How a single number changed the game – 2 from 3 – (Offside)
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Herbert Chapman, the legendary coach of Arsenal. Photo Dukas

 Sixty two years after the first football rules were set down (1863) and 21 years after the founding of FIFA (1904), the International Football Association Board (IFAB) took a decision at its meeting on 13 June 1925 in Paris, following a proposal from the Scottish FA that had a major impact on the game and which changed things more than any other rule change before or since. Yet only a single word was altered and that was in the phrasing of the offside rule. From now on a player would be in an offside position if there were only two opponents between him and the goal, instead of three, as stated before. 

Under the old rule it had been pretty simple to catch an opponent offside and very difficult to outplay a defence, for example with a long through pass. Teams were practically forced to play sideways and try to penetrate a defence by dribbling through. The Board hoped that the alteration would take the advantage away from solidly defensive formations, and lead to more goals being scored. But the rule-makers proved to be rather naïve and underestimated the consequences. The change had the effect of forcing teams to strengthen their defences. Forwards suddenly had more room and new opportunities opened up before them. 

The answer was a new playing system, but it took a few years to catch on. One of the most famous coaches of the era, Herbert Chapman, was the one who came up with the magic answer. With his plan, he and Arsenal in London achieved a series of successes in the late 20s and 30s which made the club world famous. His basic principle was: safety first. 

The birth of man-marking 

The new playing system was called the "three-back system" at first, then later the "WM system", since the two parts of the team lined up in formations resembling those letters of the alphabet. Three defenders instead of two, and wing half backs formed the M, while the three forwards and two deeper inside forwards made up the W. Since journalists rarely have trouble coming up with catchy new names, they coined the phrase the "magic four" for the midfield quartet, consisting of the two wing halves and the two inside forwards. 

It seemed that with this system Chapman, as the first coach ever perhaps, had come up with a real balance between defence and attack. What was new about the system was that the midfield runner who had been an out-and-out attacker under all previous systems, now became a defender. This brought a new type of player into the position - a big strong figure and a powerful header, whose job would be to take care of the opposing centre forward. The name "stopper" was not long in coming. With this change, every team from that point on had an extra defender in action. But also new - and more important - was the fact that with the introduction of the WM system every player now had a direct opponent - man-marking was born, or as it has been called "policeman football" or "pairs football". The tightness of marking became so extreme in the 40s and 50s that a joke went round about defenders having to follow the opposing forwards when they went to the bathroom. 

With its use of man-marking the WM system was not a complicated business and relatively easy to set up, but it contained the risk of becoming inflexible and cramping players' creative initiative. With each player having his definite marking role, it was easy to check whether they were doing their jobs and taking their proper responsibility. For the first time players' positions and duties were prescribed - almost like a job description. This was the beginning of specialisation. The functional one-position player came into existence, and could be specially prepared for that role, since the requirements - physical, tactical and technical - were very well defined. And this is where Chapman was ahead of this time; he signed on players who would fit into his new system. 

One of England's best-known forwards, David Jack, published a book in 1934 simply called "Soccer", in which he described the centre-half, the official name for the stopper position, as being "just a policeman", whose duties were "purely destructive." After the new rule had been introduced but before many clubs had adopted the WM system, the number of goals scored in England suddenly increased. In 1926 when Huddersfield won the championship, they scored 92 goals, 25 more than the season before. In the 1930/31 season, Arsenal took the title, scoring 128 goals in their 42 matches. On the individual side, Dixie Dean, a big centre forward who played for Everton, scored 60 goals in 39 matches in the 1927/28 season. 

Midfield is discovered 

Under the WM system, with the players well distributed over the length of the pitch and yet closer to each than before, there was suddenly more space for the forwards. For the first time players were operating in spaces in the centre of the field. This area soon became the key zone in a match, and getting control here was vital. 

The WM system 

The WM system came in following alterations to the offside rule (1925) and was first used in England; a third defender, number 5, the "stopper", was brought into the defence for the first time, and so the name the "three-back system" was coined. With the five forwards in a "W" formation and the five rearmost in an "M", the designation "WM" was often used.

 Perhaps the creative and original Chapman was only subconsciously aware that mastery of the central midfield area would be a decisive factor. Maybe he was also the first to use the width of the pitch in his tactical approach to the game. And perhaps the WM system was the first serious and conscious effort to get the players in a team properly organised. In their heyday, Real Madrid and Ajax Amsterdam in Europe showed the importance of other systems, as have the Brazilians on a number of occasions in their own way. 

But the new system, initially somewhat inflexibly put into practice, since it was aimed at not letting the opponent play, took a long time to establish itself. That was typical of the age, due to the communication systems at the time, and also to the lack of influence of the press which was not very specialised and had little coverage of the international scene. 

The Austrians, who had their own "wonder team" at the time, said that they would never be interested in this system. The Italians, twice World Cup winners in the 30s, were aware of the WM system operating outside their borders where it was being applied fairly rigidly, and said that it would never be compatible with their temperament and would kill inspiration, individuality and spontaneity. But they did introduce the "sistema" and its variation (the "mezzo sistema") in some clubs. Similarly in Spain it was stated that the players would never sacrifice their creativity, skill and independence to the "dictatorship" of the WM system. Even in England there was resistance. In May 1934, at the end of the season, four clubs abandoned the plan of playing with a stopper. 

But as time went on the WM slowly became established in Europe and elsewhere. Germany switched over in 1933 in preparation for the 1934 World Cup. British coaches were engaged for France 1938, but the World Cup final in 1950 was surprisingly won by Uruguay who used an attacking midfielder to overcome Brazil in the final. What finally emerged after many passionate discussions and differences of opinion about playing systems was the fairly simple message that in the last analysis the quality of the players is more important than the system, which is really only a framework. The vital feature has proved to be not using a system inflexibly, but varying it tactically, adapting according to the opponent and so as to make best use of the talents of your own team. 

Any system, and this is recognised today more clearly that it was back then, is only a model, a starting point. What is chosen will be one of a number of possible ways of distributing the players over the pitch. 

The deep-lying centre forward 

One of the best and most successful strikers of his day: Englishman Dixie Dean scored 60 goals in 39 Championship matches in 1927/28. Photo Allsport

 This innovation was brought to the attention of the world by one of the best and most attractive sides of the century, the Hungarian national team coached by Gustav Sebes in the 50s. What Sebes did, like a number of other coaches, for example Germany's Sepp Herberger, was to vary the WM system. For example, the Hungarians would use a fairly defensive midfielder, an inside forward who was practically up with the front line, or a full back who would move over towards the middle when an attack was coming down the other side to provide back-up for the stopper. Today's football shows similar variations, according to the tactical plan of the team. 

One of the variations used to counter a team using the WM formation was the deep-lying, or as the Hungarians of the 50s called it, the "wandering centre-forward". His position was well behind the front line, and so he would lure the opposing centre-half, his direct marker, out of position. This would create space for the other forwards or for advancing midfielders in the centre of the opposing defence. 

There are dozens of reports, some from Hungary, but many more from other countries that link the name of Hidegkuti (at the start it was Palotas) as the player and Sebes as the creator of the idea. This tactical variation was seen in the Olympic final in 1952 in Helsinki and in 1953 during the legendary match England - Hungary (3:6). 

Probably a number of other coaches also arrived at the same conclusion. But one thing can be stated for certain: The Swiss national coach, Karl Rappan, had used the scheme long before the Hungarians made the idea famous. The Swiss employed the tactic, also against England, in 1938 (2:1 victory in Zurich) and in 1947 (1:0 victory in Zurich), with the nominal number 9 lying deep in midfield. 

A second stopper 

If the WM system at first promised to solve the problem of establishing a balance between attack and defence, then progress later proved this to be a false sense of security, especially with weaker or very defensively oriented teams. The chink in the armour was exposed by long through balls into the space behind the defenders, and so to solve this problem and to add stability to the centre of a defence, an extra defender was used to cover the stopper. This was another variation of the WM system - the second central defender. He would play close to the original stopper but not in the role that we now know as that of the libero. His task was to cover for the stopper, as the last link in the defensive chain, and he would help out on the flanks as needed. He did not have a direct opponent, but was there to cover a zone. Today, the use of two central defenders is very common, typically in the 4-4-2 formation; though the roles may vary, the basic principle is the same. 

