
 

Study of an historic site 

The development of Wembley Stadium in the twentieth century.  
 Timeline of Wembley Stadium 

 

  

 

Watch Ollie Murs offers a brief outline of Wembley Stadium - 
https://youtu.be/yBzDOJHbbYQ 

The evolution of Wembley stadium in the early twentieth century 
The building of the Empire Stadium for the British Empire Exhibition of 1924 

 Background 

In the mid-19th century the area of Wembley was mostly farmland and sparsely 
populated with the 1851 census recording just 209 inhabitants.  This was at a time 
when the suburbs of London were expanding and investors and entrepreneurs 
recognised the opportunities for housing and other related developments.   

In 1880 in an attempt to encourage population growth, the Metropolitan Railway 
Company extended its line from central London to Wembley Park and Harrow.  The 
chairman of the company Sir Edward Watkin, aware of the potential of the area, 
purchased 280 acres of land near the station and so began his vision of a major 
tourist attraction.  Having visited Paris and been impressed by the Eiffel Tower he 
planned a similar structure that would be bigger and better and would include 
restaurants, theatres, hotels, exhibition rooms and Turkish Baths.  The tower would 
be the centrepiece of a large park full of attractions that would be named The 
Pleasure gardens.  At 1,150 feet tall it would stand 10 times taller than St. Paul`s 
Cathedral, the tallest building in London at the time. 

1913 Wembley selected to host the 1924 British Empire Exhibition 
1922 Work begins on the Empire Stadium 
1923 Completion of the building.  Staging of the “White Horse Final” 
1924 British Empire Exhibition held at Wembley 
1927 First greyhound racing event  
1929 First Rugby League Cup Final and first speedway event held 
1934 First baseball fixture held 
1936 First World Speedway Championship held 
1942 First Rugby Union international held 
1948 Wembley used for events during the London Olympics 
1953 “The Matthews Cup Final” 
1966 World Cup Final, England beat West Germany 
1985 Live Aid Concert held 
1988 Concert for Nelson Mandela held 
1999 Wembley Stadium sold to the English National Stadium Trust and  

designs for the new stadium unveiled 



https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/83/General_View_of_Wembley_Park_with_W
atkin%27s_Tower_%28colour%29.jpg 

                              

                An artist`s impression of the general view of Wembley Park, c.1900 

 

The foundations for the tower were laid in 1892 and work began on the Pleasure 
Gardens which included bandstands, an ornamental lake and sporting venues.  The 
building of the tower stalled as a result of the construction company being declared 
bankrupt in 1899.  The death of Sir Edward Watkin in 1901 put an end to the 
enterprise and “London`s Stump” or “Watkin`s Folly” was eventually destroyed in 
1907.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?search=watkin%60s+tower&title=Special%3ASearch&
go=Go#/media/File:Wembley_Boys%E2%80%99_Brigade_in_front_of_Watkin%E2%80%99s_Tower.j
pg 

                             
        Wembley Boys Brigade posing in front of the first and only phase of the tower 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/83/General_View_of_Wembley_Park_with_Watkin%27s_Tower_%28colour%29.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/83/General_View_of_Wembley_Park_with_Watkin%27s_Tower_%28colour%29.jpg


In 1901, on the 50th anniversary of The Great Exhibition, it was suggested that a 
major exhibition be held in London to celebrate and promote trade in the British 
Empire and beyond.  With plans put on hold during the Great War, the idea was 
revived in 1920.  The British Empire Exhibition Corporation acquired 216 acres of 
land in Wembley which included land on which Watkin`s Tower had stood along with 
the Pleasure Gardens.  The plans included proposals for a substantial, multi-purpose 
sporting complex which was of great interest to the Football Association who had 
decided to hold their annual Cup Final in London but which lacked a suitable venue.  
Before the war FA Cup Finals and international fixtures, usually against the “home” 
nations of Scotland, Ireland and Wales, had been played at club grounds.  Now it 
seemed that there was a distinct possibility of playing such games at a purpose- built 
stadium.  The plan was endorsed by the Prince of Wales who was keen that the 
scheme should include a great national sports ground. 

 

Access and transport links to Wembley Park 

Until 1880 the Metropolitan Railway line out of London ran only as far as Willesden 
Green and early in 1879 work began to build an extension to Harrow-on-the-Hill.  At 
this time Wembley was a sparsely populated rural area which did not merit the 
construction of a railway station and MR trains passed through without stopping at 
Wembley. 

In 1881 Watkin purchased large portions of land close to the MR line and began his 
grand scheme to build an amusement park at Wembley 

Wembley Park station was specially constructed to serve these pleasure grounds as 
a destination for excursion trips on the company's trains. The station opened for the 
first time on October 14th 1893 and initially operated to serve only Saturday football 
matches in the park but opened fully on May 12th 1894.  

Watkin was confident that large crowds would flock to the park and the railway 
station design incorporated additional platforms to accommodate large passenger 
numbers 

 

From 1895 the Metropolitan Railway’s property company began to build roads 
spreading out to the south-west of its new Wembley Park Station. The company sold 
off plots of land along these roads for housing developments and by the early 1900s 
a number of large family homes had been built for people who wanted to live near 
the countryside, while being able to commute to work in central London. As the 
housing market became more profitable and expanded, Wembley Park mansion was 
demolished in 1908 in order to make way for a new link road named Manor Drive. 

The area later became a key area of Metro-land, the name given to the suburban 
areas that were built to the north-west of London in the counties of Buckinghamshire, 
Hertfordshire and Middlesex in the 1920s.  

https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Metropolitan_Railway
https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Willesden_Green_tube_station
https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Willesden_Green_tube_station
https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Harrow-on-the-Hill_station
https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Amusement_park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metro-land


The Exhibition site was served by Wembley Park and Wembley Hill (presently 
Wembley Stadium) Stations but because of the vastness of the site its own three-
mile railway line, the Never Stop Railway was built.  This was a loop line which 
connected Wembley Park with Exhibition Station together with a stop near to the 
stadium.  To cater for the huge number of visitors there were hundreds of bath chairs 
pushed by attendants for hire.   
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-
kMerlPk89n8/T3ZTpATby4I/AAAAAAAAEe0/ecZ2WJrXZXc/s1600/never+stop+railway.jpg 

             
                                 The Never Stop Railway 

http://www.oldbike.eu/museum/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/bath-chairs.jpg 

 
              Bath chairs for hire…. in Bath 

 

Design and construction; the iconic Twin Towers 

https://www.mediastorehouse.com/p/106/wembley-construction-1923-epw008279-
1626419.jpg 

https://www.mediastorehouse.com/p/106/wembley-construction-1923-epw008279-1626419.jpg
https://www.mediastorehouse.com/p/106/wembley-construction-1923-epw008279-1626419.jpg


                                  
                                   Constructing the Empire Stadium  

 

The sum of £750,000 was raised (including £175,000 from the government) and 
work on the exhibition site commenced in January 1922. Over 120,000 cubic yards 
of clay needed to be removed to level the 10 acre site.  Sir Robert McAlpine & 
Sons were awarded the contract which would be based on designs by Sir John 
Simpson and Maxwell Ayrton using the new material of ferro-concrete which Sir 
Robert called “... a triumph of modern engineering” claiming that it would be the 
largest reinforced structure in the world. The stadium was constructed using: 1,400 
tonnes of structural steel; half a million rivets; 600 tonnes of steel reinforcing rods; 
25,000 tonnes of concrete and 14 miles of concrete beams to form the terracing.  
Remarkably, the construction of the stadium was completed in just 300 days.  The 
distinctive domed twin towers that would become the building’s trademark were built 
in situ and were 126 feet high surmounted by concrete flag staffs capped by 
concrete crowns.   The twin towers were among the first examples of football 
stadiums gaining a recognisable architectural identity of their own and they became 
iconic symbols of the game.  

The stadium was designed as a multi-purpose structure capable of hosting many 
events and was the architectural focal point of the exhibition. 

 

 

 

 

               From the official guidebook of the British Empire Exhibition, 1924 

 

 

https://d29k3dcgpah9r8.cloudfront.net/ba7f12f813be64c3077811b4af8e38d0_735https 

There is not in all England a modern building that can 
compete with the Empire Stadium in the effect it 
creates upon the mind of the spectator.  

 

https://d29k3dcgpah9r8.cloudfront.net/ba7f12f813be64c3077811b4af8e38d0_735https


                         

View of Wembley Stadium and the famous twin towers taken from the busy car park 
in 1947 

 

When the stadium was completed in April 1923 safety tests were carried out 
involving over 1,200 men sitting, standing, swaying, jumping up and down and 
marching in formation around the stands. These would seat 30,000 people while the 
terraces provided standing space for a further 100,000 spectators.  There were 
terraces on all sides of the stadium together with safety barriers.   Along with the 
pitch there was also a running track around the perimeter.  Another feature were the 
39 steps needed to be climbed to reach the Royal box to collect a trophy and medals 
and Wembley was the first pitch to be referred to as "Hallowed Turf".  Weeks after 
the completion of the stadium it was opened to the public for its first football 
international between England and Scotland which ended in a 1-1 draw.  A fortnight 
later it was the venue for the 48th F.A. Cup Final between Bolton Wanderers and West Ham 
United on April 28th 1923. The 1923 F.A. Cup Final gained worldwide headlines and so 
Wembley Stadium was internationally famous before the British Empire Exhibition 
opened 

King George V opened the exhibition on St. George’s Day, April 23rd 1924, before a 
crowd of approximately 100,000 people 

The exhibition as a whole was well attended attracting approximately twenty-five 
million visitors over the two seasons that it remained open.  Seventeen million of 
them attended in 1924 alone.  Financially though it was a failure. 

There were no “legacy” plans for the site after the exhibition and it was put up for 
sale by the government and eventually sold to entrepreneur Jimmy White who 
offered £300,000 for it, to be paid as he demolished and sold off the buildings. Some 
of the demolition work was sub-contracted to Arthur Elvin, a self-made 
businessman and in 1927 he offered White £122,500 for the Stadium, payable over 
a number of years.  White`s death meant that Elvin had to raise £150,000 within two 



weeks for the sale to proceed.   On August 18th Elvin became managing director of 
the Wembley Stadium and Greyhound Racecourse Company and arranged for 
the stadium to be used for the annual F.A. and Rugby League Challenge Cup Finals. 
In April 1927 the stadium witnessed the shock 1-0 defeat of Arsenal by Cardiff City, 
the only time that the “English” FA Cup has been taken out of England.  The final 
was notable also for being the first F.A. Cup Final to be broadcast live on radio. 

In 1928 a motorcycle speedway team was established which quickly drew large 
attendances, helped by half-time events including women speedway riders.  Further 
improvements to the stadium in the 1930s saw improved concreted terraces and a 
crowd capacity of 100,000 of whom 45,000 could be seated.   

By 1947 Elvin had become Chairman of Wembley Stadium Ltd. and loaned the 
Stadium (and the Empire Pool, now Wembley Arena) free of charge for the 1948 
London Olympic Games to the stadium.       

   

            Sir Arthur Elvin speaking to the shareholders of Wembley Stadium 

 

The stadium became the centrepiece of the 1948 Olympic Games hosting both the 
opening and closing ceremonies.  In all 33 track and field events and some 
equestrian events together with the football and hockey finals took place.   

 

The development of the stadium in the 1950s and 1960s 

The potential for the promotion of sport through the power of television was 
becoming more apparent in post-war Britain.  National and international coverage 
would follow in the next decades. 

Television first came to Wembley in 1948 and the installation of cameras projected 
Wembley into the technological world and created a need for constant adaptation to 
keep pace with change.   

http://www.whoateallthepies.tv/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/PA-684904.jpg 

The holding of the XIVth Olympiad in this country should be very helpful to 
Britain’s prestige at this difficult time in our history, and we are very proud 
that Wembley should be so closely identified with the organisation. 

 

http://www.whoateallthepies.tv/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/PA-684904.jpg


          
BBC TV cameras film the F.A. Cup Final between Blackpool and Manchester United 
at Wembley in 1948 

 

In May 1951 England played an international other than Scotland for the first time at 
Wembley.  Previously internationals had been played at home grounds.  England 
welcomed Argentina and won a narrow victory with a 2-1 score line.  Wembley 
Stadium was now regarded as England`s official home venue and in November 1951 
the game against Austria, which ended in a 2-2 draw, was notable for attracting an 
audience of 100,000 for the first time at an international fixture. 

In 1955 floodlights were installed which made evening kick-offs possible and allowed 
fans with daytime commitments to attend matches.   

http://www.whoateallthepies.tv/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/PA-5050572.jpg 

              

The first match ever to be played under floodlights at Wembley: an Inter Cities Fairs 
Cup match between a London X1 and a Frankfurt X1 in 1955 
 

http://www.whoateallthepies.tv/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/PA-5050572.jpg


The first international match under floodlights was a friendly against Spain on 
November 30th which England won 4-1.  

 

The stadium was improved further in 1963 with the installation of a glass and 
aluminium cantilever roof together with an electronic scoreboard at a combined cost 
of £500,000.  As a result, the capacity of the stadium was reduced to 97,000. 

 

https://i.pinimg.com/736x/6e/5d/02/6e5d02cd5afba24fa7301c3be7ec8f12.jpg 

            
 

 

Changes following the Taylor Act and Football Spectator`s Act of 1989 

In the 1980s three major disasters at football venues highlighted the need for new 
government safety legislation at all sports grounds. 

• Heysel Stadium, Brussels disaster May 29th 1985 where 39 people were 
killed and 600 injured when they were crushed against a wall that had 
collapsed during the European Cup Final between Liverpool and Juventus. 

• Hillsborough Stadium, Sheffield disaster April 15th 1989 where 96 people 
were killed and 766 injured in a human crush during the F.A. Cup semi- final 
between Liverpool and Nottingham Forest. 

• Bradford City Stadium disaster May 11th 1985 where 56 people were killed 
and 265 injured when the main stand caught fire during an English League 
Third Division game between Bradford City and Lincoln City. 

The Taylor Report and the Football Spectators Act of 1989 represented a 
watershed for English football.    

As part of the safety certificate, each club was required to have:  
 

• a designated Safety Officer responsible for the safety management operation 
at the stadium on match days, 

https://i.pinimg.com/736x/6e/5d/02/6e5d02cd5afba24fa7301c3be7ec8f12.jpg


• safety stewards trained to a nationally recognised standard, 
• a computerised turnstile counting system recording each spectator admission 

in the stadium control room,  
• closed circuit television (CCTV) cameras covering key areas of the ground, 
• a stadium control room with radio communications linked to steward 

supervisors and the police. 
 
In 1991 the Government also appointed a new body, the Football Licensing Authority 
(FLA), to oversee stadium safety in England and Wales in order to monitor local authorities' 
oversight of spectator safety at international, Premiership and Football League grounds and 
to ensure, through a system of licensing, that the grounds staging international matches and 
fixtures in the top two divisions became all seated.  
 

Demolition and the design and construction of the new stadium in 2007 

There was however one inherent problem with Wembley Stadium.  Its oval layout 
with a single slope of seating meant that a large number of spectators were a long 
way from the action.  More than half of them were beyond the optimum viewing 
distance making the stadium less than ideal for football matches.  This along with 
other factors led to the argument for the demolition of the old stadium and plans for a 
new stadium for the millennium.    

1995 marked the beginning of the process that would lead to the demolition of the 
old stadium and the construction of a new one.  In the debate some suggested that 
there should be a move away from the capital while others questioned the need for a 
new stadium arguing that the existing stadium could be upgraded.  The fact was that 
the stadium was tired and outdated.   

London and Manchester were shortlisted and the Wembley site was selected.  The 
old stadium was seemingly protected as a Grade 2 listed building and many argued 
that at the least the Twin Towers should be incorporated into the new stadium.  The 
scale of the new structure meant that the towers were in the way and, with no 
objection from English Heritage, they were flattened.  

 https://l450v.alamy.com/450v/jtr1xr/demolition-of-the-old-wembley-stadium-twin-towers-
jtr1xr.jpg 

                                

 

https://l450v.alamy.com/450v/jtr1xr/demolition-of-the-old-wembley-stadium-twin-towers-jtr1xr.jpg
https://l450v.alamy.com/450v/jtr1xr/demolition-of-the-old-wembley-stadium-twin-towers-jtr1xr.jpg


   A German excavator known as ‘Goliath’ begins the demolition on the Twin Towers 

The new arena was to be a bowl design with a seating capacity of 90,000 and in 
place of the Twin Towers there was to be a tall, unsupported archway spanning 315 
metres and 133 metres high.  Work was finally completed and the arena was handed 
over to the F.A. on March 9th 2007, two years later than the estimated build time.  
The final build cost was £789 million, £331 million over the original budget. 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e0/New_Wembley_Stadium_and_Arch_fr
om_Olympic_Way_-_geograph.org.uk_-_2406320.jpg 

 

                  Wembley arch 

 Key events associated with Wembley in the twentieth century 
 The `White Horse` Cup Final - April 28th, 1923 

The Empire Stadium had a capacity of 127,000 which the F.A. belived would easily 
accommodate all the spectators.  A number of factors combined to see the crowds 
swell and it is estimated that between 250,000 and 300,000 people swamped the 
stadium.  The authorities could not have anticipated such numbers as the finalists, 
Bolton Wanderers and West Ham United, drew on average 20,000 supporters to 
their home league games.  Most finalists after 1885 had been from the north and 
supporters from other London clubs perceived the game as a north vs. south clash.  
Admission prices were relatively cheap and tickets were available for purchase on 
the day.   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dad was very nonchalant about it. He said: 'Let's see if we can get in 
to see the match.' When we got out at Wembley Park we were in a 
huge wave of humanity all going in the same direction. It was just a 
solid mass of people, though I don't ever remember feeling scared 
because the crowd were so good-natured. There was a seething mass 
at the entrance. Dad said: 'Look, everybody's going over the turnstiles. 
Let's follow them.' They were locked. The staff had obviously just 
locked up and left. So we climbed over the fence and the turnstile and 
found ourselves inside the ground. 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e0/New_Wembley_Stadium_and_Arch_from_Olympic_Way_-_geograph.org.uk_-_2406320.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e0/New_Wembley_Stadium_and_Arch_from_Olympic_Way_-_geograph.org.uk_-_2406320.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wembley_Park_tube_station


                                                  Dennis Higham, spectator 

Inside the ground the scene was chaotic and with the crowd covering the pitch it 
looked as if the match would to be abandoned.  The police were able to establish 
control and clear the pitch and PC George Scorey and his horse Billy gained much 
credit.  The distinctiveness of Scorey`s white horse and the good nature of the crowd 
meant that the kick-off was delayed by up to an hour and the game went ahead. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?search=white+horse+cup+final&title=Special%
3ASearch&go=Go#/media/File:Whitehorsefinal_(cropped).jpg 

                                                      

 

                              PC Scorey in an interview with the BBC  

Crowds continued to spill onto the pitch during the match and at one point Jack 
Tresadern, the West Ham right half, got trapped in the crowd unable to return to the 
pitch for a few moments after taking a throw-in.   

The game was completed and Bolton Wanderers ran out winners with the score at 2-
0.  Upwards of 900 people suffered slight injuries and 22 received treatment in 
hospital.  The events at the ground led to discussion in the House of Commons and 
the Home Secretary was asked to consider holding a public enquiry.  He was 
satisfied that the police had handled the situation well and was happy to allow the 
stadium authorities to put plans in place in order to avoid a repeat of events.  A 
committee was convened who made the following recommendations 

• turnstiles would be replaced with more efficient models 
• additional gates and safety railings would be installed 
• terraces would be divided into contained and controlled sections 
• pre-purchasing od tickets was made compulsory for all future finals. 

The `Matthews Final” - May 2nd, 1953 

The horse was very good, easing them back with his nose and his tail until we 
got the crowd back along one of the goal lines.  We continued up the touch-lines 
until some of them got a bit stubborn. “Don’t you want to see the game?” I said. 
They said “Yes” and I said “So do I. Now those in front join hands.”  Then I gave 
the word to heave and they went back, step by step, until they reached the line. 

 

 



 Profile Stanley Matthews 

 

Matthews was probably the most celebrated footballer in Britain at the time but the 
“wizard of dribble” was yet to win an FA cup final having lost previously to 
Manchester United in 1948 and Newcastle in 1951 playing for Blackpool.   

In the 1953 final when Blackpool defeated Bolton Wanderers 4-3, Stan Mortensen 
scored a hat-trick and Bill Perry claimed a dramatic last-minute winner yet the game 
has been dubbed “The Stanley Matthews Final”.  The groundswell of public opinion 
(apart from Bolton supporters) were willing Matthews, now aged 38, to win football`s 
most prestigious prize.   

https://i.pinimg.com/736x/c4/88/27/c4882736a414fd3ea5e0cf5271eba5d5.jpg 

 
“The man who taught us the way football should be played” - Pelé 

Stanley Matthews was born in Hanley in Stoke on Trent in 1915. His father, a professional boxer, instilled a 
lifelong dedication of fitness and training in his son.  In 1929 aged 14 he signed for Stoke City at £1 per week 
on the office staff. As an amateur he played 22 games for the reserves aged just 16 and signed professionally 
for Stoke at 17.  He was paid £5 per week, the maximum wage at the time. 

A year later he won a Division 2 medal as Stoke were promoted to Division 1 and in 1934 aged 19 he was 
capped for England, scoring in a 4- 0 win over Wales. His international career would continue for another 23 
years. 

On the outbreak of war in 1939 he was transferred to the RAF and was posted to Blackpool as a PE instructor.  

He signed for Blackpool for £11,500 in 1947 and a year later won the first Footballer of the Year Award.  He 
played and lost in the FA Cup Finals in 1948 and 1951 and finally won a winning medal in 1953.  At the end of 
the 1955-56 season he was named winner of the first European Footballer of the Year Award.  He re-signed for 
Stoke City in 1961 and, aged 48, he again was voted Footballer of the Year.  In 1965 he was knighted for 
services to football while still playing and retired from the game shortly afterwards, five days after his 50th 
birthday. 

Playing career 
Senior appearances – 697, goals 71 
Full International appearances – 54, goals 11. 
 



The game  

Bolton took a two minute lead through Nat Lofthouse then Mortensen equalised 
with a deflected shot.  Two goals from Bobby Langton and Ernie Bell put Bolton 3-
1 up and seemingly out of reach.  Blackpool`s tactics were to get the ball to 
Matthews at every possible opportunity.  He set up Mortensen for his second goal 20 
minutes from time and then again for the equaliser 10 minutes later.  Matthews 
continued to dominate play and deep into stoppage time fed Bell who drove home a 
dramatic winner.   

Matthews had been at the centre of al the pre-match hype and, with a sense of 
destiny, he delivered.  He is said to have regarded the game as his greatest 
achievement in his career yet later revealed that it was not his greatest game. 

 

The World Cup Final – July 30, 1966 

England`s victory in the final in 1966 still resonates powerfully over 50 years later.  In 
the group stages England had won two 
games and drawn the other without 
conceding a goal.  A 1-0 win over 
Argentina saw them through to the 
semi-final game where they defeated 
Portugal.  England had reached the 
final and would play West Germany 
and the nation expected. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1966_FIFA_World_Cup_Final#/media/File:ENG-FRG_1966-
07-30.svg 

 

The game 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1966_FIFA_World_Cup_Final#/media/File:ENG-FRG_1966-07-30.svg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1966_FIFA_World_Cup_Final#/media/File:ENG-FRG_1966-07-30.svg


In front of a crowd of 96,924 West Germany went ahead when a poor defensive 
clearance fell to Helmut Haller who drilled the ball past Banks in goal.  England 
were level six minutes later when an unmarked Geoff Hurst headed in a quickly 
taken free kick from Bobby Moore.  The game remained level until the 77th minute 
when Martin Peters scored from short range.  West Germany scored a dramatic 
equaliser in the last minute of the game.  Following a free kick, Wolfgang Weber 
scored sending the game into extra time.  There was some controversy because 
some English players claimed that there had been a hand ball in the lead up to the 
goal.  Replays however reveal that the ball had struck the back of a German player.  
There was to be far more controversy to come.  Ten minutes into the first period of 
extra time Hurst received the ball in the German penalty area, turned and hit the ball 
against the crossbar which bounced downwards and was cleared by a German 
defender.  The “goal” has been disputed ever since.  England held on and with 
seconds to go a long ball by Moore was picked up by Hurst who fired home for his 
third and England`s fourth goal.    

England`s final goal gave rise to perhaps the most famous piece of commentary in 
English footballing history  -  

 

 
 

                             BBC match commentator Kenneth Wolstenholme 
 

http://cdn3-i.hitc-s.com/339/england_world_cup_winners_1966_225699.jpg 

 

     England captain Bobby Moore lifts the Jules Rimet trophy 

Goal or no goal? 

No goal – research by experts from Imperial College London and Oxford University after 
analysing footage claim that the ball needed to have travelled another 6 centimetres to have 

And here comes Hurst. He's got... some 
people are on the pitch, they think it's all 
over. It is now! It's four! 

http://cdn3-i.hitc-s.com/339/england_world_cup_winners_1966_225699.jpg


fully crossed the line and so technically was not a goal.  Amateur filming from a different 
angle also suggests that the ball did not cross the line.   

Goal – pundits at Sky Sport using visual reality technology claim to have proven that the ball 
did cross the line and that the goal was correctly awarded by the referee after consulting his 
linesman.   

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/football/article-3384366/Geoff-Hurst-s-goal-against-West-
Germany-DID-cross-line-Sky-Sports-finally-prove-linesman-right-award-controversial-
strike-1966-World-Cup-final.html 

                                

                                       Hurst`s second goal recreated by Sky Sport 

Whether it was a goal is still argued.  Modern goal line technology would have made the 
issue clear.  The fact remains that the referee gave the goal…and so it was a goal. 

The impact of Wembley Stadium on national consciousness    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

              Professor Eric Hobsbawm writing in Nations and Nationhood 1992. 

 
 
Sport and national consciousness are intertwined.  When sports fans gather they 
share two things in common – the love of their sport and the love of their country.  
The stadium as the stage of their sport therefore helps create and maintain a sense 
of national identity and pride. 
 
After the First World War Wembley Park was undergoing significant development in 
preparation for the British Empire Exhibition.  This was part of an attempt to lift 
morale after the experience of the Great War while steering the nation away from the 

What has made football so uniquely effective as a   
medium of inculcating national feelings…..is that the 
imagined community of millions seems more real as a 
team of 11 named people. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sport


economic situation of the time.  The organisers of the Empire Exhibition hoped that it 
would reinforce Britain’s standing as a global superpower and help to reignite the 
general public’s waning interest in an empire in decline. It was also hoped that the 
exhibition would strengthen imperial ties and foster greater economic cooperation 
among the member nations of the empire. Britons visiting the exhibition learned that 
theirs was an immense and wealthy global empire, rich in natural resources, 
agricultural products and industrial manufacturing. 
 
Sport for serviceman and personnel across the British Empire was always 
encouraged and the locals often joined in with enthusiasm. It established a 
prestigious competition in 1930, named the British Empire Games which ran from 
1930–50, then the British Empire and Commonwealth Games from 1954–66, the 
British Commonwealth Games from 1970–74 and since then the Commonwealth 
Games.  

  
During the Second World War Goebbels, Hitler`s Minister of Propaganda, boasted 
that because of the threat of German bombing, England would no longer enjoy their 
Saturday afternoon sporting fixtures.  Wembley Stadium escaped bomb damage and 
fixtures were held throughout the war as a means of lifting morale and as a sense of 
national pride.  

The Olympic Games became the premier stage for nationalist competition and when 
the games came to London in 1948 it put Wembley Stadium firmly at the centre of 
world sport and the success of the games lifted national pride. 

By the early 1960s Britain was finally recovering from the austerity of the post-war 
era.  The new decade was to be a time of confidence and vivacity as a fresh nation 
emerged.  The “Swinging Sixties” was a defining decade in terms of art, music, 
fashion and sport.  London was to become the centre of the music and fashion 
scene and for sporting and fans, Wembley was the ultimate stage.   

Sporting spectacles like football's World Cup in 1966 commanded worldwide 
audiences as nations battled for supremacy and as fans invested intense support for 
their national team.  England`s victory in the final in 1966 was a tonic to the nation. 

Over time Wembley stadium grew in profile and captured the imagination nationally 
and internationally 

 

 

 

             

 

                     Sports commentator Barry Davie 

 

The nation was in ecstasy.  There was an 
immense feeling of national pride. I remember 
the atmosphere in Trafalgar Square and it was 
something akin to VE Day, I would imagine. 
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The significance of Wembley stadium as a venue for other sports and forms of 
entertainment in the twentieth century 

Summer 1948 Olympic Games 

After a break of 12 years caused by the build up to and outbreak of war, the Summer 
Olympic Games were held in London in 1948.  The event was referred to as “The 
Austerity Games” because of the privations caused by war.  There were no new 
purpose- built venues and no Olympic village.  Male competitors were 
accommodated in an army camp in Uxbridge while females were housed in 
dormitories at Southlands College.  Schools and nursing homes were also utilised. 

Arthur Elvin offered Wembley Stadium for free in the knowledge that the games 
would promote the stadium on a global stage.  Some alterations were needed such 
as the construction of Wembley Way leading from the station to the stadium and the 
dirt track used for greyhound racing was replaced by a cinder running track.  The 
stadium hosted track and field events, equestrian events and football and hockey 
matches.  Swimming and diving took place in the nearby Empire Pool (now 
Wembley Arena).   

The star of the games was a Dutch 30 year old mother of two, Francine (Fanny) 
Blankers-Koen who won gold at the 100 metres, 200 metres, 80 metres hurdles and 
the 4x100 metres relay.  At the time Olympic rules limited competitors to four events. 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/48/London_Olympics.jpg 

 
A poster for the London Olympic Games 
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 Rugby League Cup Finals 

In a move to increase the stadiums financial standing Elvin brought the Rugby 
League Challenge Cup Final to Wembley in 1929 which saw Wigan beat Dewsbury 
13-2.  It was a generally held view that there were no grounds in the north capable of 
hosting such a prestigious event.   

Elvin offered Wembley for 15% of the gate money and cleverly added a clause that 
any further games would have a rate of 25%.  It proved to be an astute move as, 
apart from the war years, the Cup Final was held at Wembley until 1999.   

The largest recorded crowd for Challenge Cup Final was in 1985 when Wigan beat 
Hull F.C. 28-24 in front of 99,801 spectators.   

Every year witnessed coachloads of fans making the pilgrimage south to Wembley.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                   Former Great Britain international, Alex Murphy 

 

Rugby League boomed in the post-war period and television coverage popularised 
the sport.  The “Watersplash Final” of 1968 remains a popular television archive 
when Leeds beat Wakefield Trinity on what really was an unplayable pitch. The final 
is also remembered for Wakefield's Don Fox missing a conversion from in front of 
the posts in the last minute of the game which handed Leeds an 11–10 victory.  

https://cdn.playbuzz.com/cdn/5c3ad33e-7152-4a2b-81ad-392c3b9fb60e/8bc1f3cf-
f653-4346-8a5e-1507d5cff185.jpg  

I don't think anybody outside of the Rugby League world 
can know just how much value we place on the final day at 
Wembley.  

Besides being the most important domestic match of each 
season, it's a lad`s day out, the works' trip, a day by the 
seaside and Christmas all rolled into one. 
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                             The “aquatic fiasco” May 11th, 1968 

Wembley was used also for major Rugby League internationals and for the Rugby 
League World Cup finals of 1992 and 1995. 

Greyhound Racing 

http://media.gettyimages.com/photos/sport-greyhound-racing-wembley-stadium-pic-march-
1945-greyhound-picture-id83091479 

                       

                                 Greyhound racing at Wembley   

Greyhound racing was the first sport that Elvin brought to Wembley and its popularity 
contributed to the decision not to demolish the stadium after the Empire Games.  In 
1927 the twice weekly event boosted the fortunes of the stadium. 

In 1928 major competitions were introduced such as The St. Ledger, The Trafalgar 
Cup, The Coronation Stakes, The Wembley Spring Summer Cups and even a 
Puppy Derby.  Wembley would become unrivalled in terms of competition success.  

Greyhound racing became so entrenched at Wembley that when the owners refused 
to cancel a race meeting in 1966, the match between Uruguay and France in the 
World Cup had to be switched to the White City stadium.   

http://media.gettyimages.com/photos/sport-greyhound-racing-wembley-stadium-pic-march-1945-greyhound-picture-id83091479
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Wembley also staged “the battle of the giants” in 1985 which brought together 
Balleyregan Bob and Scurlogue Champ for the ultimate match. Sadly, Scurlogue 
Champ broke down after two bends, leaving Ballyregan Bob to beat the rest by 12 
lengths.   

Boxing 

The first ever boxing match held at Wembley Stadium was between the American 
heavyweight Tom Gibbons and the British fighter “Basking” Jack Bloomfield 
which drew an audience of 50,000.  However, the experiment of holding boxing 
events in the wide, open space of the stadium bowl proved unsuccessful at the time.  
The sparsely filled ringside standing areas and distant seating in the stands made for 
a poor atmosphere.  Gibbons won the bout by a knockout in the third round. 

In 1935 the Welshman Jack Peterson who had held both lightweight and 
heavyweight titles fought the German Walter Neusel in two bouts at Wembley.  
Peterson was forced to retire in the 11th round of the first match in February but 
performed well in front of 60,000 spectators.  He lost the return match in June having 
retired in the 10th round. 

In June 1963 the British and Commonwealth Champion Henry Cooper took on the 
American Cassius Clay (later Muhammad Ali) in an eliminator for the Heavyweight 
Championship of the World.  The young American was unbeaten in 18 fights and 
was not exactly short on confidence.  With a ring set up in the middle of the stadium, 
the fight would be fought over 10 rounds.  The fight ended in the fifth round when 
Clay stopped Cooper.  It could have been very different.  Clay was floored by Cooper 
in the fourth round but, after taking a count, the bell sounded for the end of the round 
and Clay was able to compose himself.  

 https://i.dailymail.co.uk/i/pix/2016/03/03/15/31D086DC00000578-3474926-image-a-
54_1457017926557.jpg 

                                              

                                                   Cooper floors Clay 
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In July 1986 the British boxer Frank Bruno fought the American Tim Witherspoon 
for the world heavyweight title.  The bout was largely uneventful and Bruno was 
stopped in the 11th round.  Nine years later, 32,000 fans saw Bruno lift the World 
Boxing Council Championship by outpointing the American Oliver McCall.  

 

  

 

 

                                 Frank Bruno after the fight with McCall 

 

American Football 

In 1983 the first of nine National Football League pre-season friendly games was 
played at Wembley and saw the Minnesota Vikings beat the St. Louis Cardinals 
by 28-10 in a game called the “NFL Global Cup”. The last of these friendlies to be 
played at stadium was between the Dallas Cowboys and the Detroit Lions which 
resulted in a 13-13 draw. The games were played at the stadium over a decade from 
1983-93 and were important in establishing the foundations for the fanbase the NFL 
enjoys in Europe today. 

The London Monarchs of the World League of American Football played at 
Wembley in 1991-92 and the stadium hosted the World Bowl `91 where the 
Monarchs beat the Barcelona Dragons 21-0. 

 

 

Musical concerts 

The 1970s was a time when Wembley Stadium branched out to embrace the music 
world.  Large outdoor pop concerts had become a feature in Britain in the 1960s 
such as Hyde Park and the Isle of White.  Wembley`s first “gig” is said to be The 
London Rock and Roll Show in 1972 but the band Yes had appeared there in the 
summer of 1969. Stars included Bo Diddley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Bill Haley and His 
Comets, Chuck Berry and the incomparable Little Richard. 

  https://2.bp.blogspot.com/-
bk_3NVNzV_k/WiApUfuDg_I/AAAAAAAC5_I/e_zYlkpbudole83nJh5L0CuezkS8hVB3gCLcB
GAs/s1600/the-london-rock-n-roll-show-1972-6.jpg 

If I never walk again, get run over or get shot, it’s 
down in history that I’m heavyweight champion.  I look 
like ET but I’m a winner, a champion. 
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                                         Little Richard at Wembley 

 

On July 13th, 1985, Wembley Stadium staged Live Aid, a worldwide rock concert 
organised to raise money for the relief of famine-stricken Africans. Continued at JFK 
Stadium in Philadelphia and at other arenas around the world, the 16-hour concert 
was linked by satellite to around 1.5 billion viewers in 170 nations.  

Over 75 acts performed, including Elton John, Queen, Madonna, Santana, Sting, 
Bryan Adams, the Beach Boys, Mick Jagger, David Bowie, Queen, Duran Duran, U2, 
the Who, Tom Petty, Neil Young, and Eric Clapton. The majority of these artists 
performed at either Wembley Stadium to an audience of 70,000 or at Philadelphia’s 
JFK Stadium, where 100,000 attended.  

A memorable performance of the concert was by Queen who performed an 
outstanding 20-minute set with songs such as Bohemian Rhapsody to We Will Rock 
You and finishing with We Are the Champions. 

Another highlight was made by Phil Collins in Philadelphia.  After flying by Concorde 
from London and being assisted by several hours time difference, he played drums 
in a reunion of the surviving members of Led Zeppelin. The London finale featured a 
collective performance the Band-Aid hit Do They Know It’s Christmas? and six hours 
later the U.S. concert ended with We Are the World. 

Live Aid eventually raised £150 million in famine relief for African nations, and the 
publicity it generated encouraged Western nations to make available enough surplus 
grain to end the immediate hunger crisis in Africa.  

http://www.craftweb.org/web/tony/Live_Aid.gif 
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               Live Aid Programme 

 

 

Other musical charity events at Wembley included –  

• Human Rights Now  which was part a worldwide tour of twenty benefit 
concerts on behalf of Amnesty International that took place over six weeks 
in 1988. It was held to increase awareness of both the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights on its 40th anniversary and the work of Amnesty 
International. 

• The Nelson Mandela 70th Birthday Tribute was a music concert staged on 
June 11th 1988 at Wembley Stadium and broadcast to 67 countries with an 
estimated audience of 600 million. 

• The Freddie Mercury Tribute Concert for Aids Awareness was held on 
April 20th, 1992 and featured some of the greatest musical talent in the world 
who performed to pay tribute to Freddie Mercury who died of AIDS in 1991. 
The aim of the concert was to celebrate his life, to increase awareness of the 
disease that ended his life and to raise funds to help AIDS sufferers 
worldwide. The concert was broadcasted live on television and radio in 76 
countries around the world.  

• The Net Aid charity concert was an anti-poverty initiative held in October 
1999.  Performers included: Eurythmics, The Corrs, Catatonia, Bush, Bryan 
Adams, George Michael, David Bowie, Stereophonics and Robbie Williams 
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Many performers have played Wembley but in terms of audiences Michael Jackson 
holds the record when 504,000 people attended seven sold-out shows.  

Wembley has been the venue for many other sports and events.  The football turf 
has occasionally been ripped up for motorsports including Speedway and Stockcar 
racing.  Other sports have included American baseball, Gaelic Football, show 
jumping and wrestling.  The stadium has also been a venue for religious events.  
The American evangelist Billy Graham preached to a crowd of 120,000 in 1954 and 
returned in 1989.  Pope John Paul II held a mass in the stadium which was attended 
by 80,000 people as part of his tour of Britain in 1982. 

 

How the development of Wembley stadium in the later twentieth century 
shows changes in the leisure industry.  

Wembley adapted to changing trends in the leisure entertainment and leisure 
industry by diversifying into different sports and events.  Attempts were made to 
keep abreast with changing technology with the installation of floodlighting along with 
action replay screens.  Improvements were made in terms of comfort and safety.  To 
cater for visitors there were some 152 food points and 2 restaurants together with 
executive boxes.  However, modernisation had been piecemeal and compared to the 
new stadiums across the world, Wembley by comparison was outmoded and not up 
to the mark for the paying public.  More attention needed to be given to matchday 
corporate hosting and private hire.  Conference facilities needed to be improved and 
long queues at the food points pointed to the need for better catering facilities.  As a 
new millennium approached, there was a need for a new stadium. 
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                                             Wembley – the old and the new 

 

 

                                   

 

 

                                     Pelé - Brazilian footballer and World Cup 

 

Wembley is the cathedral of 
football. It is the capital of football 
and it is the heart of football 


	BBC match commentator Kenneth Wolstenholme
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