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Umbro shirt  b y  Phi l ip Haynes

‘IT’S GONNA BE HORRENDOUS…’ 
‘TERRIBLE SCENES...’ 
‘PLEASE GOD NO...’ 
‘AN ABSOLUTE DISGRACE...’ 
‘A NEW LOW FOR THE GAME...’ 
‘NEVER MADE A RUGBY KIT EVER!...’ 
‘JUST WHEN YOU THOUGHT THIS 
YEAR COULDN’T GET ANY WORSE...’ 
‘AND THAT’S ENGLAND FINISHED...’

Welcome back to 
rugby Umbro.
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Perhaps it was the boredom of lockdown. Perhaps it was the lack of live 
rugby action with which to condemn as worthless players/coaches/teams/
commentators/mascots. Perhaps it was just the nature of a platform that thrives 
on destroying anything new or not overly familiar. 

But, the announcement that Umbro would become England Rugby’s new 
‘official technical kit partner’ had the Twitterati aghast at the thought of a brand so 
aligned with the other sport, making a move to cover the naked torsos of our 
beloved heroes.

On the one hand, it’s understandable, jerseys aren’t just a complex mix of 
natural and man-made materials designed to enhance elite performance and 
make the rest of us want to lose a few pounds. They’re forever linked to the 
moments that made us fall in love with sport. Think back to your favourite rugby 
moments, and the jersey so often plays a starring role in that scene: the first game 
you went to; the first shirt you bought your son or daughter; the day your team 
won promotion; winning a cup final at Twickenham; completing a Grand Slam or 
becoming champions of the world.

So, the fact that Umbro will, for the first time in its 96-year history, produce 
England’s kits shouldn’t keep you awake at night but, equally, it does matter. 

Certainly, Umbro’s involvement has heightened interest in the new shirt, much 
of which revolves around the notion that it’s a football brand which has no place 
making rugby shirts.  “We’d love not to have to prove people wrong because we 
hope the level of expertise we have in sports performance comes through,” says 
Robin Dunn, Umbro’s head of performance. “But you’ll always get, ‘we would have 
preferred another brand’. And I like the fact you get that activity. If the news came 
out and people just went ‘huh’, you’d be disappointed. It also gives you that chance 
to prove people wrong.

“The RFU were looking to get into a different type of consumer and age group. 
How can you bring a bit more youthful exuberance into rugby? Football has a huge 
success rate with the junior market and football seemed the right area for them to 
look at for a different brand.

“At the same time, we also wanted to expand into different areas so we can 
broaden our horizons. There had been other opportunities in the past. It didn’t 
seem right then, but it does now.

“We’ve started with the pinnacle of the English game with the RFU. We’ve 
also gone in at a Premiership level (with Bristol Bears). But If we tried to sign 
twenty rugby teams at the same time, you lose your message. Does it look like 
you’re simply trying to buy your way into the sport?” 

Either way, to most, Umbro means football. After all, it had three spells as the 
kit manufacturer for the England national team from 1954 to 1960, ‘65 to ‘74 and 
‘84 to 2012. Ask any football supporter who made the kits from ‘60 to ‘65 and 
you’re likely to either get a blank look or they will instinctively say Umbro. For the 
record, it was Bukta.

Yet Umbro has also been associated with defining moments across other 
sports including rugby. And it’s a brand born in England, founded in 1924 by the 
Humphrey brothers – hence the decidedly modern-sounding Um Bro – in 
Wilmslow, Cheshire. It soon became the country’s leading kit manufacturer and 
by 1930 was offering a 48-hour delivery service. Take that, Jeff Bezos.

During World War Two, the company supplied uniforms for the crews that 
manned the Lancaster Bombers – a decision that kept the Umbro factory open 
and quite possibly saved it from going bankrupt.

Umbro made the singlet worn by Roger Bannister when he broke the 
four-minute mile on May 6, 1954 and also the top he wore to win gold at the 
Commonwealth Games in Vancouver, which remains on display at the 
Smithsonian National Museum of American History in Washington D.C. 

And, in 1959, it became was the first manufacturer to produce junior football 
kits. The following year Umbro began its 32-year stint as kit supplier to the Great 
Britain Rugby League team, which started with GB winning the 1960 World Cup 
against Australia - a match that, according to the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘was 
marred by some of the toughest and dirtiest rugby ever seen’.

Then came the forays into union. At club and county level, it made jerseys for 
teams including Bath, Lancashire and London Irish, while Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales all sported Umbro shirts during the Five Nations in the 80s and 90s.  

But Umbro’s most significant connection with the sport dates back to 1971 
when it produced the kit for the only British & Irish Lions team to win a Test series 
in New Zealand. 

Why not every fan might be aware of Umbro’s presence, considering the 
legendary status of this tour, is that the Lions matchday shirts had no branding; 
which was the case for all sports until the laws changed in 1976. And its association 
with the Lions continued well into the next decade. 

World War Two efforts, iconic moments in both league and union and 
even arguably the most famous runner of all time still doesn’t change one thing 
though, Umbro is football. It’s inextricably linked with the round ball instead of an 
oval one to the point where back in 2001 the company’s slogan became ‘Only 
Football’.

“Umbro makes me think of Ray Wilkins with hair, Liverpool’s era of 
dominance, United winning the treble,” says journalist and author Sheridan Bird. 
“It also produced the kits for every nation that took part in the 1966 World Cup 
finals, albeit with one notable exception. Russia didn’t want their shirts made by a 
western manufacturer.”

Sheridan co-wrote Football Type, an award-winning book that examined the 
history of football shirts and why something as simple as a font can elevate a kit to 
cult status. “Also, Umbro has always been an innovator,” he adds. “There is a 
wonderful clip from the Mexico World Cup in 1970 where England coach Alf Ramsey 
is talking about the kit and says, ‘We’ve decided to try our Aertex shirts which seem to 
give a little more ventilation to the body. These have proved very successful, and we 
also ventilate the shorts as much as we possibly can. I’m not suggesting that these 
shorts are indecent but it does give ventilation to the lower part of the body.’

Sheridan adds, “For me, that kit that was anything but indecent. It was  
bloody brilliant!”

There was also a unique arrangement with the Brazil team for that 1970 
tournament, which meant the Seleção wore Umbro during the first half and a kit 
made by native manufacturer Athleta in the second half. But Umbro got all 90 
minutes in the final and Pele’s match-worn shirt from that game was sold at 
auction in 2002 for a world-record sum of £157,500.
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Clockwise from above top  
right, the Umbro factory  
during World War Two;  
Paul Gascoigne, Peter 
Beardsley and Gary Lineker 
during an England training 
session in 1990; Bobby Moore 
holds the World Cup after 
winning the final in 1966; and 
Pelé wears the Umbro Brazil 
shirt in their winning World  
Cup final game in 1970.

Wallace Humphrey and Harold Humphrey 
founded Umbro in 1924. Above top, Roger 
Bannister broke the four-minute mile on 
May 6, 1954.
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In September 2010, Umbro hired the services of Peter Saville to design the new 
England football shirt. Saville co-founded Factory Records – the label that gave us 
Joy Division, New Order, Happy Mondays, and the Hacienda. 

He had tiny, multicoloured St George crosses woven into the kit. Nine years later 
Canterbury was accused of plagiarism because the jersey England wore for last 
year’s Rugby World Cup also had tiny, multicoloured St George crosses woven into 
the kit. It prompted Umbro to tweet, ‘Where football leads, other sports follow.’

Yet Bird also concedes that Umbro had “regrettable years, producing some kits 
that were very much of their time and not in a cool way like a 1960s Mercedes. 
There was a yellow Spurs away shirt from 1991 with a chessboard design that can 
politely be described as ‘difficult’. 

“Manchester United’s away kit at the start of their treble-winning season in 
1998-99 was blue with an imprint of their badge across it. It was loud to the point 
of screaming.

“But I think fans were demanding something more fashionable than the largely 
plain kits of the 1980s. You have to remember back in the acid-affected early 90s 
people were wearing big jumpers that had massive logos on them.” 

In 1995, Manchester United’s new grey away strip was unveiled. It would 
become Umbro’s most infamous creation. On April 13, 1996, United were 3-0 
down at half-time away to Southampton. Sir Alex Ferguson told the team to 
change their kit and they emerged for the second half wearing blue and white. 
Ferguson said, ‘The players couldn’t pick each other out’. Some 22 years later, 
United defender turned Sky Sports analyst Gary Neville explained the club had 
employed Gail Stephenson – a ‘sight’ specialist and professor at Liverpool 
University: “She brought in a lot of eye and alertness exercises and said to Sir Alex 
to imagine a crowd behind you, there are colours you can see more than others.”

Neville did concede it was also tactic to deflect blame away from the players 
but it was surely no coincidence that United had its third kit at the ready.

But when it comes to producing a new shirt, Bird argues that simply tweaking  
a classic look from the past would be the easy way out. “There’s a quote from 
Giorgio Armani who says ‘it’s not enough to bring old designs back just because 
younger generations haven’t seen them’. I agree. 

“You have to bring something new. Umbro can do a very good job, they  
do know rugby, they will respect tradition but will use all the technology  
at their disposal.”

Umbro’s first England kit is simple, striking but without any unnecessary 
bells and whistles. “Part of our conversation with the RFU was to say ‘we’re not 
just thinking about what looks good this year’,” says Dunn. “It sounds a bit cliched, 
but you want to take them on a journey. So, with any partnership, but particularly 
where you’re trying to win over the RFU and the fans, in year one you don’t want to 
do anything too out there, too outlandish, because it’ll seem like a gimmick.

“In year two you try and dial it up a bit and we’re in the middle of that  
process. In year three you can try to push boundaries and by year four you’re  
into a World Cup.

“Hopefully we’re with the RFU for years to come. But we want to make  
sure we’ve done everything in those four years to show the RFU in the best light 
but also to show what our knowledge of football, fashion and trends can bring  
to this sport.

“As we build towards the Women’s World Cup next year we can do some 
bespoke product. Aesthetically it will be the same as the men’s, but we’re going  
to look at the Roses in their own right because this is their shop window, their 
biggest stage.

“The next step was product presentations with the senior team, the coaches, 
Eddie Jones’s team, key commercial guys at the RFU and then eventually getting  
it signed off by Bill (Sweeney).”

The biggest challenge wasn’t so much convincing the suits that Umbro could 
deliver a good-looking rugby kit. It was convincing the coaching staff and the 
players that they could deliver a good-looking rugby kit that was unlike anything 
they had previously worn.

“For us, as a new supplier, to come in and say we’re going to reduce your fabric 
weight by nearly half, would you believe that’s the case?” begins Robin. “Would 
you think it’s going to be an inferior product because it’s lighter?

“Kits deviate from 280 to 320 grams but tend to be that upper limit of 320. 
We knew from the work we do those weights were coming down. So, we wanted to 
bring that to the table early with the RFU.

“Now it could be anywhere from 220 to 240. You can go even lower but you 
have to consider the player’s perception (of what a jersey should feel like) and that 
it doesn’t feel too flimsy or weak. It’s about a gradual progression.

“So, we did a lot of work during the ‘wear-test’ sessions to bring people on 
board that the jersey is going to be lighter. Also, the shorts will be a lightweight, 

Opposite page clockwise 
from top left; Michael 
Owen in the Umbro 
England Kit 1999; Liam 
Gallagher on stage with 
Oasis at Maine Road, 
1996; Ryan Giggs at the 
1999 FA Cup Final and 
JPR Williams in the 1971 
British Lions tour of 
Australia and New 
Zealand.

FA Carling Premiership 
match between 
Southampton and 
Manchester United on 
April 13, 1996.
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high-stretch, woven material. They won’t be the same heavier type of drill. That 
took the most amount of convincing. It’s not until people wear it and 20-stone 
lads are being lifted up that it starts to click.” 

The dimpled, grippy bits on the shirt were another area they looked at. 
“Gripper technology – which helps players hold on to the ball – was another one of 
the key things. Studies say there is a benefit but nobody can quantify how much of 
a benefit there is. If there’s some benefit we want it on the jersey. Right now, you’ve 
got the gripper that as soon as it becomes wet becomes useless. You’re carrying 
around dead weight.

“There are four different widths of gripper dots. You’ve got really fine dots for 
when it’s dry and there’s no moisture. As the garment gets wet or muddy those 
areas might not be as responsive. With larger chunks of gripper and larger areas 
between them for mud and water to dissipate you’re still getting a level of grip and 
then it goes to one that is spread apart for the wettest, muddiest conditions and 
you still have some level of grip that comes through. It’s about marginal gains.”

For those who remain unconvinced, it’s worth remembering that the 
recent history of the England rugby shirt has often been less than glorious.

Ahead of the World Cup in 2003, a team of technicians at Nike had spent two 
years developing a new jersey using ‘Dri-Wear’ technology. But in a group game 
against South Africa, the jerseys were torn to shreds both critically and literally. A 
report in The Guardian described the sight of England’s team doctor trying to 
crowbar Neil Back into a figure-hugging garment as akin to watching ‘somebody 
squeezing into a condom’.

Eight years later, there was another wardrobe malfunction. England played in a 
black kit for its opening World Cup group game against Argentina in New Zealand. 
What was intended as a bold statement descended into low fashion farce when the 
numbers peeled off the shirts.

Nike’s press release for England’s 2007 Rugby World Cup jersey claimed that 
“Visually, the new kit is strikingly different; incorporating an asymmetric sash at a 
diagonal running across the front of the jersey and shorts creating a unique version 
of the St. George’s Cross”. In other words, not a cross.

Set against this chequered past, how wrong can Umbro possibly get it? “My 
first reaction was surprise (when Umbro got the contract) because they hadn’t 
been involved in rugby for so long,” says sports journalist, author, and kit 
aficionado Denis Hurley.

He runs museumofjerseys.com – a rarity among websites devoted to kits in 
that he covers rugby as well as football and GAA. 

When Denis thinks of Umbro it triggers memories of football’s Day-Glo 
experiments from the mid-90s. “Technology was advancing and designers were 
going overboard with all these new ideas without considering if they looked good. 
You ended up with the equivalent of the car designed by Homer Simpson.

“But then I think of the England kit from 2009 when it went back to the basics 
of classic styling and tailoring. Some people dismissed it as just a polo shirt but it 
was so much more than that. It was a high point for Umbro.”

And he is sanguine about the brand’s return to rugby. “People tend to like  
what they know and anything that strays from that will spark a negative reaction,” 
he says. “My view about Umbro is positive. It’s always good to see a national  
team kit being made by a company that hails from that country in the way that  
Le Coq makes the French kit and Macron make Italy’s kit. So it’s good that we  
will have three indigenous kits in next year’s Six Nations. Not that there is  
anything wrong with Canterbury or Under Armour but it’s a good sign of intent 
from Umbro.” 

Whether the new design can instantly rank alongside Hurley’s favourite 
England jersey remains to be seen. “One shirt I really liked was England’s 
alternative kit worn against Fiji in the 1999 World Cup,” says Denis. “That was a 
real one-off and I don’t think it was put on sale. It was a navy top with red and white 
horizontal stripes. It was different in a fresh way for that time.” 

In contrast, he winces at the memory of Ireland’s 2017 dark grey effort.  
“The only team they would have to wear it against was South Africa. You can 
imagine dark grey versus dark green. It was a horrible match to watch and 
undermined the whole point of having a kit which is to tell one team apart from 
another. What is often forgotten in the quest to design a stylish top is that teams 
wear kits to identify themselves.”

Both Bird and Hurley agree that whether the Umbro era proves to be a success 
may ultimately be determined by events on the pitch.

“The funny thing about sports kits is that beyond the objective view of whether 
it’s nice or not, success will always give them a different context,” says Denis.

Or as Bird puts it, “Had England lost the final in 2003 it might have been 
remembered as an awful kit. But if your team wins a trophy the players could be 
wearing a bin liner and fans will probably still love it.” 

Story by Ryan Herman

Opposite page clockwise 
from top left; Mike Tyson 
wears the Scotland team 
shirt in Glasgow, 2000; 
Damon Albarn wears the 
England shirt for Umbro’s 
Faces Of England 
campaign; Peter Saville 
designs the Umbro 
England home kit in 2010.

The journey of Umbro’s 
logo through the 
decades.
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