ALOB Talks to ‘True Colours’ Author and Football KiSupremo John Devlin

It has been ventured in some quarters that themefas
our poor away performances at Norwich City, QPR ¢
Blackpool were because Wolves were wearing
distinctly odd black and dayglo strip which looks
though it has been commissioned from the hallow|
section of Asda. Strangely there could well be gbing
to this theory as we talk all things football kélated to
John Devlin who has produced two excellent bo
dedicated to subject. His first bodkrue Colours’ was
published in 2005 and chartered the football kstdmy of
all the Premier League’s teams at the time. Eatly én
accompanied by a stunning illustration of everyigteg
and a story of its evolvement. This was followednupre
recently with a second volume in the same formathwh
includes a host of other teams, including all Welkés
going back to the late seventies — all thirty fofehem! It
really is developing into a rich body of work and
recently caught up with John to discuss this fasaig
subject in more detail.
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‘True Colours’ Volume Two

ALOB: First of all John, what inspired you to emkam
‘“True Colours’?

Well, I've been drawing football kits in coloureencil
and felt tip pens since | was about 7 or 8 and ladways
loved studying football kit design. The highlight my
football year was the start of the season whenthal
exciting new designs were unveiled. Despite thgeg
promotional campaigns that accompany modern
launches there was something more exciting abagvwa
shirt when it didn’t change so frequently. | alwdgpt an
eye open for a book that presented the kit histamiry
various clubs but it never appeared. It then davarethe
that | would have to do it! Fortunately this coithed with
me returning to college at 28 to study Graphic Bres
which gave me the ability to produce the illustas to a

ALOB: What do you feel makes a good football strip?
and
tiidmost a contradictory mix of tradition and modayni
awith a healthy dose of flair and self-restraint. shirt
eereeds to reflect the traditional, familiar colostgle
associated with a club (and | think this extendaway
shirts as well) but brought up to date, reflectmgdern
bkeends and fashion. It needs to be contemporarjve- |
heard from kit designers who say that players amgy v
conscious if they turn out against a side in ahfl@sodern
design and they are wearing a kit that doesn’t mafc

ALOB: Conversely, just how bad does the Wolve3392/
shirt rate?

No comment! No seriously, perhaps this is an exampl
Wwhere modern fashion had perhaps been allowed to
influence a kit too much and restraint had goneabuhe

window. Having said that, the design featured ditienal

collar design and at least retained the club’s wslo
Putting it into context at the time, many many tshwere
as ‘challenging’ as this one — very few clubs esdapt
this time!

ALOB: Just how important do you feel a kit desig i

| think it's very important — not just in terms ablour
theory and the different psychological effects bgpcan
have on people — but also in terms of looking gaoaiart
and up to date. | believe it can help players parfbetter
when they are wearing a well designed strip. On
researchingTrue Colours’ it was amazing how many
times a team got promoted or won a cup in a seakemn
a particularly good kit graced their backs. Plus las
mentioned earlier, players are very fashion conscand
want to wear a shirt that looks up to date — adaubt do
the supporters.

ALOB: Many fans would argue that the purity of Kits
in the fifties and sixties were far better than treavily
sponsored outfits of today’s game, what's your Ziew

A couple of years ago | would have disagreed, bielge
that sponsors’ logos etc are now so much of anpaede
part of the game that they do become intrinsiclitiiyed
to the clubs and almost act as an additional iflenti
Il High street fashion is covered with logos/motif$iywnot
Kotball shirts? I hate to say it but | do like theavily
sponsored kits favoured in Europe as well — it's an
important part of the game now and | think the addal
logos are interesting. However, having been rebaagc
older kits just lately there is a certain beautyhia designs
_— clean, simple lines with a good cut. How smadit Mian
l'Utd look in their 50s kit last season against Maity C
(who were wearing a poorly executed butcheringhefrt

professional standard.

21* century strip)? (contd...)



HOME KIT 82-85
Wolves first sponsored shirt

ALOB: Just how big an impact did shirt sponsorsehan
the game?

Massive — in terms of aesthetics it brought fodthght

into the modern world. It also helped secure al\
bond/relationship between local companies/busirse
and their team. Quite often in the early days thiessls
were brokered because the chairman of a local coyn
wanted to show his allegiance to the team he fabtbvOr

HOME KIT 85-88
Steve Bull made his debut in a shirt like this

By the late 70s Umbro were producing boxed sets of
complete club kit that included long sleeved shifitee
early 80s saw a kit revolution with the influx afréign
brands such as Le Coq Sportif and Patrick. The ebdodk
iteeplica shirts grew throughout the 80s slowly hutegy.
s3&hen football's popularity exploded after Italia 9fe
growth accelerated and, in my view, peaked at H9@6
bavhen the whole of England seemed to own a rephaa s
In that period the Premiership was launched and

in large multi-national companies they may have hadeventually with it the ability to personalise youplica

large office based locally to the club. Now of cgmuit’s
different and it's all about money — and this cab#

shirt with players’ names and squad numbers whigtna
increased sales. Since then the demand has besty ste

underestimated. The income a good sponsorshipodea but has perhaps been knocked by scandals in pxicg f

bring is considerable.

ALOB: Why do you think it took so long for the regl
shirt revolution to take off and what were the K
milestones and influences?

This is an interesting question — look back throagly
crowd photos pre-early 70s and you seldom saw t@dtio
shirt in the crowd — it just wasn't the done thinihe

trend then of course was scarves, rattles and tesss
Early 70s programmes include football shirts amotigs
club merchandise that could be brought but way diow
the list after teddy bears, keyrings and sometipaggies!
Of course back then shirts weren't branded — o
manufacturers’ logos appeared on shirts and thalisesl
they could sell (at a premium) authentic replicasions
of the club kit, everything changed. Admiral rea
pioneered this approach — primarily with their Ergl kit

contract in 1974 and Don Revie — and then laten weir
kits for Manchester United, Leeds, Southampton

Umbro, Adidas and the other companies then folloy
suit. | guess it just enabled supporters to shoithout

doubt, who they supported and to indicate theagidince.
Interestingly though, most replica shirts in the 7@nd to
some degree the 80s) were primarily in childreives

and the increase in new designs.

ALOB: How much is the UK football kit market wétth
e
?/have no idea! Ten years ago it was said it wasttwo
around £200m. | would imagine it's less than it ieask
in the mid 90s when you couldn't go anywhere withou
seeing men, women and children all wearing a rapdit
Of course new designs are more frequent now and
stalthough some prices are higher it's often not lbefpre
they're reduced in club shops.
n
ALOB: Just how much competition is there betweén ki
ne@anufacturers and how long does a typical deal Vet
a club?

lyAgain, a difficult question. There are some welbkm kit
manufacturer competitors e.g. Adidas and Puma who o
course were both founded by two German brothers who
~tlater fell out. The feud lasted after their deathd is now
vedill ingrained in the culture of both companiesn inot
aware of any other kit companies with such a fierce
rivalry, in fact the industry is quite incestuous far as
employees go with some kit designers managing lhape
more than one kit manufacturer in their careersoAhow

making vintage adult shirts very rare today.

several firms have merged or been taken ojgamtd...)



Adidas bought Reebok 3 or 4 years ago and Nike lito

ldnave been a few occurrences of players customikigig

Umbro last year. The length of the deals today Jakjts as well, Vinnie Jones used to trim the lengthis
enormously. Even with some large brands the confrahorts when baggy ones were introduced duringifms t
often lasts for just one or two seasons. Backénsibs and| at Chelsea in the early 90s and Duncan Fergusamdwo

80s though teams changed manufacturers p
frequently — especially smaller clubs.

One of the more ‘challenging’ designs

etiyt the neck of the rather constrictive collar Umbr
introduced in a late 90s Everton shirt. And theeshe
legendary grey Manchester United shirt from the @td!

ALOB; Wolves fans are incredibly proud of our umgu
distinguished colours — just how lucky are we?

From a supporter’s point of view very lucky — yoant
miss a Wolves fan and their allegiance can never be
guestioned; from a kit designer’s point of viewytmps
not! Having such a strong traditional colour scheraa
prove a nightmare for designers when they try aedte
something new for a shirt. This can backfire onpsuers

as I'm sure Wolves fans who remember the 90s will
testify, with some home designs that could be vibae
best as ‘challenging’. Plus it often means thaigtess’
creative flair is allowed to run unchecked on awhiyts.

ALOB: What are your plans for future ‘True Colours’
projects?

I've got several plans at the moment, some | havesep

up my sleeve for now I'm afraid. Although I'm still
adding features and articles to my website
www.truecoloursfootballkits.comAnd I'm always busy
researching, illustrating kits etc. I'm also worfginvith
several clubs who are running my illustrations vrerg

throwing their shirts into the crowd after the mate do
players receive a new shirt to play in at every chat
..... and are they supplied free by the kit manufactur

| believe some of the bigger clubs do get a newt skiery

some more new work out there soon. Gettifigue
Colours’ published (by A&C Black, with the initial print
run of the first book selling out) was my lifeloagbition
and has led to several other experiences; | haen be
lucky enough to write articles on football kits,paar on

match (often in both short and long sleeved op}idngeyeral radio shows and also was delighted to keda®

which are supplied by the kit manufacturer. These
referred to as ‘match prepared’ in shirt collectoigles.
But in the lower leagues this doesn’t happen andss
often have to last the whole season with the payroen
replacements coming out of the players’ pockets.

ALOB: The amount of detail you enter into on eduint g
design featured in ‘True Colours’ is incredible euymust
have come across some good stories in your research

The devil is in the detail! The funniest stories alcur
around misspellings — Diadora’s kit for Crystal &a a
couple of years ago managed to spell the club’senas]

dudge the 2007 Football League Best Kit Award.

N ALOB: Finally, if Wolves are promoted, just whattsof
income could we reasonably expect from a shirt spigh

It's very difficult to say but | would imagine yowould

be looking at about £0.8m to £1m per year for ayd&r
deal. But with some clubs struggling with sponsiqrsts
the recession takes hold the culture may be chgngin
West Brom will go the entire season without a spons
and Aston Villa decided to support children’s haspi
Acorns on their shirts this year instead of a lticeadeal.

‘Chrystal Palace’ on the home shirt. Plus, you max| oB: Thanks. Keep up your great work in documentin

remember an amber, black and red Umbro away kit
Nottingham Forest in the mid-90s? The shirt featune
ghastly paint-splattered effect on the shirt t
incorporated the Forest badge, the name of the ahab

fahd preserving a key part of football’s heritage.

hat
True Colours Volume 2 is available from Amazon or

incredibly, ‘ubmro’. Other interesting stories are thatirectly from  the publishers  A&C Black

Umbro included collars on their early 90s Man Utirts
apparently because of Eric Cantona’s fondnesauifairtg
them up and the amount of times a team’s shirtuwo
(especially away jerseys) is altered to coincidéhvthe
corporate colour scheme of an incoming sponsorrer

(www.acblack.coin For more information about John’s
work see his websitevww.truecoloursfootballkits.com
oWe would like to thank John for allowing us to tée
illustrations in this article.

he Jim Heath




