Chapman and Arsenal, after falling ill 
on returning from a scouting trip, he never recovered and 
died in 1934 aged just 55  His Arsenal side had dominated 
domestically during his spell as manager and a pioneer on 
these shores had been taken far too soon 

As war in Europe was brought to an end in 1945, 
football, although sporadically, had attempted to keep 
the status quo  Austrian coach Karl Rappan, who was 
managing in Switzerland during the mid-to-late ’30s, had 
experimented with Chapman’s formation even further  A 
fourth defender was added, although in a sweeper fashion, 
as opposed to the flat back four that we know nowadays  
Rappan had paved the way for what was soon to be known 
as Catenaccio – Italian for door bolt  This enabled his teams 
to build from a strong defensive base, something the Italians 
would become famous for as the century drew on 

Another four-defender coach emerged in the 1950s  
Boris Arkadiev had managed various Moscow sides 
including Dynamo and Lokomotiv, culminating in taking 
the USSR national job  Arkadiev was instrumental in how 
the coaching landscape would change post-World War Two  
His book, Tactics of Football, was widely used as a go-to for 
most coaches worth their salt across Europe, a bible as such  
His back four would resemble more of a modern-day unit, 
unlike Rappan’s original sweeper style  The system used 
two full-backs either side of the two centre-backs to create 
a wall along the edge of the 18-yard box  The footballing 
equivalent of the Iron Curtain 

The Eastern bloc would prove to be a breeding ground 
for coaches and their new ideology of how the game 
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should be played  Fellow Russian Viktor Maslov mirrored 
Arkadiev and managed several Moscow clubs during 
and after the war  Maslov’s most successful stints were 
at Torpedo Moscow and Dynamo Kiev, but it was to be 
his invention, or interpretation if you will, of the 4-4-2 
formation, that would enshrine Maslov in the echelons of 
the coaching world  With teams now beginning to play 
a fourth defender, mainly in a 4-2-4, Maslov set about 
creating a tactic where his two outside-forwards/wingers 
would track back alongside the central midfielders once 
possession had been lost  The idea of this was that it would 
become much more difficult for the opponent to break 
down his team with potentially eight men goal side of the 
ball  Once possession had been won back, the two wide 
players would then attempt to get as high up the pitch as 
possible to join the forwards 

When quizzed about his new approach to the game by 
a willing reporter, Maslov replied with a quote which was 
to define him  He likened his team and style to aviation  
‘Football is like an aeroplane,’ said Maslov  ‘As velocities 
increase, so does air resistance, and so you have to make 
the head more streamlined ’

This was also the birthplace of the pressing game, 
synonymous in today’s football  Pep Guardiola at Barcelona, 
Bayern Munich and Manchester City, and Jurgen Klopp 
with Borussia Dortmund and Liverpool have both followed 
in the footsteps of Maslov by drilling their teams in 
attempting to win the ball back before the opponent has 
the opportunity to build an attack  Rinus Michels, the 
Dutchman who managed Ajax, Barcelona and Holland, 
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built his teams around the pressing game and coupled that 
with what he named ‘Total Football’  Michels would soon 
become one of the most respected coaches on the planet  
Johan Cruyff would play for and later model his coaching 
philosophies on Michels 

Viktor Maslov’s 4-4-2 system and ‘in your face’ style 
was to be the foundation on which all coaches would build, 
similar to how Boris Arkadiev had begun a surge of new 
ideas after his book had been plagiarised by coaches all 
over the world 

The post-war 1950s turned into the swinging ’60s and 
4-4-2 would begin to gather momentum  England were given 
the honour of hosting the eighth World Cup finals, bringing 
the best countries in the world to London and beyond  All 
matches were played during the month of July 1966, taking 
in eight different football stadia  Old Trafford, Goodison 
Park, Hillsborough, Roker Park, Ayresome Park, Villa Park, 
White City Stadium and Wembley were to provide the 
backdrop on which the entertainment would play out 

Alf Ramsey, the England manager heading into the 
tournament, had adopted a 4-1-3-2 formation  This was to 
be known as the ‘wingless wonders’  It was another concept 
of the 4-4-2 that had been established a decade earlier  
The footballing fraternity would perceive England and 
their players to be rigid in their on-field roles  Little did 
they know that Ramsey would make slight adjustments 
to ensure that all opposition were left guessing  Instead of 
playing his midfield four spread out across the width of the 
pitch, Ramsey tucked them in to create a central overload  
Bobby Charlton explained after a victory against Spain in 
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a warm-up clash for the 1966 World Cup, ‘The Spanish 
full-backs were just looking at each other while we were 
going in droves through the middle ’

Ramsey would tinker with both his system and personnel 
as the games came thick and fast  England dispatched 
Mexico and France in their group after an opening-day 
draw with Uruguay  The 0-0 stalemate was followed by the 
campaign kick-starting into life and Ramsey’s men topped 
the group with two 2-0 victories 

A sterner test would await England in the quarter-final, 
prompting Ramsey to revert to his ‘wingless wonders’  A 
slim 1-0 victory against Argentina meant that England 
faced Portugal in the semi-final  The game against the 
Argentinians would prove to be one of the most physical 
that Ramsey had seen unfold in front of his eyes  ‘It seemed 
a pity so much Argentinian talent is wasted  Our best 
football will come against the right type of opposition – a 
team who come to play football, and not act as animals,’ 
he said afterwards  England marched on  The home nation 
would spur England on once more in the semi-final and 
when the referee signalled for full time, the Three Lions 
had roared into the final by defeating Portugal 2-1 

The performance and style of victory in the final itself 
was a symbol of how just tweaking a system so subtly, can 
have such a wonderful outcome  England had ended the 
tournament as champions and were kings of the world 
having beaten West Germany 4-2 after extra time 

Ramsey had taken the system created by Viktor Maslov 
and used his own bit of magic on it  That, and a superb 
hat-trick by Geoff Hurst, of course 
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The world stood up and took notice  Particularly in 
England, where coaches would begin to adopt the 4-4-
2 system and try and find ways to make it even better  
It would become the staple diet of every coach, manager 
and team across the land  Every now and again, coaches 
would try to be what they thought was ‘innovative’ by 
adding an extra midfielder here or another attacker there, 
but ultimately it was the formation which would shape the 
next half-century of English football 

While domestically, 4-4-2 was to take off like Neil 
Armstrong heading to the moon, coaches abroad were 
beginning to find new ways to exploit the system  Rinus 
Michels, and later his protege, Johan Cruyff, would employ 
a midfield ‘pivot’ in front of the back four  This would 
look and play like a midfield sweeper, with the extra man 
outnumbering the opponents’ two  Sacrificing a forward 
enabled Michels’s teams to dominate the ball in the centre 
of the pitch  The problem faced by coaches on these shores 
was that they were becoming institutionalised in their 
systems, and would always maintain two centre-forwards  
Meanwhile, foreign teams were beginning to utilise the lone 
striker  Cruyff said, ‘You use a knife and fork to eat  It was 
like that 100 years ago and it will be like that in another 
100 years  The same applies to football  First the basics have 
to be in place, only then can the changes be made ’

As the evolution continued post-1966, so did the 
entertainment value of the game  With television coverage 
becoming more prominent, fans were now able to see their 
teams in action when beforehand it might have been a little 
more difficult for the non-attendees  English football had 
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changed dramatically since the turn of the 20th century, as 
had the game on foreign soil  Despite many other coaches 
and particularly Michels and his philosophy, 4-4-2 was 
alive and kicking in a big way 

The idea was epitomised during the spoof football 
film Mike Bassett: England Manager, in which after trying 
to compete with the continentals and failing miserably, 
England manager Bassett reverted back to the tried-and-
trusted system that had been ingrained into the players 
growing up in this country 

Football as we know it, lived it and breathed it, was 
about to be played by some truly remarkable sides  


