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Introduction

Football came to the Russian Empire at the end of the 
nineteenth century, ushered in by the industrial development 
the country was undergoing. In those tumultuous times, the 
sport established itself: at first, thanks to foreign residents in 
the country’s biggest cities; later, becoming popular among 
the native population. Football was a sign of the deep changes 
Russia was going through in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.

To understand the evolution of Soviet football we must delve 
into the origins of the sport in late Tsarism. In that period, the 
desire among a section of local elites to modernise and indus-
trialise Russia – understood to bring Russia in line with the 
Western European powers – helped introduce football into the 
Empire. Sport was thus a vehicle through which to introduce 
and accept modernity.

Its appearance, spread, and evolution took place in a tense 
and constantly changing social context. The collapse of the 
Russian political system, made worse by defeat in the Russo–
Japanese War and later participation in the First World War, 
ended up aiding the success of the 1917 October Revolution. 
The fall of the Romanov Dynasty and the creation of the 
world’s first socialist state inevitably helped football bloom 
and develop.

The existence of these three evolutionary phases explains 
why this study is structured in three parts – acting as a chrono-
logical thread. Each recalls the volumes written by Russian 
novelist Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy: Childhood (1852), Boyhood 
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(1854), and Youth (1857). These seemed suitable to metaphor-
ically refer to the gradual stages through which Soviet football 
evolved. These went from soccer’s beginnings associated with 
the Tsarist Empire, in which the game was merely a form of 
entertainment for the local aristocracy and foreign settlers, to 
the game’s transformation thanks to the October Revolution, 
after which it became a mass popular-class phenomenon. 
During the whole process, the different figures involved had 
different stances on the sporting activity. There were members 
of the Tsarist court who rejected the game for its foreignness, 
and revolutionaries who defined it as an instrument of the 
bourgeoisie.

Paradoxically, as we shall see, the war explains why both the 
Tsarist Empire and the Bolsheviks ended up promoting the 
sport. The need for physical training to improve the efficiency 
of troops on the battlefield was crucial to the spread and local 
rooting of the sport. The defeats suffered by Russia’s Imperial 
troops, and the later creation of the Red Army, would help 
spread football.

How did this metamorphosis take place? Why did those 
that disapproved of playing the sport end up instrumental-
ising it for their own benefit? What impact did the Russian 
Revolution have on football? Were the clubs politicised before 
the Bolsheviks’ victory? How is it that a bourgeois game ended 
up as the main hobby of the Soviet working class? These are 
just some of the questions this volume attempts to answer.



PART I

Childhood
Детство
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1
Football Comes to Tsarist Russia

The inception of sport in Tsarist Russia is connected to indus-
trialisation and modernisation, which were understood to be 
part of helping the Empire catch up with Western Europe. 
The desire for economic, cultural, and social progress was key 
to encouraging the arrival of foreigners, who would end up 
decisively influencing both the playing and organisation of 
football in Russia.

The balance of forces guaranteeing interrelation between 
the major European powers was disturbed by the Crimean 
War (1853–1856). In a context shaped by the weakness of 
the Ottoman Empire (Turkey), Tsar Nicholas I demanded, 
with a dispute over access to holy sites as a backdrop, that the 
Ottoman Sultan protect the rights of his Orthodox Christian 
subjects. The call was rejected by the Sultan’s allies, Britain and 
France, whose main interest was to avoid Russian expansion 
in the area. Their reaction triggered intervention by the Tsarist 
Army, which invaded the Danubian principalities of Moldavia 
and Wallachia, leading to war being declared and the start of 
hostilities. The conflict intensified in the Crimean Peninsula, 
where Russian generals had mustered over 200,000 men 
to defend Sevastopol – Russia’s Black Sea naval base – from 
a siege by a Franco–British coalition. Eventually, the peace 
negotiated at the 1856 Paris Congress put an end to Russian 
territorial ambitions.
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For Russia, the consequences of the war were notorious. 
Nearly half of its troops died in combat. Politically the rout 
suffered sparked the beginning of a deep crisis for the Tsarist 
autocracy, which would end by abolishing serfdom, in 1861. 
It also saw the emergence of a revolutionary movement, at 
the end of that decade. The Empire was exposed as no longer 
being a decisive power in Eastern Europe to instead being an 
unstable, weak, and ineffective country. Nor were reforms 
attempted by Tsar Alexander II in the administrative, edu-
cational, and territorial spheres able to resolve the country’s 
political and economic problems.

The Crimean defeat showed the need to regenerate the 
Empire.1 The Tsar attributed the failure to the backwardness 

1 The defeat revealed the problems caused by having troops poorly 
trained and malnourished. The effects of the Russo–Turkish War (1877–
1878) plus the great famine ravaging the country created great concern 
over people’s state of health in the Empire in the late nineteenth century. 
Such a context encouraged links to be created between sport and milita-
rism. Key in bringing this about was Peter Franzevich Lesgaft (1837–1909), 
biologist and Professor of Anatomy at Kazan University (Tatarstan), who 
strove to spread physical education among the people, while informing 
the military about his work. After being dismissed from the university 
for having spoken out against unscientific practices, he began working, 
in 1872, as a gymnastics-therapy consultant and writing books and ar-
ticles on the related sport. Three years later, thanks to financial support 
from the Russian Ministry of War, he travelled to 13 European countries 
to gain first-hand knowledge of physical-education systems at different 
institutions, such as the Central Army Gymnastics School at Aldershot 
or the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. After he returned to Russia, 
in 1877, he published his work Relationship of Anatomy to Physical Edu-
cation and the Major Purpose of Physical Education in Schools in which 
he outlined the programme he wished to apply in the country’s military 
academies. In 1894, he took up being the St Petersburg branch secretary 
for the Society for the Encouragement of Physical Development. Lesgaft 
believed in promoting women’s participation in sport as a means to their 
social liberation. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Tsarist 
authorities in Finland put Lesgaft under house arrest for having collabo-
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of the Russian economic and social system. To overcome 
the country’s slow and deficient industrialisation in the late 
nineteenth century, the monarch hastened the re-establish-
ment of diplomatic links with Britain so as to improve and 
expand its own business relations. The prospect of business 
and other opportunities from investing in Russia aroused the 
interest of several businesspeople linked to cotton manufac-
turing in Lancashire (in the English north east), which had 
emerged as one of the epicentres of the international textile 
industry. They did not want to miss out on the benefits of 
investing in a developing country.

Thus, in the late nineteenth century, the Russian government 
allowed the entry of foreign capital – predominantly from 
Britain and Germany – with the idea of stimulating and mod-
ernising the country’s economy. Industrialisation transformed 
Russian society, which went from being predominantly peasant 
to having an emerging urban proletariat. This, however, caused 
large imbalances in a mainly agricultural economic structure 
such as the Russian, as well as mass migration from rural areas 
to the big cities,2 such as Moscow and its surrounding areas.

rated with students taking part in revolutionary movements. In 1907, he 
moved to Cairo for health reasons, dying there two years later. Before, the 
Imperial Guard had hired as instructor to its officers G. M. de Pauli, who, 
since 1831, had been the pioneer at introducing Swedish gymnastics in 
Russia. De Pauli was replaced by a fellow countryman, Carl Frederich de 
Ron, who, between 1837 and 1858 was responsible for the physical fitness 
of the mentioned military unit. In 1859, Frederich de Ron published the 
first Rules for Army Gymnastics. Years later, in 1885, the first gymnastics 
school for officers was founded in St Petersburg. M. O’Mahony, Sport in 
the USSR. Physical Culture – Visual Culture (London: Reaktion Books, 
2006), p. 125. On Lesgaft, see J. Riordan, Sport in Soviet Society. Develop-
ment of Sport and Physical Education in Russia and the USSR (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), pp. 47–53.
2 In 1905, muzhiks (peasants) made up 61 per cent of the country’s ac-
tive population. Insecurity and famine added to already being up to their 
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It was in this context of emergent industrialisation that 
the first settlements of foreign citizens were created in the 
country. The largest community was undoubtedly the British, 
which settled in the main urban centres, such as St Petersburg, 
Moscow, and Odessa, but also in other cities and towns 
controlled by the Russian Empire. Among its constituents 
were members of the diplomatic corps, textile factory and 
mill owners, as well as managers, engineers, technicians, and 
machinists that were hired by Russian employers to transfer 
their knowledge to native employees. Once in Russia, these 
Englishmen and Scots – like the Germans – reproduced their 
preceding recreational habits, among them obviously being 
football.

As well as modernising the economy, their arrival influenced 
the physical fitness of the Empire’s subjects. For that reason, 
from the 1860s, Russia proved more receptive to physical 
education and the new recreational pursuits that had increas-
ingly spread across Europe. These included the German 
turnverein (gymnastics clubs), the Czech Sokol,3 and the 

neck from trying to pay exorbitant rents and taxes. This forced them to 
leave the rural areas and move to the big cities to eke out a subsistence.
3 Gymnastics movement linked to Czech nationalism, taking the name 
of falcon (sokol in Czech). It emerged in 1862 as a split from the Gym-
nastic-Orthopaedic Institute in Prague, taking its inspiration from the 
German gymnastics associations (turnverein), Its initial leaders (staros-
ta) were Miroslav Tyrš, art history lecturer at the University of Bohemia, 
and Jindřich Fügner. Its main aim was to provide the whole of the Czech 
nation with physical, moral and intellectual education. At first, this was 
given to men – of all ages and classes – and later women were allowed 
to partake. Its members wore traditional Czech gym clothes: red shirts 
and caps with falcon’s feathers. Sokol groups were created in all those 
territories with people of Slavic origin, such as Poland, Slovenia, Serbia, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, and the Russian Empire. The Sokol movement, which 
was characterised by its militarism, had a significant role in the devel-
opment of Czech nationalism. The routines that its members did were 
based on discipline and did not require use of sports equipment. They 
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Swedish gymnastics movement.4 These activities’ contribution 
to restoring people’s physical training interested members of 
the wealthy classes and the most liberal section of the nobility. 
All the same, it was foreigners living and/or working in the 
country that founded the first big-city private clubs, such as 
St Petersburg Yacht Club5 and the Muscovite English Club, to 
do sports such as cricket, gymnastics, skating, tennis, billiards, 
or sailing. Many of the local elites, however, preferred doing 
fencing, swimming, hunting, or being spectators at horse or 
cycle races, boxing or wrestling matches. Even intellectuals 
were attracted to sport. Figures such as playwright Anton 
Chekhov or the writer Aleksandr Kuprin actively participated 
in such – in the Russian Gymnastics Society and the Kiev 
Athletic Society, respectively.

From 1880, the rise of sport was observable thanks to 
the proliferation of new clubs. Different sports bodies were 
founded, including for cycling – the period’s most popular 
spectator sport – but also athletics, boxing, and ice hockey. 
With regards to football, one of the pioneering teams was 

did free-handed moves in groups or (pyramid) formations and military 
exercises (boxing, fencing, wrestling), as well as dances, theatrical per-
formances and hikes. See C. E. Nolte, The Sokol in the Czech Lands to 
1914: Training for the Nation (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2002).
4 Physical education was introduced into Russian schools in the 1870s 
thanks to insistence by the army. In fact, gymnastics was seen to be a 
kind of military training. Performing drilled exercises would produce ‘a 
disciplined subject in peacetime and a fearless fighter in war’ (according 
to a key military exponent in Riordan, Sport in Soviet Society, p. 20).
5 Founded in 1860, this was the country’s first multi-sports organi-
zation. Among its members were foreign diplomats living in St Peters-
burg, and part of the local aristocracy. Following the Victorian British 
associative model, all those working in manual jobs were banned from 
joining. In contrast to the city, in Moscow the first local yacht club was 
not created until 1867. R. Edelman, Spartak Moscow: A History of the 
People’s Team in the Workers’ State (New York: Cornell University Press, 
2009), p. 14.
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the Victoria Football Club, created in 1894 by Britons and 
Germans.6 Many of these pioneering sports teams were 
promoted by merchants and industrialists who sought to offer 
healthy activities to their employees, while, at the same time, 
gaining some social prestige for themselves.

In those days, football was not the most popular sport in the 
country by a long way. The one attracting the most attention 
and spectators was the aforementioned horseracing.7 Indeed, 
it became the principal national pastime in Tsarist Russia. 
Later, the sport that won the most fans from the local elites 
was tennis, which can largely be explained by it being the royal 
family’s favourite. Other sports to the Romanov’s liking were 
chess and cycling – one of Tsar Nicholas II’s biggest passions.

The first sports societies set up in the country, beginning 
in that era, were yachting and car-racing clubs, linked to the 
wealthy, and cycling organisations promoted by members of 
the aristocracy and bourgeoisie.8 The popularity of cycling – a 
symbol of modernity – was due to the low price of bicycles (of 
a hundred roubles9) and the fact that no kind of training or 

6 Other clubs in which football was played existed prior to this but 
Victoria was the first to be founded only for this particular sport to be 
played.
7 Between 1854 and 1907, the number of registered clubs that reared 
horses rose from 96 to 3,700; and the number of yearly races, from 260 to 
3000. The number of racecourses also rose: from 20 to 54.
8 In 1892, there were around forty cycling clubs, such as the Moscow 
Cyclist Club – founded in 1888. The proliferation of cyclists on the coun-
try’s city streets caused misgivings among the popular classes, who saw 
it as infringing on their turf. Thus, in the Strelna district of St Petersburg 
– a city that, in 1903, had more than 25,000 bike licenses – velocipedists 
were systematically pelted with stones. In rural areas, peasants would 
break bottles on pavements to obstruct the path of cyclists. Consequent-
ly, the sport laid bare the class conflict emerging in the country. All the 
same, cycling would soon lose its exclusive sporting character and be-
come identified as a simple means of transport.
9 In 1892, 6000 cycles were sold. Ibid., p. 98.
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special facilities are needed to do it. It was very popular among 
women, skilled workers, and even the clergy. The latter’s 
interest in the sport, however, led the Orthodox Church to 
disapprove of it, as they saw priests travelling about by bicycle 
as indecent.

With regards to football, the role of foreigners – particularly 
Brits – was vital. Without the will to industrialise that opened 
up Russia to outside investors and skilled workers, it is not 
possible to understand how football was imported into the 
country in the last third of the nineteenth century.
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2
The British Connection

According to some Russian authors, long before the arrival of 
the British – the main exporters of football around the world 
(thanks to them having standardised rules) – a rural game 
called kila or shalyga was played in the Russian Empire.1 This 
indigenous predecessor to football dates back to the seven-
teenth century, when Tsar Alexis I, father of Peter the Great, 
ruled the Empire. The peasants would play it in the summer or 
winter – even on ice. Two teams of eight or nine players would 
fight over a leather hair-filled ball the size of a human head. The 
objective was to get it across the borders of the neighbouring 
town (gorod). When that happened, the members of the team 
managing this would shout ‘kila!’ Despite the aggressiveness 
of the game, which had little in common with modern soccer, 
violent conduct was not tolerated. It was not the only pastime 
in rural areas, where frequently people engaged in skiing, ice 
skating, hunting, and Russian boxing (stenka na stenku). Of 
course, this range of entertainment had not been in any way 
codified and consequently differed from rule-based sports. 
The latter were considered a modern urban phenomenon, 
alien to the traditions of the Russian countryside.

Apart from these rudimentary instances, playing football 
as we know it today began in Russia courtesy, as mentioned, 
of Britons. In order to speed up the industrialisation process, 
Russian manufacturers decided to hire skilled engineers and 

1 As recounted by cleric Nikolay Gerasimovich Pomyalovsky in his 
volume Seminary Sketches (New York: Cornell University Press, 1973).
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managers from Britain and central-European countries like 
Germany. These pioneering sporting ‘ambassadors’ were 
mainly businessmen, technical staff, or members of diplomatic 
corps. In its first years, only Britons played in the matches. Soon, 
Russians would be incorporated, enabling holding matches 
with the first mixed line-ups. Most of the local residents 
drawn to football were students, military cadets, or company 
employees. Foreigners’ hegemony over Russian football would 
persist until 1908, when native Russians questioned being 
dominated by Germans, English, and Scottish.

Britons, who had gone to Russia in the first half of the 
nineteenth century to manage and work in the textile sector, 
created their own communities. They often lived in housing 
provided by their employer, close to the factories they worked 
in. These employees were provided with schools for their 
children and even churches. Furthermore, they later set up 
social and sports clubs, reproducing the community structure 
and civil-society fabric of their place of origin. Their members, 
however, were not the first to play football matches in Russia. 
In the 1860s, the St Petersburg port and the Odessa naval base 
in the Black Sea became football’s gateway to the Tsar’s Empire. 
In both cities, British sailors from ships docking there played 
informal ‘pick-up’ matches on the quays. In 1868, the Samakat 
newspaper reported a match played in St Petersburg.2

Most of the Russian elites saw football as a ‘strange and 
crude game’ and an ‘extremely rough sport’. Likewise, the local 
press described it as ‘an English game with a large ball. Usually 
played by people with firm muscles and strong legs, someone 
weak would be hopeless and could only be a spectator of it’.3 A 

2 L. McReynolds, Russia at Play. Leisure Activities at the End of the Tsa-
rist Era (New York: Cornell University Press, 2002), p. 55.
3 D. Goldblatt, The Ball is Round. A Global History of Soccer (New York: 
Riverhead Books, 2008), pp. 162 and 163.
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perception in no way unusual if we take into account that the 
first match played by Britons in Russia – organised by William 
Hopper4 in 1886 – seemed more like a rugby match than a 
football one. In fact, the game was cut short by the capital’s 
police as they considered it to be ‘brutal, and liable to incite 
demonstrations and riots’.5

It was a comprehensible fear if we bear in mind the social 
context at the time. The rural exodus had encouraged outlying 
suburbs to sprout up around the big cities, pockets of serious 
deprivation, and the spread of hunger. And this was on top 
of the indebtedness of peasants resulting from Tsar Alexander 
II’s agrarian reform (which had a modernising bent but was 
sterile), growing inflation, and defeat in the Russo–Japanese 
War (1904–1905, after losing the Battle of Tsushima). The 
combined result was for discontent to spread. In 1905, the 
first protests took place. St Petersburg’s Bloody Sunday rising 
took place on 9 January (according to the Julian calendar), 
calling on the monarch to intervene to solve the problems 
devastating people’s lives. (It was not for nothing that one of 
the most-chanted slogans was ‘freedom and happiness or the 

4 Hopper was a Scot born in Penicuik – a town near Edinburgh – on 
22 June 1816. At 15, he became an apprentice for a textile-mill builders 
in Berwickshire. In 1838, he moved to Manchester and, four years 
later, he left for Bolton. There, he worked for Benjamin Hick, who, the 
following year, sent him to Russia to supervise the engineering required 
for a cotton-manufacture plant belonging to the firm Egerton Hubbard 
& Co., which was being built near to St Petersburg. The following year, 
he worked in Moscow at the Mazourin mill until, in 1847, he joined 
forces with a man called Wrigley to create a smelting plant (Shipock Iron 
Works) and a small textile mill. Two decades later, he would become the 
sole owner of the business, and his three children began working at the 
firm. In 1882, just before his death, he created a company, W. Hopper & 
Co., with his offspring as partners. 
5 K. Baker, Fathers of Football: Great Britons Who Took the Game to the 
World (Durrington: Pitch Publishing, 2015) p. 55.
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grave’.) This ended in a bloodbath at the gates of the Winter 
Palace. Yet the autocracy had been openly challenged. Even 
though the revolt was repressed, it was a warning of what 
would come after.




