
T
here is a busy weekend of in-
ternational football to look 
forward to in which England 

entertain Slovenia and Wales travel 
to Belgium, giving us the first chance 
to reflect on the opening quarter of 
the Premier League season.

With the majority of teams having 
now played 11 fixtures, one quick 
glance at the table reveals a club that 

a roll, it can be surprisingly hard to 
stop as confidence soars and support 
grows. Opponents start to approach 
matches too cautiously because they 
are fearful of providing even the 
slightest opportunity to a team that 
is now enjoying a reputation for 
 punishing mistakes.

It has been fun charting South-
ampton’s success this season and it 
makes such a pleasant contrast to the 
never-ending analysis of Manchester 

United’s struggle or the 
i n f la m mat or y c om-
ments made by the more 
outspoken managers 
who, to be fair, have 
probably already grown 
weary of the stream of 
banal questions they 
face in their compulsory 
press conferences.

Injuries will play a critical part  
in determining Southa mpton’s 
 progress from here. Koeman simply 
must keep his players fit, and also  
with their feet firmly on the ground. 
There is a fine line between confi-
d e n c e  a n d  c o m p l a c e n c y  a n d  
although Southampton have started 
brilliantly, the Premier League is all 
about the long haul.

has beaten the odds and enjoyed a 
storming start to the campaign. 

Before a ball was kicked in anger, 
the odds on Southampton being rel-
egated were 7-2. Several of their best 
players had been sold, their manager 
had moved to Tottenham Hotspur 
and Katharina Liebherr appeared to 
have little interest in the club she had 
inherited from her father, Markus. 
Her critics claimed she was merely 
cashing in the key assets at South-
ampton before flogging 
it to the highest bidder.

And yet Saints are 
currently second in the 
table, just four points 
behind the leaders, Chel-
sea. Remarkably they 
have conceded only five 
goals thus far, compared 
to Chelsea’s 11 and Man-
chester City’s 12 and recently they 
beat Sunderland by a record margin 
of eight goals. Not only has Ronald 
Koeman just been awarded manager 
of the month, but their Italian striker 
and new signing Graziano Pellè is the 
player of the month.

There is still a long way to go until 
this season reaches its climax and 
who knows if Southampton can keep 
up this level of performance over such 
an extended period. But every sports 
lover knows that once a team gets on 

I
n a ga me-cha ng ing yea r for 
women’s sport, we’re soon going 
to see one of the biggest moments 

of them all.
When England’s women footballers 

run out against Germany at Wembley 
later this month, for the first time at 
the new stadium, 55,000 people will 
be cheering them on. And there could 
have been many more. Weekend en-
gineering works on London Under-
ground mean that the Football As-
sociation had to cap ticket sales – 
they’d only expected 30,000 and de-
mand took them by surprise.

I say ‘only’, but in truth, a few years 
@ellyoldroyd  
Clare Balding is away

packets of Karen Bardsley (Manches-
ter City) and Eni Aluko (Chelsea) are 
hardly on a par with those of Joe Hart 
and Wayne Rooney. 

Karen and Eni might like to point 
out that, on this occasion, they just 
happen to have outsold the men, 
whose last friendly – against Norway 
– drew a crowd of just over 40,000. 
Even with tickets for the women’s 
game competitively priced at £15  
and £1 for concessions, it’s still an 

impressive  number of 
people willing to brave 
weekend Tube services 
(or lack thereof) to get to 
north London. 

Coach Mark Samp-
son will lead the team to 
next year’s World Cup in 
Canada, having won all 
10 of their qualifying 

matches. On the Wembley website, 
Sampson speaks of adding to the 
history of other famous England v 
Germany fixtures – the small matters 
of the 1966 World Cup final and the 
Euro 96 semi-final. It might be a 
teensy  exaggeration to put them in 
the same category, but those ‘House 
Full’ signs make this a true coming of 
age celebration for women’s football.  

ago, a crowd of 30,000 for a women’s 
football match would have seemed 
wildly optimistic. There was an 
 unreconstructed view that female 
versions of traditionally male sports 
– football, cricket and rugby – were 
naturally inferior. 

Women weren’t as fast or as strong 
as men, so the spectacle couldn’t pos-
sibly be as good. Some men (and it’s 
almost always men) found the mere 
existence of women’s football a chal-
lenge to their masculin-
ity. Even this week on 
Twitter, a few of the dino-
sau r s were roa r i ng ; 
‘55,000 people should 
have saved their money 
and gone to watch a local 
men’s Sunday League 
game, better standard.’ 
‘Wonder what attend-
ance is for world cooking and cleaning 
championships where they belong.’

What the dinosaurs have missed is 
that it may be true that women’s foot-
ball might not be as fast or the chal-
lenges as muscular, but it’s a different 
game. What the players lack in physi-
cal bulk, they make up for in skill, and 
as more and more girls take up the 
game, and coaching improves, the 
skill levels increase. 

At the top tier, it’s now a potential 
career choice, although the wage 

Eleanor 
Oldroyd

Rugby 
Union
Scotland 
v New 
Zealand 
15 November
Finn Russell 
(above) and 
his Scottish 
comrades take 
on the best team 
in the world  after 
a strong win 
over Argentina.

Football
England v 
Slovenia 
15 November
After a perfect 
start to their 
European 
Championship 
qualifying, Roy 
Hodgson’s 
 England wel-
come second-
placed Slovenia 
to Wembley.

Rugby 
League
Australia 
v New 
Zealand
15 November 
Two narrow 
defeats to the 
giants of the 
south mean 
England will 
be frustrated 
spectators at 
the final.

Football
Scotland 
v Republic 
of Ireland
14 November
Joint Group D 
leaders Repub-
lic of Ireland 
take on Gordon 
Strachan’s men 
at Celtic Park in 
the European 
Championship 
qualifiers.

Tennis
ATP World 
Tour Final 
16 November
The season’s 
end reaches 
its climax at 
London’s O2. 
Which of the 
world’s top eight 
men’s players, 
including Roger 
Federer (above), 
will win?

Rugby 
Union
England  
v South 
Africa
15 November
The Springboks 
arrive at Twick-
enham to take 
on Stuart Lan-
caster’s side in 
the next round 
of the autumn 
internationals.
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‘Once a team 
gets on a 

roll, it can be 
surprisingly 
hard to stop’

‘The England 
women’s 

game has 
outsold the 

men’s’
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