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The 1966 football World Cup finals were held in England. Famously, the
England team won the competition - for the only timeinitshistory to date
- inathrilling final against West Germany that ended 4-2 after extratime.
This event has become an icon in English sporting history, summed up
well by Clarke and Critcher:

Itissaid that most people can remember where they were and what
they were doing when told of the death of President Kennedy. As
memorable, istheday England’ steam won the World Cupin 1966.*

Even for those of ustoo young to remember the event, or born after it, the
Final has, like Kennedy’ sdeath, become areceived memory. | mages of the
event are repeatedly recycled in English sports and non-sports media,
particularly during other major international footballing events. Two
recent examples can suffice: the public expressions of sympathy and
goodwill towardstheretired Sir Alf Ramsey, who had managed England’ s
successful team in 1966, when he suffered a stroke during the 1998 World
Cup finals; and the tabloid newspapers' battle during the months before to
the 1996 European Championships (also hosted in England) to get the
1966 fina match ball back from Germany for England’s 1966 hat-trick
scorer Geoff Hurst.? Unsurprisingly, with thiskind of resonance, the great
success story of 1966 has been exhaustively written up. A number of
surveys of the finals were produced immediately after the events, clearly
with a view to the large market of people interested in reading about
England’s success.® Since then, it has been covered by a number of
historians, from sporting, journalistic, and academic backgrounds.* A
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number of peopleinvolved, from playersto journalists, have covereditin
their memoirs;®> and it has even provided the inspiration for some popular
fictional writing and pop music.® AsClarke and Critcher notedin 1986, ‘a
series of images'’ from the final are widely known and understood: and
from the recent popular obsession with Kenneth Wolstenholme's most
famous commentary, * Some people are on the pitch, they think it sall over
... Iltisnow’, to the nostalgic resonance of the ‘thirty years of hurt’ in the
1996 and 1998 England anthem this received memory currently shows no
signs of fading.

However, aswell asthedramaand - for English football supporters- glory
of thefinal itself, anumber of other imagesfrom thetournament asawhole
have also attained almost mythical statusin English sporting memory. The
most memorableincludethe‘brutal, inexplicable’ foul on Brazil’ s Pelé by
Portugal’s Morais;® the ill-tempered quarter-final between England and
Argentinathat saw Rattin, the Argentine captain, sent off and the England
manager, Alf Ramsey, describe his opponents as ‘animals’;® and the
performance of the North Korean team.’ It is this national side, making
their first and to date only appearance in the World Cup finals, that caused
the lesswell-known diplomatic problem that occupied the British govern-
ment and the football authorities in the run up to the finals. Widely seen
asthetournament’ soutsiders, they managed to draw against Chileand beat
the highly-rated Italy during the group stage. The 1-0 win over Italy has
been described by Freddi as ‘an astounding result, perhaps the most
popular inany World Cup’, ashock qualified by Wolstenholme as one that
rivalled the USA’ svictory over England in the 1950 World Cup.'* Intheir
quarter-final match against hotly favoured Portugal, they took a 3-0 lead
in the first twenty minutes before letting in five goals. The North Koreans
became firm favourites with crowds, particularly in the north-east where
their group matches were played. Moreover, the images of the team as
sporting giantkillers and naive underdogs have endured in subsequent
writing about the competition. From The Times' match report of the Italy
match - ‘We came expecting the inevitable. We left having witnessed the
impossible’? - through Glanville's eulogy for the ‘little Koreans' with
their ‘ splendid spirit and refreshing sportsmanship’,** to the brief history
of the tournament on the official 1998 World Cup website with its
coverage of the North Koreans as the ‘surprise’ of 1966, thereislittle
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variationinthe- occasionally patronising - enthusiasm shown for thisteam
of ‘frail Orientals .

What has been absent from these representations of the North Koreans -
and , indeed, from discussions of the 1966 World Cup itself - has been an
account of the diplomatic crisisthat the Korean presence caused. With the
emphasis on them being concerned with orientalism, exoticism, and
sporting surprises - summed up finely in Geoffrey Green's view of the
North Koreans as a ‘mysterious element from the East who ... [set] the
commentators a problem or two with their ringing names that sound like
waterfalls ¢ - little hasbeen done on the politics. DennisHowell, who was
sports minister in 1966, covered it briefly in his 1990 memoirs; and Jack
Rollin made passing reference to it in his 1966 account:'’ but these are
exceptions. However, with the British government’ s papers on the affair
now available under the 30 year rule of the 1968 Public Records Act, the
diplomatic background to the competition can be explored in some detail.
Thisexploration can fill agap in the historiography of awell-known event
in sports history. It can also serve as a case study in the sports diplomacy
of the Cold War period, and as a case study in the sports diplomacy of a
British government that had recently formalised its attitude towards sport.
This will be achieved through a brief narrative of the diplomatic back-
ground, followed by thematic consideration of three questions: Why did
the British Foreign Office involve itself? What were the Foreign Office's
objectives? How was the involvement characterised?

The North Korean crisis

North Korea qualified for the 1966 World Cup finas by an unorthodox
route. The normal group basis was disrupted for Asiafor 1966, as sixteen
countries federations boycotted the event. FIFA’s alocation of just one
placeinthefinalsfor Africa, Asia, and Oceaniawas seen astoo restrictive,
and the following withdrew in protest: Algeria, Cameroons, Ethiopia,
Gabon, Ghana, Guines, Liberia, Libya, Mali, Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal
South Korea, Sudan, Tunisia, and the United Arab Emirates.’® The
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and Australia were the
only non-boycotting federations. Qualification for the one available place
was settled by a two match play-off, staged in Pnom-Penh in November
1965. North Korea won both matches, 6-1 and 3-1 respectively.
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Their qualification was immediately problematic to the British govern-
ment: the UK did not recognise the DPRK, and, on hearing the news of the
victories over Australia, the Foreign Office identified a number of poten-
tial problems. Admission of the North Korean team to the UK might be
seen to imply recognition, particularly if the ceremonies at matches
involved flags and national anthems. Their presence might offend British
Korean War veterans (although this was a minor consideration as no
problems relating to West Germany’s presence were discussed in these
terms). More centrally, there was a genuine fear in this Cold War context
that any exceptions made for representatives of the DPRK would be taken
as precedents by ‘national’ representatives of other unrecognised nations,
most particularly the German Demacratic Republic; and that the admis-
sion of the North Koreans would damage British relations with South
Korea.

In the light of these problems, the Foreign Office briefly considered the
simple solution of refusing visas to the North Koreans.*® Such a solution
might have worked in previous decades of British sporting diplomacy: the
classic precedent wasthe L abour Government’ srefusal of visasin 1930 to
a Soviet football team on the grounds that the visit was propagandist, not
sporting, in tone and intent.? However, such an approach was not viable
inthe mid-1960s, particularly in relation to such asignificant international
sporting event as the World Cup finals, with its attendant media interest,
and particularly in the context of changing governmental thinking on
sport. The Labour Party had won the General Election in October 1964,
and had shown their commitment to sport as a constructive leisure pursuit
that could have high profile national benefits. Thetwo main waysinwhich
they had done this had been by establishing the Advisory Sports Council
and appointing Birmingham MP and Football League referee Dennis
Howell as Department of Education and Science Minister with Special
Responsibility for Sport, a post with which the previous Conservative
Government had briefly experimented.?> Moreover, the Prime Minister,
Harold Wilson, had aready committed a grant of up to £500,000 to help
with the organisation of the World Cup.?? As Howell was quick to point
out, any overt political disruption to this high profile event would be
unpopular not only with football administrators and supporters, but also
with British tax payers. The Foreign Office reflected on the visa solution,
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and realised that FIFA might remove the competition from England if the
Government barred a duly-qualified team, and rejected it as too extreme:
as Timms noted, if FIFA pulled out, ‘Y ou can imagine what the papers
would make of this. We would be accused of dragging politics into sport
sabotaging British interests and so on.’?® Over the next seven months,
from December 1965 until the North Koreans were knocked out at the
quarter final stage by Portuga in July 1966, the Foreign Office, the
Department of Education and Science, and the Football Association were
inregular contact about how best to manage the diplomatic embarrassment
of the necessary North K orean presence. These contactswere supported by
well-resourced discussions between various Foreign Office departments
- including Cultural Relations Department, with itssporting brief, Western
Department for German parallels, and the Far Eastern Department, which
led the discussion, due to its Korean remit - and through contacts with the
British Embassy in Seoul and the South Korean Embassy in London.

The solutions eventualy arrived at included the minimal usage of any
national symbols, restrictions on formal presentations of the teams to
government and royalty, and the insistence that the team play under the
name of North Korearather than their preferred and FIFA-recognised title
of DPRK. These issueswere faced and dealt with tactfully and diplomati-
cally. The North Koreans came; the potential crisis was not only averted
but al so kept out of the press; and government and sport proved that despite
their different agendas, they could work together. While the attitudes
towards the ‘ troublesome North Koreans' 2* may not have been generous,
they were kept quiet in the interests of successful crisis management.

Why did the Foreign Office get involved?

The basic answer to this question is that the Foreign Office had no choice.
The North Koreans were members of FIFA, and they qualified for the
finalsunder FIFA rules, however unusual their pathway dueto the boycott.
It wasthe British government’ snon-recognition of the DPRK - seen aspart
of thewider politics of alignment in the Cold War period - that created the
problem, especially for such acountry asthe UK in which the administra-
tion of football was on avoluntary, non-statutory basis. Asthe department
responsible for overseas relations and visas, the Foreign Office was thus
drawn in. As we have seen, this was a period of growing structured
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involvement in sport, but this was taking the form of advice and funding
rather than direction of policy from the centre. So, oncethe North Koreans
had qualified, the Football Association immediately approached the
Foreign Office for advice and co-operation. On 27 November 1965,
DennisFollows, the FA’ s Secretary, wroteto Michael Stewart, the Foreign
Secretary:

Whilst | am not clear about the state of diplomatic relations with
North Korea, | understand that the position is not normal. | hope
thatno [sic] obstacle will be placed in the way of players, officias
and supporters of North Korea coming to this country.®

The Foreign Office was pulled into the affair from another direction in the
same week when John Lang of the Department of Education and Science
asked them to study the problem and find a way of letting the team in
despite the lack of recognition. His approach was sympathetic to the
embarrassment that the North Korean presence might create, but he also
expressed his ‘fervent hope’ that they would be alowed in.?® The back-
ground to thishopelay in thefact that Lang’ s department, under Howell’s
leadership, had aready pledged government funds to the World Cup, and
were keen for the event to go well. The Foreign Office thus got involved
because it had to. In this, the incident had much in common with other
sports diplomacy of the period. Despite the formal recognition of interna-
tional sport asapart of Cultural Relations Department’ sremit, and despite
the growing relationship between the Foreign Office and some sports
administratorsthat brought alot of useful information the Foreign Office's
way in the 1950s and 1960s,%’ the Foreign Office's involvement was
characteristicaly reactive rather than proactive. The reasons for the
Foreign Office's involvement in the 1966 World Cup were therefore
typical of the sports diplomacy of the period.

What wer e the Foreign Office’s objectives?

With this in place, it is crucia to think about what the Foreign Office
wanted out of the embarrassing situation. A number of desirable outcomes
- both positive and negative - soon emerged. The basic point, clearly
accepted as non-negotiable within the Foreign Office from a very early
stage in this affair, was that nothing should be done to endanger the
competition itself. This was present in Timms minute of 24 November
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1965 which reported that the North Koreans had *[t]houghtlessly’ beaten
Australia 9-2 on aggregate in the qualifying competition, and went on to
stress the point quoted above that any obstruction from the Foreign Office
would be very bad publicity.?® It was given more force in a minute from
a Foreign Office legal advisor on 8 December, which suggested that the
Foreign Office would have to ‘adopt more liberal rules about the partici-
pation of unrecognised “states’ in sporting events', as the aternative
would be to

face a public outcry, doubtless directed particularly against the
F.O., because we had prevented these final s taking placein England
onwhat would beregarded aspurely doctrinaire groundsand - quite
possibly - to face claims for compensation for losses suffered as a
result of the cancellation.?®

Thisview became enshrined in the Foreign Office' s approach the follow-
ing day, when Edward Bolland, Head of the Far Eastern Department, wrote
akey submission, ‘North Korean Participation in the Finals of the World
Cup’'. Here, dongside outlining the maximum demands to be used in
negotiating the conditions of North Korea's participation, he flagged the
need for compromiseif these conditionswere not accepted by the Football
Association and FIFA, ‘working on the assumption that H.M.G. cannot
allow thesefinal sto betransferred el sewhere solely on grounds of our non-
recognition of North Korea'. The fear of ‘undesirable political repercus-
sions* of forcing the World Cup to be moved or cancelled, combined
with the fear of legal action in such a scenario, thus quickly became a
bottom line, an interesting feature of the sports diplomacy of the period.
Domestic and international considerations based around popular cultural
activity in ademocracy, and itsinternational media coverage, outweighed
what might have been the initia diplomatic instinct to refuse the non-
recognised team into the country.

Above this bottom line, the Foreign Office's next desired outcome was to
do everything possible to avoid the implication that the North Korean
football team’s presence signified official recognition of the DPRK.
Again, this was based on legal advice of early December, and formally
adopted in Bolland’s 9 December paper. By April 1966 this line had
become such an orthodoxy in Foreign Office dealings with the issue that
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oneofficial described how the Foreign Office wastrying to show ‘asmuch
discrimination against them [the North Koreans] as possible’.®! The
reasons for this were in part linked to the basic point of the UK’s lack of
relations with the DPRK: but they were also linked in discussions and in
the assumptions behind the discussions to the effect that any implied
recognition would have on South Koreaand on the German situation. The
former mattered because the UK was in relations with them, and was
attempting as part of a broad NATO line to encourage co-operation with
the west. The German aspect was based on the assumption that any
courtesies extended to the North Koreans could be taken as precedents by
future sports teams from the German Democratic Republic, which again
might strain British relations with Bonn.

This desire to avoid the implication of recognition fed into the Foreign
Office' s conditions for North K orean entry that they took into discussions
with the Football Association and FIFA. They mainly focused on three
areas. the team’s name; their contacts with British officials; and the
display of national symbols. The naming aspect was that the team must
play under the name of ‘ North Korea , rather than asthe DPRK. Thiswas
generaly unproblematic, despite some evidence that the team officials
tried to get their preferred title used at the reception for defeated quarter-
finalists on 24 July 1966.% The second issue, that of minimising formal
contacts, was dlightly more problematic, as it would have been very
difficult to extend the discrimination so publicly and obviously. However,
the opportunities were reduced, in particular with the decision to limit
royal presentations to the opening match and the final: the planners knew
that North Koreawould not bein theformer, to be played between England
and Uruguay, and assumed that they would not be in the latter.

It was the final way of avoiding the implication of recognition - that of
minimising national symbols - that created the most problems. Bolland’s
planning paper of 9 December specifically called for no flags, emblems,
or insigniato be displayed, and no anthems to be played.*® Here, he was
responding to Timms' original minute, which noted that the FA were
‘going to make a big thing of the finals.... Flags will be flown, National
[sic] anthemswill be played’ .3 Thiswas clearly seen as an expedient way
of denying recognition: by rejecting the public and non-linguistic symbols
of nationhood, it was hoped that thereality of that nation in the public mind
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would be dented. However, the Foreign Office’s semiotics came unstuck
when they met with the hard-headed empiricism of Department of Educa-
tion and Science grants. At a meeting of al interested parties held on 14
December 1965 at the Foreign Office, Howell reveaed that the govern-
ment grants for the host clubs had included payments for flagpoles which
were scheduled to fly the flags of all competing nations throughout each
match:* and thissoon becamethe subject of adispute between the Foreign
Office and the Department of Education and Science.

Howell - who revealed in his memoirs his desire for the World Cup to be
held in ‘a festival atmosphere ... [with] flags to be flown for all the
competing nations * - told the Foreign Office that the lack of flagswould
lead to criticism from taxpayers and would annoy all other countries
involved, and that the Foreign Office should ‘swallow [their] principles
and fly the North Korean flag'.*” Various compromises were suggested to
get out of this embarrassing situation, all of them designed to restrict the
opportunities for flying the North Korean flag. The most complicated was
for al countries' flagsto fly at the opening match and the final; for each
group’s countries’ flagsto fly at the regionalised group stage; and for the
flags of the countries ill in the tournament to fly at al the quarter and
semi- finals. In this reckoning, the North Korean flag would be seen only
twice at Wembley and three times in the north-east, a central assumption
being that North Korea would be knocked out in the group stage.®
However, Howell attacked this as a ‘bastard arrangement’” which would
leave some flagpoles uncovered at some matches, and which would be
seen, domestically and overseas, as ‘a device to minimise flying the flag
of one country and of reducing all countriesto the same miserablelevel’ *®
The Foreign Office backed down on this point, allowing all flags to be
flown for all matches.*°

The Foreign Office was more successful over national anthems, with all
parties agreeing rapidly to drop anthems from all bar the opening match
and thefinal, again assuming that North Koreawould not get that far. This
position was agreed in a meeting between Howell and Lord Walston,
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, of 10
February 1966,* and was agreed by the meeting of the secretaries of the
staging clubs on 17 February 1966 (although the minutes of this meeting
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do not reveal the source of the suggestions).*

The Foreign Office thus engaged with this problem from a clear position
on what they wanted, and what they were prepared to negotiate. The
acceptance of maximum conditions by different departments involved,
based on the knowledge that overt politicisation would be embarrassing
but that any chance to signify normality should be avoided if possible,
suggests a redlistic level of crisis management. Moreover, the Foreign
Office' s preparedness actually to concede on amajor point, that of flags,
shows their ability to compromise.

How was the intervention characterised?

This question can be considered under three categories. interna; interde-
partmental. and external.

Internally, the Foreign Office’s intervention was carried out extremely
well. The Far Eastern Department led, dueto North Korea sfalling within
its geographical scope even though there were no relations. However, all
other departments with an interest were used for information, advice, and
contacts. For example, legal advisorswere consulted over theimplications
of refusing the team visas and over the technicalities of recognition;*
Passport Control Department were consulted over the issuing of visas,*
Western Department were approached for advice on the German parallel
and the likely reactions from the Federal Republic;® and Sir Walter
Godfrey, the British Ambassador to Seoul, was used as a channel of
information to and from the South K orean government.*® Such a consul-
tation process should not surprise us: it reflects the Foreign Office's
structure, and was the appropriate way for the situation to be managed.
What should cause usto reflect isthat these resourceswere all being spent
on a sporting event.

Inter-departmentally, the affair was characterised by a great deal of co-
operation between the Department of Education and Science, with its sport
remit, and the Foreign Office. There were good channels of communica
tion, especially between Lang and Bolland, and the tone of much of the
correspondence shows a genuine recognition of each other’s positions.
Thisisbest exemplified by Lang’ sletter to Bolland of 28 March 1966 after
the Foreign Office had backed down on theflags: ‘| am grateful to you for

10
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finding the solution you havethough | can recogni se something of the heart
searching that must have gone on behind the scenes.’*” However, at times,
thereis evidence of tension between the two departments, especially over
theflagpoles. When Howell reveal ed the £1,000 spent on flagpoles at each
ground, and noted the embarrassment of |eaving some empty, Wilson let
his sense of professional outrage show:

If we wanted to be really nasty we could say that they [the
Department of Education and Science] should have thought about
N. Korea and asked the Foreign Office first before spending their
£1,000! But 1 do not think that thiskind of bickering would get us
anywhere.®

The diplomatic training won through, and Denson’ s advice to avoid what
he euphemistically called ‘an exchange of correspondence’ with the
Department of Education and Science, and to keep ministers out of the
matter, was adhered to.*

Although the Department of Education and Science's papers for this
incident have so far proved impossible to locate,® Howell's memoirs
show asense of reciprocal ill-feeling towards the Foreign Office involve-
ment. His account does not stand a favourable comparison with the
unpublished primary sources: hisfirst referenceto any diplomatic disquiet
over the North Korean presenceisdated 11 July 1966 with an intervention
from NATO through the Foreign Secretary, Michael Stewart, with none of
the earlier meetings or discussions even aluded to. However, on the flag
issue, he claims that the non-flying of the North Korean flag was unsus-
tainable, and NATO ‘would be looking very silly indeed':

They would be undermining their principal purpose which was to
support our basic freedoms and | couldn’t think of a more basic

freedom than to play football.>

However suspect thisisasasource, itisauseful indication of the tensions
that existed in this incident between the different departments, and
between ministers and permanent staff.

The Foreign Office' s dealings with external organisations and individuals
were characterised by co-operation and stated sympathy. Although they
had objectives, and athough they were genuinely unhappy about the

11
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prospect and reality of the North Korean team, the wider considerations of
public and internationa reactions forced the compromising attitude we
have already established, and this set up the Foreign Office’'s helpful
attitude. For example, Bolland invited Follows and Rous to the 14
December 1965 meeting as ‘interested parties despite the private and
voluntary nature of their remits, a recognition based on experience that
sports diplomacy works best when the sporting administrators are in-
volvedinthediscussions.* Thepublic courtesy even extendedto Bolland's
sympathetic remarksto Rouswhen thetrophy itself went missingin March
1966.5 Some less flattering remarks were made behind the scenes. The
experienced Arthur delaMare, an Assistant Under-Secretary of State who
had joined the Foreign Service in 1936, revived a traditional strand in
Foreign Office discourse on sport when he noted on 18 February 1966 that
‘these international athletic meetings, far from improving international
relations, areawaysasourceof friction’,> and hisview of the World Cup
organisersas having ‘ gone out of their way to offend acountry with whom
weareinrelations’ over the North Koreans' presenceat areceptionin July
brought this view up again.*® When the South K orean Ambassador, Hon
Kon Lee, complained to the Foreign Officein July 1966 that the appointed
South Korean referee had not been used in any of the matches, delaMare
noted that he did not expect to find out the reason, as ‘the football
authorities were not very much in love with the Foreign Office and that
they might well tell us that this was none of our business’.* Lee was a
consistent thorn in the Foreign Office’s side throughout the first half of
1966, but officials continued to placate him while trying to trivialise the
situation as merely sport. Lee’'s ‘mild’ démarche of 17 February 1966,
when he urged the Foreign Office to bar the North Koreans, was met with
the familiar line that the sporting bodies were not under government
control.%” Hisstronger complaint of July 1966, following the flying of the
DPRK’sflagin publicin Middlesbrough, and the display of the sameflag
at aluncheon he attended at Simpson’s - clearly he was invited in error -
met asimilarly firm but conciliatory response that the Foreign Office had
no control over what privateindividualsdid, but that they had doneall they
could to minimise the official displays.® Lang cynically remarked in a
letter to Bolland that ‘ the man who accepts afree luncheon should not then
complain of the mere part of the table decorations which he does not
happen to like':>® but the official line given to Lee was conciliatory.

12
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Conclusion

Whenever we consider sports diplomacy, we need to placeit in context as
in many ways atrivial and ephemeral part of international dialogue and
confrontation. This is brought home to us very firmly in relation to this
episode in one of Godfrey’s letters from Seoul:

When the [Korean] Foreign Minister asked me to call on him
yesterday to tell me of thedecision to send troopsto Vietnam healso
raised the question of the North Korean footballers.%

However, the amount of time and energy spent on this matter within
Whitehall showsthat the officials concerned felt the event was significant
in its own right for what it said about relations with the two Koreas, and
for precedent for the German situation. It shows their awareness of
sporting occasions as publicly symbolic events, where flags and anthems
were seen to matter because of the meanings attached to them. It showsan
ability to work with sport administrators, despite the difference in remit
and agenda. It also shows up the complexity and magnitude of the UK’s
Cold War diplomacy: not only that sport was definitely seen to be a
legitimate areafor diplomats; but that the presence of agroup of sportsmen
from one country was seen to set up potential problems of a global scale
concerning not just other governments but also non- governmental inter-
national bodies. What is also fascinating is how, in keeping with so much
previous sports diplomacy, the machinations involved were kept hidden
from public view. The FA minutes are extremely circumspect about the
meetings that took place; and the FA’ s official report for the finals - while
thanking the government for its funding - makes no reference to the
diplomatic problem bar a brief comment on the removal of a commemo-
rative stamp design that had featured national flags.®* Thiswasthe greatest
success of the whole episode: not just that the Foreign Office managed
through skilful diplomacy to broker a satisfactory solution to a potential
crisis; but that they did so without laying the government open to the
charge of paliticising sport.
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