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CHAPTER 1

REWIRING THE CUP

BEFORE RUMBELOWS ever became associated with the 
League Cup, the competition itself had  been shaped by the 
vision and determination of one of English football’s most 
influential administrators: Alan Hardaker. Appointed Football 
League secretary in 1951, Hardaker spent much of his career 
grappling with the challenges of modernising the domestic 
game, navigating tensions between the Football League, the 
Football Association and the powerful clubs themselves. 
Among his most lasting legacies was his role in the creation 
of the Football League Cup – a competition that would, over 
time, carve out its own place in the football calendar and 
produce countless iconic moments.

Although the League Cup  is often credited as Hardaker’s 
brainchild, Hardaker himself acknowledged that the original 
concept came from Stanley Rous, the FA secretary at the 
time. In his autobiography, Hardaker described how Rous 
had first floated the idea during the meetings of the Post-War 
Reconstruction Committee. This was a joint effort between the 
FA and the Football League aimed at reviving and reshaping 
the English game in the aftermath of the Second World War. 
Rous’s proposal was for a separate knockout competition 
open to clubs eliminated in the early rounds of the FA Cup. 
Although that plan  was never implemented, the idea lingered, 
and Hardaker later drew on it when formulating the League 
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Cup. He  was also inspired by the Scottish League Cup, which 
had already proven a success north of the border.

When the League Cup  was formally introduced at the 
start of the 1960/61 season, it  was met with scepticism and, 
in many quarters, outright hostility. Hardaker’s proposal to 
introduce this new midweek knockout competition, made 
possible thanks to the advent of floodlights, faced resistance 
both from within the Football League’s member clubs and 
from the national press. The likes of Fleet Street poured scorn 
on the idea, and Hardaker himself admitted he was not exactly 
popular in newspaper offices for pushing it forward. Entry to 
the competition  wasn’t compulsory, and several major clubs, 
including Arsenal, Tottenham Hotspur, Wolverhampton 
Wanderers and Sheffield Wednesday, declined to take part in 
its debut season.

Hardaker, though, remained steadfast. He was clear that 
the League Cup should not be a mere consolation prize 
for FA Cup failures, as Rous had once suggested, but a full 
 competition in its own right. He was fond of saying that ‘the 
FA Cup is football’s Ascot; the League Cup its equivalent of 
Derby Day at Epsom’. That phrase perfectly summed up his 
view of the competition’s place in the footballing landscape: 
different in tone, but no less important.

The breakthrough came with the 1961/62 edition, 
when television money entered the picture. The prospect of 
added income from broadcast rights persuaded many of the 
 initial boycotters to join in, and with UEFA later awarding 
a European place to the winners, the League Cup gradually 
gained credibility. By 1967, all the top clubs were on board, 
and the competition had found its footing. The decision to 
stage the final at Wembley added further prestige, helping to 
transform the League Cup from an unloved experiment into 
an established part of the domestic game.
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It was this competition, born out of postwar vision, 
hardened by years of scepticism, and  ultimately embraced as 
part of English football’s fabric, that Rumbelows would inherit 
in 1990.

By the summer of 1981, the League Cup became the first 
major English football competition to adopt a title sponsor. 
In a deal worth £250,000, the Milk Marketing Board stepped 
forward and renamed it the Milk Cup. This was a move that 
felt curious at first but quickly became iconic. It was not just a 
quirky bit of branding; it was a calculated effort by the MMB 
to revive milk’s public image and boost consumption during a 
time of industry decline. The board, formed in 1933 to stabilise 
milk prices and support farmers, had only dipped a toe into 
sport once before, through its long-standing sponsorship of 
the Tour of Britain, better known to many as the Milk Race.

Football, though, was a different kind of stage. As milk 
made its way into the terraces and tabloid headlines, so too 
did a sense that the League Cup was shifting shape and 
becoming more commercial. Some fans were not thrilled 
about the change. To them, renaming a domestic cup after a 
dairy board felt tacky, a step too far in the creeping influence of 
sponsorship. Still, the profile of the competition rose. One of 
the first visible changes was the introduction of a new trophy. 
They produced a gleaming silver cup of their own, twice 
the size of the traditional three-handled version and boldly 
emblazoned with ‘The Milk Cup’ across the front. In the 1982 
final, both trophies were handed to Liverpool captain Graeme 
Souness, but it was clear which one would carry the brand 
forward. The old cup was retired and so began a new era of 
sponsorship-led spectacle. This period  is best remembered for 
Liverpool’s dominance and, more poignantly, Oxford United’s 
shock triumph in 1986 – the only major trophy in the club’s 
history, and a defining image of the Milk Cup years.
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After the Milk era ended, the competition found its next 
partner in one of the most recognisable names in British retail. 
Littlewoods, famous for its catalogue empire and football pools, 
signed a £2.3m deal to sponsor what became the Littlewoods 
Challenge Cup over four seasons. The partnership added a 
touch of prestige to the competition, not least through the 
addition of new silverware. Littlewoods chose to restore a 
grand Victorian trophy from the late 1800s to present to the 
winners of the 1987 final: a fiercely contested clash between 
Arsenal and Liverpool. Arsenal took the honours that year, 
only to  be stunned 12 months later by Luton Town in one of 
the greatest finals the League Cup has ever produced. This 
was also the era when Brian Clough and Nottingham Forest 
enjoyed a final flourish, lifting the cup in 1989 and 1990. They 
were Clough’s last major honours in English football.

When Littlewoods stepped aside, the Football League 
was once again in search of a backer. That gap  was filled by 
Rumbelows, a high-street electronics retailer with no obvious 
link to football but a growing appetite for national visibility. 
What followed was a sponsorship deal that would span just 
two seasons but leave behind a trail of unforgettable moments, 
marketing gambles and cultural curiosities. If the Milk Cup 
had been earnest and the Littlewoods era polished, then the 
Rumbelows years were something else entirely. 

Rumbelows began life in 1949 as a chain of television and 
radio rental shops founded by Sydney Rumbelow. The business 
grew steadily, branching into general electrical retail, and in 
1969 was  acquired by Thorn Electrical Industries, the parent 
company of Radio Rentals. Two years later, Thorn bought 
the chain, merging it with Fred Dawes and rebranding the 
combined business as Rumbelows. Through the 1970s, Thorn 
snapped up regional retailers like NEMS, famously linked to 
Brian Epstein, and Strothers, along with J & F Stone. These 
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were also rebranded as Rumbelows. By the end of the 1980s 
it had become a major name in electrical retail, offering both 
sales and rentals across the country.

In 1989, Rumbelows  was sold to Radio Rentals, which 
had merged with Thorn the previous year to form Thorn 
EMI. The group transferred Rumbelows’ rental accounts to 
Radio Rentals, strengthening its position in that market. With 
its core rental business gone, Rumbelows set out to reinvent 
itself as a conventional electrical retailer, expanding its range 
to include home computers and other fast-growing personal 
technology.

At this time, Rumbelows was doing everything it could 
to raise its national profile and stand out in a crowded retail 
market. The previous year, the company had become a 
major partner of ITV’s Telethon ’88. This was a huge charity 
fundraising event that dominated the channel’s programming 
for hours on end, bringing together celebrities, musicians, 
sports stars, and brands in support of disability charities across 
the UK. Telethon ’88 featured appearances from the likes of 
Bruce Forsyth, Cilla Black, Michael Aspel and Lenny Henry, 
with studios packed full of phones, flashing lights and frantic 
appeals for donations. For Rumbelows, being a key sponsor 
was a chance to  be seen as more than just a shop on the high 
street. It gave the business a platform as a community-minded 
national name, the kind of company that was part of the fabric 
of British life. 

That  wasn’t the only way Rumbelows kept itself in 
the public eye during the 1980s. The chain was a regular 
presence on television screens, running a string of adverts that 
promoted its wide range of electrical goods. This included 
the catchy ‘Please don’t pay any more, Mrs Moore’ campaign. 
From washing machines and fridge-freezers to the latest hi-
fis, video recorders and TVs, Rumbelows positioned itself as 
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the go-to retailer for the modern British home. The familiar 
blue and white logo became part of the backdrop of British 
shopping streets, and the company worked hard to ensure its 
name stayed front of mind through regular ads on UK screens.

But it was during the summer of 1990, as England prepared 
to face West Germany in the World Cup semi-final, that 
Rumbelows truly grabbed the nation’s attention. The company 
suddenly found itself on the front page of the Daily Mirror after 
details of a bold promotion hit the headlines. Just two months 
earlier, Rumbelows’ managing director, Don MacKechnie, had 
signed off on a high-stakes marketing campaign. The idea was 
simple on the surface. Customers who bought a TV during the 
promotion would get their money back if England went on to 
win the World Cup.

This well-intentioned stunt looked set to cost Rumbelows 
millions. England were on their best World Cup run since 
1966, and optimism was building across the country. If Bobby 
Robson’s side had managed to go all the way, the retailer faced 
a potential nightmare of huge payouts. It would have been 
a financial hit that could have proved disastrous given the 
company’s already shifting fortunes.

There was another complication too. Offering money back 
in this way  actually fell foul of the law. Under the strict rules 
of the time, promotions like this risked breaching gambling 
legislation. To get around it, the company cleverly exploited 
a loophole, framing the offer as a competition. Customers 
 were asked a simple question at the point of purchase, ‘Which 
player scored a hat-trick in the 1966 World Cup Final?’ It was 
an easy one, of course. The answer, Geoff Hurst,  was etched 
into the national memory.

Behind the scenes, however, Rumbelows  wasn’t quite as 
reckless as the headlines made out. Unknown to customers and 
even much of the press, the company had already covered its 
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back by spending £20,000 to have the promotion underwritten 
by an insurance company. If England had lifted the trophy, it 
would not have been Rumbelows footing the bill. The insurer 
would have taken the hit.

In the end, of course, England fell just short, losing in 
heartbreaking fashion on penalties in the semi-final. From 
the outside, it looked as though Rumbelows had narrowly 
escaped a potentially ruinous gamble.  But in reality, the 
risk had  been carefully managed all along. The real win for 
the company was in the publicity: front-page news, endless 
mentions in the press and a boost in customer goodwill. 
For a company trying to cement its place in the national 
conversation, this was the kind of exposure money could not 
usually buy. And it was just a taste of the bold, attention-
grabbing marketing that would follow during its sponsorship 
of the League Cup.

By July of 1990, the Football League found itself in a 
delicate position. Littlewoods’ sponsorship of the League Cup 
had  come to an end, and a replacement partner  was urgently 
needed. Negotiations had been taking place quietly behind the 
scenes for months, and by late July it appeared that National 
Power, one of the country’s newly privatised electricity giants, 
was on the verge of striking a deal.

The numbers were impressive. National Power had placed 
a record £4m, four-year offer on the table, almost double 
the value of Littlewoods’ outgoing arrangement. It was, at 
that moment, the most lucrative contract ever proposed for 
a domestic football competition. Within Football League 
headquarters there was a sense of relief that the search for a 
sponsor was  nearly over. Newspapers  were briefed to expect an 
imminent announcement. Even the draw for the first round 
of the competition  was postponed in anticipation of a glossy 
launch event that would signal a new era.
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But as the weeks passed, cracks began to show. National 
Power, still adjusting to the turbulence of privatisation, was 
beginning to wobble. Just as the Football League’s executives 
were preparing their press releases, the company unveiled a set 
of disastrous financial results. Losses of £605m  were revealed 
along with plans to shed 5,000 jobs from its workforce. The 
idea of sponsoring a football competition while thousands 
of employees faced redundancy was politically and publicly 
untenable. The headlines wrote themselves.

Within days National Power quietly withdrew from the 
process, citing its responsibility to focus on its core operations. 
For the Football League it was an embarrassing reversal. 
What had  been lined up as a record-breaking sponsorship was 
suddenly gone. With the season fast approaching, there was 
not only no new partner but also the lingering awkwardness of 
a postponed cup draw and a media expecting answers.

It was at this moment that Rumbelows spotted its chance. 
The retailer had just  emerged from a summer of high-profile 
publicity thanks to its World Cup ‘money back’ promotion 
and was looking for ways to sustain that momentum. A major 
English football competition was sitting vacant, and the Football 
League was desperate for a credible sponsor. Within days of 
National Power’s withdrawal, Rumbelows moved decisively.

Not only did they step in, but they also outbid National 
Power outright. Where National Power had offered £4m, 
Rumbelows committed £5m over four years. It was an 
extraordinary figure for a competition that many still 
considered the poor relation of the FA Cup. To place that 
in context, Barclays had just extended its sponsorship of the 
entire Football League – all four divisions – for three more 
seasons at £7m. For a single cup competition to command £5m 
was a bold statement about the perceived marketing power of 
football at the dawn of the 1990s.
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The press loved the story. Headlines played gleefully on 
the imagery of power stations and retail shops, writing that 
National Power had  been ‘rumbled’ by Rumbelows. This was 
more than a change of sponsor; it was a dramatic twist that 
seemed perfectly in keeping with the unpredictable character 
of the League Cup itself.

Both sides quickly went public with their enthusiasm. 
Football League marketing director Trevor Phillips hailed 
the deal, saying, ‘We are delighted with this new partnership. 
Rumbelows are a well-known name in the high street, with 
branches throughout the country. This will give all our clubs 
some great promotional opportunities.’ For the Football 
League it was not just a rescue but a windfall. They had 
avoided an embarrassing sponsorship gap and secured a richer 
deal than the one they had almost signed.

On the Rumbelows side, the mood was equally upbeat. 
Commercial director Bill Cosgrove stressed the company’s 
desire to reinvest into football, ‘We wanted to put something 
back into the game. It is  evident from the excitement generated 
by the World Cup that, at its best, football is still the greatest 
family spectator sport in Great Britain. We plan to work closely 
with the league to help encourage people back into the game. 
We  couldn’t be more delighted. It is the start of an exciting 
partnership which will I am sure be mutually beneficial.’

This was more than corporate boilerplate. Both parties 
seemed genuinely invested in making the sponsorship feel like 
a partnership rather than a name on a trophy. The Football 
League promised to spread the new money across all four 
divisions, ensuring that every club, from the giants of the First 
Division to the smaller grounds of the fourth tier, would see 
tangible benefits from the deal. For many lower-league teams 
still struggling with the financial aftershocks of the 1980s, even 
a modest slice of Rumbelows’ money  represented a vital boost.
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In the space of a few weeks the League Cup had gone 
from a sponsorship void to the centre of one of the most  eye-
catching commercial arrangements in English football. The 
embarrassment of National Power’s collapsed deal  was swiftly 
replaced by the excitement of a bold new partner. Rumbelows 
had not just bought naming rights, they had  purchased a 
national stage on which to promote themselves. For the 
Football League, the nightmare of a sponsorless competition 
had  been averted and replaced with a record deal.

What neither side could have predicted was just how much 
colour, chaos and cultural crossover those £5m would generate.

When Rumbelows formally stepped into its new role as 
sponsor, the company’s first major act was symbolic rather 
than commercial. It chose to rename the competition not 
simply after itself but as the Rumbelows League Cup. This 
might seem a minor distinction, but in the world of football 
tradition matters. For nine seasons under the Milk Marketing 
Board and then Littlewoods, the League Cup had carried only 
the sponsor’s name, shorn of its original identity. Before 1981 
it had been known simply as the Football League Cup, and 
for many supporters of a more traditional bent, the corporate 
rebranding felt like one more encroachment of commerce on 
to the game.

Rumbelows sensed this mood. The company had studied 
the competition’s history and understood that Alan Hardaker 
himself, the architect of the League Cup, had once described 
it as ‘The People’s Cup’. By restoring the words ‘League Cup’, 
Rumbelows was signalling a desire to honour that legacy 
rather than overwrite it. This subtle but important change 
went down extremely well with traditionalists, supporters’ 
groups and the football press. It gave the sense that while a 
new sponsor was arriving with fresh money and  new ideas, the 
essential character of the competition would remain.
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But Rumbelows did not stop at a name. The company’s 
second major act was a much more visible gesture of respect to 
the past: the return of the original three-handled trophy. This 
was the silverware first awarded in 1961 and then retired after 
the Milk Marketing Board introduced their vast ‘Milk Cup’ 
vessel in the early 1980s. Where the Milk Cup trophy was 
bold and oversized, the original League Cup was delicate and 
distinctive. Its three handles gave it an almost asymmetrical 
appearance, designed to look slightly off kilter from every 
angle. The effect was memorable and unique. It also allowed 
three sets of ribbons to  be attached, something no other major 
English trophy offered.

Football writers of the time were almost unanimous in 
praising the decision. They described the return of the three-
handled cup as ‘a small but perfect act of restoration’ and 
‘one of the most beautiful pieces of English silverware’. The 
design, with its roots in the 1960s, evoked memories of the 
competition’s first decades, a period when clubs outside the 
traditional elite could make their names under floodlights 
on cold midweek nights. For players of an older generation 
– those who had lifted the League Cup in the 60s and 70s – 
the decision to bring back the original trophy carried a special 
resonance. It linked them directly to the modern game, a 
bridge across time in an era of rapid change.

Rumbelows carried this thinking through to the medals. 
Rather than commissioning a flashy modern design, they 
opted to base the winners’ and runners-up medals on the 
original pattern from the 1960s. This kind of detail rarely 
makes headlines, but for players and officials it mattered. 
Holding a medal that echoed those awarded to their 
predecessors lent a sense of continuity and legitimacy to the 
tournament. It said: this may be a new sponsor, but it is still 
the same competition.
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If these gestures soothed the traditionalists, Rumbelows 
also knew the power of incentives. The company wanted 
to add new layers of excitement to the tournament without 
sacrificing its heritage. Just before the start of the 1990/91 
campaign, they announced a package of rewards designed 
to draw attention and, crucially, encourage clubs to treat the 
competition seriously.

The headline offer was a bold one: if the winners of the 
Rumbelows League Cup went on to win the UEFA Cup the 
following season, the company would reward them with a 
£1m bonus. This was an extraordinary sum at the time and 
underlined Rumbelows’ ambition. The backdrop made it even 
more striking. English clubs had only just been readmitted 
to European competition following the ban imposed after 
the Heysel disaster. In 1990/91 only two English sides were 
playing in Europe: Aston Villa, as league runners-up, in the 
UEFA Cup, and Manchester United, as FA Cup winners, in 
the European Cup Winners’ Cup.

There were obvious complications. First Division 
champions Liverpool  were still banned from Europe at that 
point, although that would change the following season. 
And there was no guarantee that the League Cup winners 
would even  be awarded a UEFA Cup slot in the first  place, 
since England’s European entries  were still limited. But the 
symbolism was powerful. Rumbelows were telling clubs: treat 
this competition as a springboard to Europe and we will make 
it worth your while. In an era when prize money in domestic 
football was still relatively modest, a £1m carrot was a genuine 
talking point.

This was only part of the package. For every Rumbelows 
League Cup tie, the man of the match would receive a prize 
sponsored by Sony, one of the retailer’s key suppliers. This 
would later evolve into the now-famous television giveaways, 
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but at the outset it signalled something new. Recognition for 
individual performances in every round of the competition 
was still rare in English football. By turning each match 
into an opportunity for a player to receive a physical reward, 
Rumbelows injected an extra layer of prestige into fixtures that 
might otherwise have gone unnoticed.

Finally, there was a team-based incentive. The company 
announced that a Rumbelows prize would  be awarded to every 
member of the two teams who achieved the highest aggregate 
score in each of the first two rounds. This was an unprecedented 
gesture in the professional game. While bonuses for winning 
or progressing were common, a retailer stepping in to directly 
reward high-scoring football was something entirely different. 
It encouraged attacking play and added a competitive twist to 
a competition sometimes accused of being a distraction.

Taken together, these moves created a fascinating 
duality. On the one hand Rumbelows were reasserting the 
competition’s traditions, its original name, its original trophy, 
its original medal designs. On the other they were layering on 
new incentives and prizes, making the League Cup feel fresh 
and worth chasing in a football landscape that was beginning 
to shift toward the Premier League era. For players, managers 
and supporters alike, this was still the League Cup they 
recognised, but now with a level of investment and imagination 
it had never known before.

This careful blend of nostalgia and novelty gave the 
competition a renewed sense of purpose as the 1990/91 season 
began. It felt at once familiar and different; a tournament 
rooted in tradition but lit by novel ideas. And as events would 
soon  show, that combination was about to produce two of the 
most memorable seasons in the League Cup’s history.

By the end of August 1990, everything was in place. The 
deal  was signed. The name  was confirmed. The trophy had 
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 been restored to its rightful place. The marketing machine was 
starting to roll. What lay ahead remained unknown, but there 
was already a sense that this was not going to be a routine 
sponsorship era. There was an energy around and a feeling 
that something unpredictable was on the horizon.

The League Cup, often dismissed as the lesser of the major 
domestic trophies, suddenly found itself with a spotlight it had 
not known in years. It was not just the money or the prizes 
or even the revived trophy that caused people to take notice. 
It was the tone. There was an element of ambition to what 
Rumbelows were doing. This was not a cautious, corporate 
box-ticking exercise. It was a company throwing itself into 
football with both feet,  not quite knowing where it would land, 
but willing to make a splash all the same.

Inside the Football League’s offices, there was quiet relief. 
What had threatened to become a humiliating delay had 
 been transformed into a headline-grabbing rescue job. The 
sponsorship market had grown more competitive since the early 
1980s, and the last-minute withdrawal of National Power could 
have left the League Cup floating without a backer. Instead, 
the competition had  been pulled into the orbit of a brand 
that wanted to be bold, visible and fully involved. The timing, 
coming just weeks after England’s dramatic World Cup run, 
only heightened the mood. Football was on the rise again, and 
Rumbelows had found themselves in exactly the right place.

Outside the boardrooms, supporters were beginning to 
grow curious. Newspapers and magazines ran columns about 
the sponsorship. Broadcasters mentioned the deal during early-
season coverage. Players, for their part, were quietly intrigued 
by the talk of televisions, bonuses and matchday prizes. The 
idea that a midweek cup tie could come with tangible rewards 
– or even just a bit of ceremony – added something new. The 
culture of football was changing. Old rituals were  being nudged 
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aside. The arrival of a sponsor willing to treat the League Cup 
as a serious platform, not just an advertising space, felt like a 
break from the usual script.

But if there was a sense of freshness, there was also a feeling 
of unpredictability. No one could quite say what direction 
things would go. Rumbelows had shown that they understood 
football’s past, but the real question was how they would shape 
its present. How would they promote the tournament? How 
would their marketing translate once the matches began? 
What kind of presence would they have at games? Would 
players embrace the glitz, or treat it with the suspicion that 
often met commercial tie-ins? Would fans warm to the new 
branding or roll their eyes at yet another sponsor chasing 
football’s popularity?

The answers would come soon enough. What followed 
across the next two seasons was unlike anything the 
competition had seen before. The League Cup was about to 
become a stage not just for football, but for moments that 
belonged somewhere between sport and spectacle. It would be 
absurd, brilliant and entirely real.

But in that final stretch of late summer 1990, none of 
this had happened yet. The pitches were pristine. The new 
branding was still  being unpacked. The cameras had not yet 
rolled on anything remotely surreal. The madness was still to 
come. All that existed was a competition ready to begin again, 
newly dressed, newly sponsored, and waiting to see what its 
new partner would bring to the table.

It was the calm before the storm. And the storm was about 
to be unforgettable.


