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Keeping the Ball Rolling: 100 Years of 

women’s football in Wrexham 

 
Wrexham feels it is the spiritual home of football in Wales; it hopes 

the National Football Museum of Wales will be developed as part of 

Wrexham Museum, which is in the town centre. 

The Football Association of Wales (FAW) was formed in the 

Wynnstay Arms Hotel, High Street, Wrexham in 1876 so that a 

national match could be played against Scotland in 1877; the Welsh 

team lost 2-0.   
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A bronze Plaque commemorates the FAW on the front of the building. 

The match was played on The Racecourse Stadium in Wrexham, which 

according to the Guinness Book of Records is the oldest stadium in Britain still 

used for International matches. 

 

https://www.footballgroundguide.com/leagues/conference/conference-premier/wrexham-afc-

racecourse-ground.html 

 

The history of Wrexham Football Team is well documented, but it’s a selective 

history; there are no women in it.  This is the history of the women’s game in 

Wrexham. 

https://www.footballgroundguide.com/leagues/conference/conference-premier/wrexham-afc-racecourse-ground.html
https://www.footballgroundguide.com/leagues/conference/conference-premier/wrexham-afc-racecourse-ground.html
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The first women’s match at the Racecourse was played in December 1917 by 

the women of Powell Brothers Munitions factory.   

Munitions factories were the biggest employers of women during the First 

World War; Powell Brothers employed 220 women and 36 men. 

This was the first time Wrexham women worked together in such large 

numbers as until this time most of them were in domestic service.  So, what 

motivated these young women to challenge the bounds of respectability by 

playing a contact game on a muddy pitch wearing clothing which was above 

the knee, let alone the ankle – and in public? 

 

 

Photo by author 

Wrexham General Station on the left, Powell’s Munitions factory on the right. 

Powell’s Munitions factory was next door to Wrexham General Station. The 

Wrexham newspapers report hospital trains arriving at Wrexham General 

Station with up to 100 wounded soldiers at a time, bound for our two military 

hospitals.  The girls must have witnessed these trains, or at least been aware of 

them; putting ourselves into their spark-proof footwear they simply wanted to 

raise money for the Hospital Infirmary Fund. 

The Wrexham Advertiser published an eye-catching advertisement for the 

game, along with the names of the girls in the team. 
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 The Wrexham Advertiser, 19/12/1917 

This simple addition has allowed me to trace some of the girls on 

Ancestry.com; the layout of their names also tells me that they played in the 

532 formation, pioneered by Preston Northend (more about them later) and 

used until the 1940s.  The positions have changed from the present day, so this 

warrants a brief explanation too. 

 

Home-made pitch with suffrage supporters among the spectators 

These women were between the ages of nineteen and twenty-eight, each from 

a working-class family and previously working ‘out of the public eye’ in 
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domestic service, the most common form of employment for Wrexham 

women at that time.  Their fathers all worked in local collieries and breweries 

and the families lived in typically overcrowded, local, rented housing.   

The role of the Goalkeeper has not changed; they defend the goal but they 

also read the game as it unfolds, shouting directions and instructions to the 

other players.  They wear a different coloured strip from the rest of the team, 

and in 1917 did not wear leather gloves to protect their hands as they do 

today. 

The Goalkeeper, Gladys was 23 years old, the youngest of three children, living 

in a small house off Erddig Road ‘helping at home.’  Her father worked on the 

railways all his life.   

The Backs are the last line of defence; their role is to defend the penalty areas 

and wings. 

Of our backs, Miss A Buckley was Annie; 26 years old, the youngest of five 

children living in Bersham Road.  At the time of the 1911 Census she was 

working as a Domestic.  Her father and eldest brother worked for the 

municipal water works. 

The Half-backs would be called ‘mid-fielders’ today.  Their role is to keep the 

ball out of the penalty areas and to maintain possession of the ball – so they 

need a good sense of timing and to be good at tackling and heading the ball. 

Of the Half-backs, there are four Miss E Howells, but Esther Howell was the 

only one who lived in Wrexham itself.  She was 21 years old and lived in Palmer 

Street with seven siblings (two more siblings died in infancy), her parents and a 

lodger.  Her father worked for one of the local breweries, and Esther originally 

worked as a ‘nurse domestic.’ 

Blodwen Bellis was 25 years old, lived in Rhos with her family, where her father 

and two older brothers were coal miners. 

Blodwen Reynolds was just 19 years old, living in a ‘two-up, two-down’ 

terraced cottage in Pentre Broughton with her parents, an older female 

relative, three older brothers who were all coal miners and two younger 
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sisters.  She was originally one of ten children, two having died.  Her father was 

a colliery labourer. 

The Forwards would be known as ‘strikers’ or ‘wingers’ today.  They have a 

demanding role, being relied on to attack, defend and generally outmanoeuvre 

the other team with their speed, stamina and accurate passes to their own 

team. 

Of our Forwards, Miss Edith Eliza Diggory was a 28-year old cook from 

Welshpool.   

Miss G Bellis could have been either Gwladys Bellis, 20 years old, living in a 

two-room rented house with her two younger siblings and her widowed 

mother, a char-woman.  The family were bi-lingual, but their mother spoke 

only Welsh.  Her father died in 1903 and was a coal miner from Rhos.  Or she 

could have been Gladys Bellis, 19, part of a family who worked in their father’s 

fruit and vegetable business.  Mr Bellis was illiterate. 

There are two related Gillams in Rossett, a rural village six miles outside 

Wrexham.  Florence was 19; her father and one older brother were labourers, 

another older brother a blacksmith, and her mother was a midwife.  Her cousin 

Martha was 17 so possibly too young to be employed as a Munitions worker; 

her father was also a labourer. 

The Reserve, Miss Heighway could have been either Harriett, aged 23 or her 

sister Sarah, aged 21 who both lived at home but originally worked as ‘general 

servants.’ Their father was a colliery labourer. 

The Prime Minister, Asquith felt that women had earned the vote in recognition 

of their contribution towards the war effort (The Representation of the People 

Act, 1918).  The vote was awarded to all women over the age of 30, but it’s 

worth noting that none of these women would have turned 30 by December 

1918 so could not have voted in the General Election. 

There is no report of the match in the Wrexham or Aintree newspapers; all the 

reporters working on the Wrexham newspapers were serving in the armed 

forces at the time.  I cannot confirm the strip worn by our team, nor how they 

trained – but they were far less experienced than their opponents, Aintree 

Filling Station munitions workers, who trained at Goodison Park and were 
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already used to playing teams from Lancashire and Cheshire in front of big 

crowds.  Powell Bros lost 5-0 but raised the equivalent of £12,604.  But not 

everyone appreciated their efforts; local rumours about funds being misused 

prompted this response from the Wrexham War Memorial Committee, 

published in The North Wales Guardian on 15th February 1918:  

 “Messrs Powell Bros have written to us pointing out that there seems to have 

been some doubt on the part of readers as to the receipts of the ladies football 

match organized by their employees in aid of the War Memorial Fund.  The 

total receipts were £183.5s, made up as follows:  tickets sold by Messrs Powell 

Bros £85; Gate money etc £98.5s; total £183.5s.  Messrs Powell Bros Ltd have 

handed over the whole of this amount to the Wrexham War Memorial 

Committee.” 

As yet I’ve found no evidence of these ‘doubts on the part of readers’ to 

scrutinise; possibly they’re in a newspaper which hasn’t survived. 

Undaunted, the Powell Brothers Munitions women nevertheless continued to 

raise large sums of money for the Infirmary Fund from sporting ventures other 

than football; for example, their Bank Holiday fete in 1918 raised the 

equivalent of £68,356. They also had a very successful Tug-of-War team, 

coached by a Mr T Jones, competing with other local women’s teams and 

raising more money for the Infirmary Fund. 
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The Wrexham Advertiser, 2nd August 1918. 

It would be three years before another women’s match was played at The 

Racecourse – but it was worth the wait.   
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      This image is Copyright of WCBC and is not to be used without permission. 

The Dick, Kerr Ladies were the premier British women’s football team of their 

time, pioneering women’s football.  They played international matches and 

arranged charity tours all over Britain to raise hundreds of thousands of 

pounds for charities; their work has been extensively researched by Gail 

Newsham and published in her book, “In a League of their own.” 

The Dick, Kerr Engineering company laid down and electrified Wrexham’s 

tramlines in 1903, and their barracks in Preston hosted our Royal Welsh 

Fusilier troops in 1914 so they felt they had links with Wrexham and wanted to 

support our hospital fund.  This was their first match in Wales, they stated in 

their ‘thank you’ letter published in The Wrexham Leader after the match.   

Not many teams were up to playing the Dick, Kerr ladies so they played their 

regular opponents, St Helens.  As the above match poster states, the teams 

had played at Everton on Boxing Day in front of a crowd of 45,000. 

When the Dick, Kerr company became a Munitions factory the girls used to 

have a kick-around during meal-breaks; they were watched by Alfred 

Frankland, who recognised talent when he saw it, and coached them to 

become a football team.  He is possibly in the far left of the photograph: 
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The Dick Kerr International Ladies AFC. Undefeated British champions in 1920-

1921. Photograph: Bob Thomas/Popperfoto/Popperfoto/Getty Images. 

 Published in The Guardian, September 2009 

 

The match was well covered by The Wrexham Leader, now in its second year of 

publication and with good coverage of local sports.  The star player of the 

team, Lily Parr played at the Racecourse – she is mentioned in the match 

report as ‘turning a Catherine-wheel’ when she scored the winning goal seven 

minutes before the end of the match.  Lily scored 1,000 goals during her 31-

year career; she is the first woman to have a plaque in the Walk of Fame, 

National Museum of Football, Manchester; and during the summer of 2019 her 

statue, sculpted by Hannah Stewart was unveiled inside the museum.  
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There were two match reports in The Wrexham Leader, plus a souvenir 

photograph. 

From The St 

Helen’s Star 

June 2019 
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“We give above a photograph of the captains of the Dick Kerr Ladies and the St 

Helens Ladies, who played a charity football match at Wrexham Racecourse on 

Saturday, February 19th.  The photograph shows the scene when the teams 

tossed up for choice of grounds.  Reading from left to right the portraits are: 

Miss Waine, Captain of St Helens), the Mayor of Wrexham (who kicked off), Mr 

J T Howcroft of Bolton (the Referee) and Miss Kell (captain of the Dick Kerr 

Ladies). 

Photo by Dave W Jacobs, Wrexham. 

 

The first match report is from the Leader’s regular football correspondent, 

‘XYZ.’  He describes The Racecourse as being full to capacity (10,000) with 

many more fans unable to gain entry, the old turnstiles struggling to cope with 

the unusually large number of supporters.  He describes the skills of the 

players and the thrills of the match. 

But the second report, written by ‘Rank Outsider’ begins with his admission of 

knowing nothing about football.  His objective was to pour scorn on the players 

and their many female supporters, including a quote from Dr Samuel Johnson 

which Rank Outsider used to describe women footballers: 
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He reflected the attitude of some men of his time who could not accept the 

new ‘public’ face of women as they took up ‘temporary worker’ roles to 

replace the men who had joined the colours in 1914 – 18. 

The match raised a total of £509, the equivalent of £22,500 in 2019.   

In 1921 the Football Association (FA) banned women’s matches on FA pitches; 

the ban was enforced in Wales in March 1922, recorded in the FAW Minutes, 

with no reason given. 

The Dick, Kerr Ladies and other women’s football teams were welcome to play 

their charity matches on Rugby pitches and unaffiliated football pitches. 

In 1938 the Dick, Kerr ladies (now called the Preston Ladies) planned a UK 

charity tour, so they wrote to the FAW asking permission to visit North Wales 

again.  The FAW responded by strengthening the ban, this time giving three 

paragraphs stating that the ban was in place because of financial irregularities 

– the same problem encountered by the Powell Brothers munitions workers. 

Despite their achievements, the Preston Ladies themselves did not appear to 

have a voice, but their coach Alfred Frankland certainly did.  He published an 

angry response in The Daily Mirror: 
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From ‘The Daily Mirror,’ Tuesday December 6th, 1938, page 30.  British Newspaper Archive. 

 

 

The bans were not lifted until 1972 but there was no recognition of the 

damage inflicted on the infrastructure of the women’s game, so it 

consequently did not recover. 

 

A typical testimony is from a Wrexham woman born in 1983 who was able to 

play until the age of 13 in mixed teams, then had to give up playing.   
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The women’s game in Wrexham began its recovery in 2018.  FIFA appointed 

Gianni Infantino as their President in 2016, and the recovery began with a head 

of steam.  Their website published an acknowledgement that “years of 

institutional neglect and a lack of investment have prevented girls and women 

from playing the game and from assuming roles in technical, administrative 

and governance functions.”  

 A 24-page strategy for its recovery was published.  This filtered down to the 

FAW, who published ambitious targets for 2024, recruiting 20,000 new female 

players and training 600 new female coaches.   

To track how this recovery is taking place in Wrexham, I consulted SportWales, 

the FAW and the Welsh Government who each led me to Collier’s Park, the 

newly renovated National Football Development Centre, opened September 

2019 – over a century from the Powell Bros munition worker’s match.  I 

enjoyed a tour of the facilities from Mr Mike Parry, the FAW Trust Football 

Development Manager.  He aims to make Collier’s Park the home of the 

women’s game. 

 

 

Photograph taken by the author on 17/4/19 
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As a baseline to show the extent of the recovery, the 2013-4 Season had 297 

girls registered to play across the whole of North Wales, compared to over 

2,000 boys in Wrexham alone.  By 2018 there were over 1,000 girls registered 

in 27 Teams.  Pathways are now in place to ensure that girls can progress in 

football just as boys can, and that any woman, regardless of age or skill level 

can play football in North Wales. 

The 2019 free ‘turn up and play’ sessions for girls were held at the same time 

as the FIFA Women’s World Cup in France and proved extremely popular.  They 

were held at Football Hubs all over North Wales to ensure accessibility, and aim 

to develop confidence, friendship and enjoyment.   

Girls and young women up to the age of 16 who want to develop their skills 

can trial for a team in their age group and play in the North East Wales FAW 

Girls League.   

Women over the age of 16 can trial for a place in the Wrexham AFC Ladies, in 

the First Division in only their second season in 2019.  They aspire to play in the 

Welsh National and Intermediate Teams. 

Recreational football is available too, for all women over the age of 16.  If any 

number of women, any age or skill level want to play football, they will be 

given the help and facilities to form a team in the North Wales Ladies 

Recreational League. 

These opportunities are all advertised on social media as well as liaison with 

schools.  The Wrexham AFC ladies have regular ‘shout-outs’ at matches at the 

Racecourse. For current information on girl’s and women’s football please 

refer to 

                     http://www. fawtrust.cymru and http://www.faw.cymru  

There has never been a better time for women in Wrexham to play football.  

Long may it continue.  Their history shows that football really is ‘more than just 

a game’ as it reflects so much of society’s attitudes of the day. 

 

This is my humble tribute to the men and women involved in the women’s 

game, past and present – Georgina Gittins, October 2019 


