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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Classic Football Shirts was founded in Manchester in 2006, by two friends looking for a vintage 1990 West Germany football shirt the summer before their final exams. They created a dedicated platform for fans to purchase rare and unique football kits, launching their website from their student house, quickly filling it with inventory.

Today Classic Football Shirts is the leading global football shirt retailer, showcasing an extensive collection of match-worn, contemporary and classic shirts. With two stores in the UK and two in the US, Classic Football Shirts is a global destination for football fans, celebrating the rich history of football culture and helping people all over the world find the perfect shirt to wear to five-a-side.
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FOREWORD

DOUG BIERTON

[image: Doug Bierton, as a young boy, wears a red Manchester United shirt, leans over a table and blows out candles on a birthday cake.]
My first football shirt was the 1990–92 Manchester United home shirt. Knowing what I know now, technically it was already a classic. It was a present for my seventh birthday in May ’92. United would never play another game in it, and a new Umbro shirt came out that summer. But that didn’t matter to me; I’d finally got a Manchester United shirt.

I’d become obsessed with football during Italia ’90, and my quest for any football on the TV got me hooked on Man Utd’s Cup Winners’ Cup run the next season. Montpellier’s bright orange shorts, Carlos Valderrama’s hair, getting home from school to watch Legia Warsaw, and Mark Hughes blasting one in wearing a beautiful all-white shirt with no sponsor – it had me transfixed. I needed a shirt. I needed to wear it while practicing Mark Hughes volleys in the back garden. It took a year longer than it really should have. I can’t remember what presents I got for my sixth birthday and Christmas ‘91, but they weren’t what I really wanted. Finally though, there it was – the Sharp sponsor, the adidas trefoil, the swirly pattern in the background, the detailing on the collar and cuffs – what a thrill; I was a very happy boy.

I got the green and gold Newton Heath full kit the year after and had Giggs #11 printed on the back. And a crazy design Schmeichel goalie top that Christmas too. Without wanting to sound ungrateful, it wasn’t enough – I always wanted more shirts. I’d gaze at the ads in the back of Match and Shoot magazines but my parents didn’t trust writing their Switch card details on a mail order form, supposedly. Then, my mum said one of her friend’s sons would let me have a bag of football stuff he didn’t want any more – jackpot. I got there and I couldn’t believe my eyes. On top of the pile was a Napoli shirt with a Mars sponsor. I’d never seen one before in the flesh – GT Sports, our local sports shop, never had them. Visions of me juggling the ball on my shoulder like Diego flashed through my mind. But then out popped the son, “Mum, not that one” and it was gone. I thought about that shirt so much, and what could have been. Like most people my age, I watched a lot of Football Italia. The shirts just seemed so exotic and luxurious compared to the kits back home. James Richardson opened all our eyes to the wonder of Italian football and for me it was an instant love affair – from Batistuta to Baggio, the Luigi Ferraris to the Ennio Tardini, Fiorucci to Banca di Roma, I became indoctrinated. How I yearned to one day pull out a Batigol machine gun celebration wearing a Nintendo sponsored Fiorentina shirt.

The first time I hunted for football shirts was in a warehouse near Mansfield. I can’t remember the name of the place, but it was like Makro – a discount wholesaler, but only for sportswear. You needed to have a card to go in, my mates mum did, and she took us. Walking into our warehouse today still takes me back to this place, boxes and boxes of stuff. I only had a tenner so all I got was a Spurs ’95 home with the badge missing for my brother (who didn’t even support them) and a stylish adidas teamwear piece for myself. My mate though, he lived the dream, and got a Racing Club de Lens ’96 away and one of those Jorge Campos design Umbro keeper templates. I thought no worries, there will be a next time, and I’ll make sure I’ve got some money saved for it. There never was a next time. Excuses were made and months later when I finally persuaded my dad to take me there, the mythical warehouse had closed down. The fire inside me had been lit though to hunt for oddments of football shirt treasure.

Growing up, I consumed a lot of football via VHS. The video that got played the most was ‘Italia ’90 – Highlights of the 1990 World Cup’, so much so that by the end of the decade the tape was burnt out. The Brian Moore voiceover, the soundtrack, Sergio Goycochea, Rijkaard spitting at Völler – there was a time when me and my brother could quote the whole thing (I probably still can). I also had a giant ‘Ciao!’ mascot sticker on my bedroom window until I was about 15. I think it must have done something to me. When I went to university I became addicted to Championship Manager 01/02, Pro Evolution Soccer, and trying to find Italia ’90 memorabilia. Flush with student loan funds and time on my hands, I got started trying to turn the football shirt dreams of my childhood into reality. And the ultimate dream, the holy grail, was the 1990 Germany home shirt. That flag across the front, so powerful, it demanded respect. It would be a pursuit that sent me down the ultimate wormhole, and would eventually lead to me meeting Matthew Dale and us setting up Classic Football Shirts together.

Since then I’ve probably owned more football shirts than I could have ever imagined as CFS has grown bigger than in my wildest dreams. But there’s still plenty out there that I’ve never been able to track down, there are shirts I’d love to feature in this book that I’m missing and gaps in my collection that I’m desperate to fill. As much as that stresses me out, it also makes me happy. Because the thrill of the chase, the romance of the one that got away, and the lure that it is out there, somewhere, is what it’s all about for me. This feeling and notion of how time shapes our memories and perception of what determines a classic is what fascinates me the most. When we started CFS the redcurrant Arsenal shirt with the gold O2 sponsor was just last season’s kit. Now it’s a 20-year-old all-time classic from the final campaign at Highbury – Henry and Bergkamp upfront, peak Wenger-era – that’s both a highly desired collector’s piece and wanted by the next generation to style with a mullet hairstyle, just as Cesc Fàbregas did. It’s a relentless cycle; every year the back catalogue of shirts and memories expands. There have been times when I thought it might be possible to ‘complete football shirts’ but I’ve now come to the conclusion that it isn’t, not for me anyway – there will always be one more I’ll want.

[image: A short-sleeved red shirt with white stripes on the shoulder, white cuffs and a white collar. The logos of Adidas and Manchester United are on the chest.]
Manchester United • S/S • adidas • 1990–92 • Home Shirts • England • Brian McClair • Match Worn (vs Celtic) • Bryan Robson Testimonial


[image: A long-sleeved shirt with one half yellow and the other half and both sleeves green. The logos of Umbro and Manchester United are on the chest.]
Manchester United • L/S • Umbro • 1992–94 • Third Shirt • England • Roy Keane • Match Issue (vs Aston Villa) • League Cup Final


FOREWORD

MATTHEW DALE

[image: Matthew Dale wears a blue shirt with an Arsenal logo on the chest and a cap and poses for the camera.]
Football forms some of my earliest memories: my sixth birthday party and first ever football match was a trip to Highbury in 1991 to watch Arsenal take on Leeds. My first ever shirt – incredibly the iconic 1988–91 away shirt – was handed down to me by my cousin: a real Fever Pitch moment. On Christmas Day in 1995 I opened a present to reveal the lightning bolt away shirt as worn in Dennis Bergkamp’s first season. Football shirts instantly take you back to a moment in time, much like music or films, but a lot easier to wear.

I had no choice but to be an Arsenal fan as my dad had been one since the early 1950s and his father had passed on the mantle to him. Thankfully we’re a club that has been blessed with some of the best and most recognisable shirt designs of all time, with brands allowed to let their creativity loose in comparison to other clubs. The embodiment of this would be the 1991–93 away shirt – more widely known as the ‘bruised banana’. It is one of the timeless designs in kit history, spoken of as a ‘Marmite’ shirt, but always falling into the ‘Love It’ category.

All clubs have their own holy grails, which come about due to the idiosyncrasies of kit regulations. They tend to be one-offs which were created at the last minute due to a kit clash. For this reason they are never released for public sale, meaning that match versions from players are the only source. This was particularly common in the ’80s and ’90s with leagues creating them as they went and brands constantly pushing the boundaries.

CFS has been lucky enough to own all of Arsenal’s which span multiple decades. These include a shirt worn in a 1983 friendly with Aberdeen to raise funds for the centenary of The Boys’ Brigade. At the time of purchase it was the first one to ever surface for sale and collectors had been searching for over 25 years. Another came from the 1998–99 Champions League season when Arsenal played Lens. Both teams had only red or yellow kit variations for both home and away shirts so the Gunners opted for a unique midnight blue colour despite playing at home in Wembley. We’re lucky enough to have Marc Overmars’ shirt from that night. More recently, Arsenal have played in the third round of the FA Cup in an all-white design as part of their ‘No More Red’ campaign to highlight the important community work to tackle the root causes of youth violence.

[image: A person stands behind a table with the logo of Classic Football Shirts and smiles broadly. Football shirts of different colours hang from racks behind the person.]
Through the years there have been a lot of ‘pinch me’ moments and none more so than working with Ian Wright, my idol growing up. They say never meet your heroes but this could not be further from the truth. We were first invited to put on a display of shirts for an event to celebrate his return from the jungle endurance test of I’m a Celebrity … He was so kind to us there, and then followed up by coming to Manchester to record a YouTube video of a full tour of our warehouse which hit 1 million views, all this unpaid. We had to find a way to repay the favour. We’d seen a very personal memorabilia collection belonging to him being touted around on auction platforms which had been lost through the equivalent of a Storage Wars sale after his divorce. It contained his Golden Boot and we came up with a plan to get it back for him to gift on his birthday. It was a full circle moment to do this and share such a special moment with him.

Football shirts have a different personal meaning to each individual. We all have our favourites and memories associated with them. No matter how you are involved in football shirts – whether as a vocation or collector – it is more than that, it’s a lifestyle, and I still can’t ever refer to it as a job.

[image: A long-sleeved shirt with a zig-zag pattern along the centre. One half of the shirt is light blue and the other half is dark blue. The logos of Nike, Arsenal and GVC are on the chest. ]
Arsenal • L/S • Nike • 1995–96 • Away Shirt • England • Ian Selley • Match Issue • Premier League


[image: The back of a long-sleeved red shirt with one half of the sleeves, cuffs and collar white. Text reads, ‘Wright, 8, Arsenal.’]
Arsenal • L/S • Nike • 1995–96 • Home Shirt • England • Ian Wright • Match Worn (vs Newcastle) • League Cup


FOREWORD

GARY BIERTON

[image: Gary Bierton wears a Roma football shirt with the logo of AS Roma and the colours of the Italian flag in a shield and stands next to an older woman.]
I came across my first football shirt rummaging through my older brother Doug’s bottom drawer, sometime in the summer of 1995, ripe in that moment of childhood where clothing became encoded with a sense of identity for the very first time. There was a round-neck, baggy adidas tee, a blue Ellesse jumper and, emerging from the depths underneath, a snowflake-patterned Manchester United 1990 away shirt. An iconic and involuntary hand-me-down was all mine. Next came the green and gold Newton Heath kit with Giggs on the back, made famous in our family home for being the first football shirt to disappear from existence and into folklore. Always tall for my age, and transformed into a Peter Crouch-style languid striker aged 12, my interest soon spawned a love of Sunday League kits, the ones you lived all those Match of the Day dreams on a Sunday morning wearing, completed by an instantly nostalgic flair of identity provided by a friend of the assistant manager who ran a Tool shop and somehow thought the £150 fee to become our sponsor was good marketing. Relics that some time later would, too, end up in the bottom of said drawer.

My first actual owned shirt was a Tottenham ’95 home shirt, albeit missing the manufacturer Pony logo. Not as a fake but in error, bought at a factory outlet for me by Doug for £5. As we endured last-minute package holiday nightmares as a family in Majorca, we challenged ourselves to find the most obscure fake shirts and ones that looked like the originals that the shops were selling, always attracting the attention of the owners with their cries of ‘Boca Juniors, nice one’ each time we walked by. That would be how I ended up with an Espanyol Jordi Lardín kit, with the classic Dani sponsor, as well as a Lazio ‘Del Monte’ home shirt with Salas on the back, a marvel to eight-year-old me that his name was the same back to front.

Soon came the trips to Soccer World and the true origins of real nerdy kit-collecting habits. It’s easy in the nostalgia to forget the moment in 2007 when the store’s colours drained into Sports Direct, – with Goalkeeper kits first on the list of fascination: the yellow Man Utd towel material and the silky Chelsea number adorned with its Autoglass sponsor. Later I found solace as a teenager armed with £20 from my Grandma hunting for cheap kits as my folks dragged me to various shopping centres, coming out with the Dortmund ’05 third for £11.99, the England ’06 home for £5 and even picking up an 1860 Munich, still with the tags on, from 1996, all those years later for an unbelievable £3!

Along the way I discovered Francesco Totti, the Vincenzo Montella aeroplane and the golden locks of Antonio Cassano, adorned like Roman gods in the revolutionary Gara Kappa Kombat 2000 technology kits. Roma were on the way to the immortality of only a second Serie A crown in the 2000–01 campaign and my fate as a football shirt fanatic was sealed. I secured the tight-fitted jersey in a men’s size large, unaware that my mum’s advice (and the prophecy of every mum) of buying many sizes up would result in it still to this day being a good fit.

As I entered the glory years of a high school football career (seven apps, three goals), our PE teacher, Mark Culverhouse (not Norwich’s Ian Culverhouse), you know the type, threw us a box of Aston Villa kits to wear, due to a clash, for an away match. I would have surely been the only one of my peers to know that the long-sleeved, heat-pressed number and stitched detail could only mean they’d been worn by the club itself. My kit, like the aforementioned Giggs shirt, managed a disappearing act, never to go back into Culverhouse’s emergency box at the full-time whistle (it was, after all, the number nine)

Through all these moments; my journey of fandom, collecting and eventually grinding to create a football shirt empire, followed in the footsteps of my brother Doug who lit the flame with stories of Manchester United’s Cup Winners’ Cup victory of 1991 and of those mid-90s struggles away at Barcelona as we tucked into the Wednesday nights of our youth in amongst the thrills of a journey to the promised land of lifting the Champions League. Those nights produced memories of more than just the on-field drama. What of the Juventus kits, Fiorentina, Košice, Dortmund, Monaco? Why did United wear white at home to Barca in ’98 (answer: UEFA regulations!) and where could I get the Champions League patch, or the embroidered versions they wore in the final?

These are the random origin stories that collectors of all kinds know all too well. Still, never did I imagine that 25+ years later, we would look upon the very shirts from those fateful Champions League campaigns among our own collection. Memories destined for eternity to innocently ring through your bones, brought together through a collective effort of chance encounters, encyclopedic knowledge and the composed and decomposed networks of figures strewn across the tapestry of the beautiful game.

It’s with endless pride that I reflect on our journey. To the community who’ve always championed us, and our incredible workforce who go above and beyond to make Classic Football Shirts possible, I am forever grateful. And finally, to my mentors Doug and Matt who, with little money or sales in a cold student house back in 2007 when times were tough, kept at it when 99% wouldn’t have, you’ve truly been an inspiration.

[image: The front and back of a short-sleeved dark blue shirt with a golden-coloured collar and sides of the body. The logos of AS Roma and Kappa, the flag of Italy and the text ‘INA Assitalia’ are on the front. Text on the back reads, ‘Totti, 10.’]
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Roma • S/S • Kappa • 2001–02 • Third Shirt • Italy • Francesco Totti • Match Issue • Serie A
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Doug Bierton knew instantly he had hit upon something special. In the circumstances that was perhaps not so surprising: he was, after all, sitting on the living room floor of a celebrated Dutch international footballer, rifling through hundreds of shirts he had collected over the course of a decorated career.

Each one was, in its own way, precious. They were all match-worn jerseys swapped with opponents as mementoes of battle. They had been acquired after games not just in some of Europe’s most prestigious leagues, but the European Championship and the World Cup, too. They were milestones, memories, prizes: a portrait in polyester of a decade or so at the game’s summit.

But one, more than any of the others, stood out to Bierton, and perhaps to Bierton alone. Even the player who had invited him to pick through his collection might not have known quite what he had.

It was a France shirt dating to 1992: a deep, rich blue, with alternating red and white stripes draped over the shoulders. It had not been worn in a game of any particular significance, or any noteworthy repute.

It did, though, have a name on the back, and that made it a rarity. First as a hobby and later as a career, Bierton had spent most of his life amassing an all-encompassing knowledge of football shirts. He knew, in the manner of all collectors, not just the history but the lore. He knew the technical details of the design and the material, but his brain also fizzed with the context and the meaning.

He might have been one of just a handful of people on the planet who would look at that shirt and know — at first glance — that it may well have been the first France shirt that had ever borne the name of Eric Cantona.

[image: ]
New arrivals mean a messy bedroom for the nascent Classic Football Shirts team.


Cantona was special to Bierton; he had grown up as a Manchester United fan in the era when the preening, brilliant Frenchman was the King of the Stretford End, when his languid genius was claiming the ground on which an empire would be built. He was not alone in that: there were plenty of people out there, Bierton knew, who would pay a handsome price for such a rare piece of Cantona memorabilia.

It helped that Cantona had been held in rather higher esteem in England than in France for a substantial portion of his career. He had, for a long time, been considered an enfant terrible in his homeland; as a consequence, he had been selected by France only sparingly, making just 45 appearances for his country over an eight-year spell. There were not many shirts of his in blue, red and white in existence. The nature of expertise is that Bierton knew all that, and could compute what it meant, as soon as he picked it up from the pile of shirts around him on the living room floor.

At the time, Classic Football Shirts was in its infancy. Bierton and his co-founder, Matthew Dale, had fallen into business almost by accident. For years they had both harboured an obsession with the more exotic, more esoteric shirts than might be found in a high street sports shop; when they met at university in Manchester, they decided the best use of their student loans was scratching that itch. (Bierton’s younger brother, Gary, remembers visiting them and being stunned that there were rather more shirts in their student house than there was, for example, food.)

[image: ]
The AC Milan delivery arrives at the Classic Football Shirts warehouse.

[image: ]
Gary loses the bet and wears a giant shirt to the UEFA EURO 2012 group D match between England and Ukraine at Donbass Arena on 19th June 2012.

Their chosen hunting ground was eBay. Bierton in particular remembers spending hours trawling through the site’s sports memorabilia listings, stretching to hundreds of thousands of items, looking for anything he considered a bargain. There was no particular science to his “virtual rummaging,” no formal training or explicit knowledge, just the thrill of the hunt, the dopamine jolt of unearthing a rarity, a shirt more noteworthy or distinct or memorable than most, a piece that was somehow out of the ordinary, that had a value far deeper than the asking price.

They were, at that stage, buying them to wear, rather than to sell on, but they guessed that they might not be the only football fans who would be interested in buying rare, vintage shirts. They set up Classic Football Shirts initially as an online trading platform, where fans could send in their old shirts or buy someone else’s.

Their instinct had quickly been proved correct. They were far from alone. There was a whole community of enthusiasts out there, fans who shared their fascination with old editions and deep cuts. As the business started to expand, the founders took whatever chance they could to boost their stock. In the summer of 2012, they had set some time aside to follow England’s halting progress at that year’s European Championship. The road trip was a shoestring sort of affair. In Donetsk, they found themselves driving their hire car down an unpaved, unlit road miles out of the city centre. At one point, they passed a horse and cart. They were starting to assume they had taken a wrong turn when the motel they had booked appeared. It reminded them, as they prepared to enter, of the setting for the film Saw.

Things were not helped by the fact that Doug’s suitcase had been lost right at the start of their journey.
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