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The Football Association’s 50-year ban on women held female football back. But a 
century on, thanks to a passionate fan, older women are playing the beautiful game 

Game changer

LIVING ON THE BALL

It doesn’t matter 
whether we win or 

lose, as long as everyone 
enjoys themselves

C arol Bates is a lifelong football 
aficionado – supporting her 
dad and her sons, washing kit 
(tip: don’t mix red socks with 
white shirts), making post-

match meals, cheering from the touchline 
and fervently following local club Crawley 
Town. But it wasn’t until she was 48, that 
she finally got to kick a ball herself. And it 
changed her life.

‘A friend asked me to play in a charity 
tournament,’ explains Carol, now 55. ‘I had 
no idea how to play properly and touched 
the ball about twice, but, oh, the absolute 
joy I had running about on a pitch – even 
though I couldn’t run very far!’

Carol describes herself as being part of 
the missed generation of women – those 
who grew up when football was very 
much a man’s game. And after that charity 
match she wondered, ‘How many more 
women like me – not active, athletic or 
fit – could feel this joy, just by having a 
kickabout with a football?’

GETTING THE BALL ROLLING
Shortly afterwards, Carol saw a tweet from 
Crawley Town Community Foundation 
about sessions for girls aged 14-plus. She 
tweeted back, asking the maximum age. 
It was 25. Undeterred, Carol suggested 
setting up sessions for older women if 

she could find enough participants. They 
agreed. The EFL Trust stumped up 10 
weeks’ funding and 10 women attended 
the first session. That was in April 2015 
and Crawley Old Girls (COGS) hasn’t 
looked back since.

Now, six years later, COGS has over  
200 members and offers women’s 
recreational football sessions for 
beginners, intermediates and advanced, 
plus walking football for those who want 
to play at a slower pace. ‘It’s important 
to let women know that football’s 
not always about running around at 
100mph trying to win the ball,’ says Carol. 
‘Sometimes, they see it on the telly and 

think, “How can I play that!” But at COGS 
no experience is needed. Everyone is 
welcome to come along and kick a ball 
around. It’s about fun and enjoyment. The 
most important thing is finishing a session 
with a smile on your face.’

Sessions include a warm-up, some drills 
and then a fun 30-minute match. And 
for those who want to take part, there 
are festivals and friendly matches against 
other older women’s teams. ‘But it doesn’t 
matter whether we win or lose, as long as 
everyone enjoys themselves.’

CHANGING LIVES
Since COGS started, Carol has found her 
own fitness has improved immensely. ‘It’s 
built up over the years without me even 
realising it, as I certainly don’t run quickly! 
Even though I’m not slim, I can now run 
50 yards after a ball and back. No way 
could I have done that seven or eight  
years ago! Being active when you’re 
older, with the menopause and beyond, 
is so important. And – as I have no 
coordination and just can’t do things like 
dance classes – I don’t know what I’d have 
done if I hadn’t been playing football.’

But it’s not just about exercise. COGS 
members say their weekly sessions have 
helped with managing anxiety, coping 
with bereavement, losing weight and 
much more.

When Kerry Read, 44, signed up, her 
workmates laughed, saying she’d end up 
in the pub rather than training. But she’s 
proved them wrong. ‘COGS is women 
playing together regardless of age, body 
shape or ability. It’s completely different 
to walking into a gym where it can seem 
competitive and unfriendly and that you 
shouldn’t be there.

‘It’s a confidence booster, it’s a health 
booster, and it’s very beneficial for mental 
health. To run about for an hour with a 
bunch of like-minded women and maybe 
scoring that goal, getting that cross in, 
tipping a shot over the bar or making that 
tackle can make you feel 10 feet tall, and 
that feeling lasts for a long time.’ 

COGS’ current oldest recruit is 65-year-
old Viv Moore. She almost didn’t sign 
up, thinking she would be too old. But 
she is so glad she did. ‘COGS has given 
me something totally unexpected,’ says 
Viv, whose family say her confidence has 
skyrocketed. ‘When I am at a session I 
don’t feel my age. It isn’t important. It’s all 
about participating and having fun. And 

For Carol, football  
is about fun  
and friendship

not only do I get to play football and learn 
new skills, I’ve also met so many lovely 
ladies who are kind, caring and supportive.’

Viv and the other COGS members are 
proof that being active is for everyone – 
despite the fact that images in the media 
tend to be of young slim women dressed 
in Lycra. ‘It’s one of the things I really 
shout loud about – the imagery about 
older women and sport,’ says Carol. ‘All 
I see is women with nice figures in gym 
gear. I want to see women like me running 
around with rolls of fat wobbling. Because 
if you don’t see women like yourself, you 
think, “I can’t do that”.’

To help redress the balance, Carol got 
involved with a partnership between the 
charity Women in Sport, which campaigns 
to increase female participation, and 
picture library Getty Images – and now 
there are shots of COGS in action in a 
major global image library. In fact, that’s 
where the picture on our cover is from!

RISING TO THE CHALLENGE
Even Covid didn’t stop the COGS 
members staying active, despite the 

regular sessions being on hold. Carol 
started several initiatives, including her 
own ‘keepy-uppy’ challenge – keeping the 
ball in the air for as many kicks as possible. 
‘At the beginning I was awful – I couldn’t 
do any! So, to make sure I couldn’t give up, 
I put my progress on Twitter. I practised 
every day and finally, by day 32 and many 
hours outside, I managed 25!’ The MLS – 
America’s top football league – saw what 
she was doing and tweeted about it. ‘It 
went mad, truly viral!’ 

Other challenges kept people’s spirits 
up and motivated them to go out and do 
something. ‘Lockdown was a stressful 
time, with little to do and people feeling 
quite low,’ says Carol. ‘So we raised money 
for the Darby Rimmer MND [motor 
neurone disease] Foundation by each of 
us walking, running or cycling as many 
kilometres as we could.’ 

In lockdown 2, COGS set up a ‘minute 
challenge’. ‘Together we completed a 
total of 26,937 minutes (that’s 449 hours!) 
of activity, from walking and running to 
Zumba and weights,’ says Carol. ‘People 
sent me their tally of minutes and every 
evening I updated the figures online!’ Not 
that that was anything new. ‘Over the past 
five years I’ve probably spent every night 
on my laptop doing something for COGS, 
because it’s my baby and my ambition is to 
get more women playing football.

‘Being a self-employed painter and 
decorator has been a lifeline as I can take 

Viv (left) with 
teammate Kim
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