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A tale of clubs, pitches and men. How association
football took root in the Lake Geneva region (1860s–
1910s)
Philippe Vonnard a,b

aContemporary History Department, University of Fribourg, Fribourg, Switzerland; bSport
Institute, University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
‘Tomorrow, Thursday, at 3pm, a football match will take place on the Plaine de
Plainpalais, between 11 English from Lausanne and Geneva’. This brief notice,
published in January 1869 in Le Journal de Genève, may be one of the earliest
mentions in the area’s press of a new ball game – football. Although the
chronology of association football’s ‘cultural transfer’ to Switzerland and the
conditions that facilitated the game’s introduction to the country are well-
documented, the game’s adoption by the local population remains under-
researched. Based on extensive empirical research combining original archive
materials and articles from contemporary generalist and sports newspapers,
the present study explored the factors that led young men in Geneva and
Lausanne to embrace a foreign game. It also examined two less-well studied
aspects of the game’s early history in Europe: the difficulty of finding places
to play football in urban areas and the profiles of football’s first leaders. The
results extend previous research on the creation of the first football clubs
(association or rugby) outside Great Britain and on the history of associations
in Switzerland.

KEYWORDS History; cultural transfer; association football; Lake Geneva

Introduction

‘Tomorrow, Thursday, at 3pm, a football match will take place on the Plaine
de Plainpalais, between 11 English from Lausanne and Geneva’.1 This brief
notice in the 20 January 1869 edition of Le Journal de Genève may be one
of the earliest mentions in the area’s press of a new ball game – football.
That the notice was published in English attests to the fact that it was
British citizens (businessmen, engineers, students and tourists) staying in
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the area who introduced football (association or rugby) to the shores of Lake
Geneva, as was the case in many other parts of the world.

The chronology of association football’s ‘cultural transfer’2 to Switzerland
and the conditions that facilitated the game’s introduction to the country are
well-documented,3 but the game’s adoption by the local population remains
under-researched.4 The Geneva-Lausanne area is an interesting case because
these two cities – together with Basel, St. Gallen and Zurich – were at the
forefront of establishing football (association and rugby) in Switzerland in
the late-nineteenth-century, alongside many other modern sports, including
athletics, cycling, rowing and tennis. Whichever form it took, football came
to the shores of Lake Geneva very early in the sport’s development, allowing
Paul Dietschy to call Switzerland ‘the cradle of football’s development in con-
tinental Europe’.5

There were many reasons for this, including the existence of a luxury
tourism industry,6 the presence of numerous internationally renowned
boarding schools,7 and the willingness of local promoters to launch exhibi-
tions and competitions (in cycling, tennis and winter sports).8 Association
football’s early history in Geneva and Lausanne provides insights into how
an imported game requiring large amounts of space could become estab-
lished in urban areas. Football’s parallel and interconnected development
in Geneva and Lausanne allows these two cities, the largest beside Lake
Geneva, to be studied together, despite differences in their demographic,
economic and social structures.

The present study’s aims were to identify the factors that led the local male
population to embrace a foreign game,9 to provide further insights into the
creation of the first football clubs (association or rugby) outside Great Britain
and to add to research on the history of associations in Switzerland.10 It also
explored two less-well researched aspects of football’s early history in
Europe: the difficulty of finding places to play football in urban areas and
the profiles of football’s first leaders.11 As Eric Passavant and Julien Sorez
noted, the limited amount of space available within urban areas leads to com-
petition between different uses, so it is not always easy to find space for a
football pitch.12 This was certainly the case in late-nineteenth-century
Geneva and Lausanne, which raises two questions: Where did people
play football in the game’s earliest days? And when were relatively large
expanses of urban real estate first set aside almost exclusively for
playing association football? For the profiles of football’s first leaders,
the present study builds on previous research on football’s leaders in Swit-
zerland by addressing the following three questions.13 What were the
backgrounds of the men (they were all men) responsible for establishing
football in Geneva and in Lausanne? Why did they give their time to
developing association football? And did the social class of men promot-
ing association football change between the 1860s-1870s and the eve of
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World War I, by which time the game had become firmly anchored in the
local social fabric?

To address these questions, I drew on previously unstudied documents
held in local, cantonal and national government archives (e.g. administra-
tive documents for the cities and cantons concerned, documents relating
to secondary education) and in private archives (e.g. student societies,
boarding schools, sports clubs). I combined these data with information
drawn from the Gazette de Lausanne and Tribune de Genève, the cities’
main daily newspapers at the time; La Suisse sportive, a sports newspaper
that was first published in Geneva in 1897; and local clubs’ commemora-
tive albums. Finally, I obtained invaluable biographical information about
football’s early leaders from the ‘Fabrique des sports nationaux’
database.14

The results provide an overview of football’s early history in the Geneva-
Lausanne area. In Section 1 of this paper, I describe the chronology of the
creation of the area’s first football clubs within the context of the two
cities’ expansion during the late nineteenth century. I then discuss the
difficulties football clubs had in finding places to play (Section 2) and look
at the social backgrounds of association football’s leaders during this pio-
neering period in the sport’s history in Geneva and Lausanne (Section 3).

Adopting a foreign game

Profound changes to economic production and an accompanying rural
exodus led to intense urbanisation within Switzerland during the last three
decades of the nineteenth century.15 Geneva and Lausanne were in the van-
guard of this process and expanded rapidly, gradually taking the form they
have today. Geneva’s population rose from approximately 75,000 in 1880
to more than 115,000 thirty years later,16 while Lausanne, Switzerland’s
fastest growing city alongside St. Gallen, saw its population double over
the same period to reach 65,000 in 1910.17

Football (association and rugby) undoubtedly benefitted from these
demographic changes because most of the modern sports that emerged at
this time first developed in urban areas. The Lake Geneva area clearly illus-
trates this fact, as it was the lake’s towns and cities that first embraced a wide
range of foreign sports, alongside the well-established practise of associative
gymnastics.18 This process was largely driven by the proprietors of Lausanne
and Montreux’s new luxury hotels, who catered to their clientele’s demands
by providing private facilities for an-ever wider selection of activities, initially
summer sports (notably tennis) and then, as of the 1880s, winter sports (e.g.
ice skating).19 Swimming also became popular in Geneva and Lausanne at
this time, with many people taking up the sport for medical reasons.
Indeed, swimming’s development was not due solely to the proximity of
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the lake; it was also facilitated by the cities’ internationally renowned
medical/well-being spas (Pâquis and Haldimand baths, respectively),20

which gradually turned themselves into more general leisure facilities.21

Foreign tourists and businessmen visiting Geneva introduced cycling, a
sport that was already popular in London and Paris, leading to a 7-fold
increase in the number of bicycles in the canton (from 900 to 6,500)
between 1892 and 1897.22 Competition cycling was particularly well-devel-
oped (road racing had begun in the 1870s and a first velodrome was built
in 1892), but cycle touring, boosted by the foundation of Touring Club
Suisse (TCS) in 1896, was also popular, especially with the economic
elite.23 By the 1880s Geneva’s cycling enthusiasts had begun taking an inter-
est in other sports, especially one that was spreading rapidly – football.24

Contemporary newspaper articles show that Geneva and Lausanne’s
British residents were already playing football in the late 1860s and early
1870s. Many of these games involved teams from the same city, but
matches between teams from Geneva and Lausanne also took place,
thanks in large part to the railway line between the two cities, which
opened in 1858.25 The absence of fixed rules for the game, even in
England,26 means it is difficult to know exactly what type of football was
played, but the fashionable game in Geneva appears to have been closer to
rugby than to association football.

Historians have highlighted the importance of private schools in estab-
lishing football in Switzerland, just as they had in Great Britain, at least
according to the ‘orthodox’ interpretation of football’s beginnings.27 Some
of the area’s boarding schools had international reputations, most notably
Lausanne’s Villa Ouchy, run by Max Auckenthaler, and Geneva’s Institut
du Château de Lancy, run by Charles Haccius, and many had British teachers
who believed strongly in the benefits of exercise and encouraged their
schools to integrate modern sports into their programmes. Unsurprisingly,
therefore, some of these boarding schools had football (association or
rugby) teams.

Frequent matches between boarding schools and teams of British (predo-
minantly English) players gave momentum to football, which at the time was
played from October to April. As elsewhere in Europe, the British played a
key role in introducing football (association or rugby) to Switzerland, and
Geneva and Lausanne’s British residents were particularly influential in
this respect due to their large numbers and social position. In addition to
upper- and middle-class tourists attracted by Lake Geneva’s climate and
landscape (especially the neighbouring Alps, which held a great fascination
at this time), the expatriate population included students attending local
boarding schools and members of the professional classes. Notable among
this latter group were engineers, especially technical advisors for railway con-
struction, a field for which Switzerland provided a veritable testing ground as
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of the 1860s. Lengths of stay varied according to the reason for the visit, but
many foreigners took up residence for several months or even several years,
bringing with them a lifestyle that the local business and political elites con-
sidered the height of modernity.28

A letter from Rodney Alfrey to Lausanne’s mayor, dated 21 September
1867, confirms football’s early arrival in the Geneva-Lausanne area. The
letter was a request from a ‘football society’29 of around 20 players who
wanted permission to play football in the Montbenon area of Lausanne
city centre on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays (during the autumn and
winter). The letter does not name the club, but Lausanne already had a
Cricket and Football Club,30 whose members could play cricket and tennis
in summer and football (probably a version similar to association football)
in winter.31 Although a British cricket club had existed since the 1850s,32 a
notice in the 18 November 1885 edition of Le Journal de Genève suggests
that British players gathered on a more informal basis to play football on
the Plaine de Plainpalais two or three times a week (generally Thursdays
and Saturdays) during the autumn and winter. The notice, inserted by an
English expatriate, reads: ‘Allow me to use your columns to remind young
members of the English colony that we are counting on them for the
grand Foot-ball match that will take place on Thursday at 3 o’clock on the
Plaine de Plainpalais, in order to restore our colours, which were humiliated
last Thursday by the Genevans’ victory’.33

Even though Geneva and Lausanne’s boarding schools and British resi-
dents had created a favourable climate for establishing football, local
people still had to adopt the game for it to truly take root in the area.
How did this occur? First, during this early period in football’s development,
the British were often on the lookout for new disciples to make up the
numbers for matches. Because games were generally played in the afternoons
by young men from the higher echelons of society, new recruits would pri-
marily have been drawn from among local students.34 The writer Edmond
Gilliard recalled how he and two friends joined a football team ‘called Lau-
sanne’ (probably the Lausanne Cricket and Football Club team) via the inter-
mediary of their Latin teacher at the Gymnase Classique, who had
connections to the city’s British community through his English wife.35

Reports in local newspapers show that some matches attracted ‘large’
crowds’, but they did not stipulate whether large meant a few dozen
people or a few hundred.36 In addition to players’ friends and curious
passers-by, these crowds would have included young people from the neigh-
bourhoods in which the matches were played. Jean Narbel, who helped
found FC Montriond in 1896, reminisced on how he began playing football:

During our gentle Saturday strolls, we sometimes stopped to watch the young
Englishmen from the great boarding schools play football… Together, on the
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edge of the pitch, we spent long moments watching the matches and we got to
know the rules of the game better and better. From there it was but a small step
to say: ‘Why don’t we play, too?’37

Although Geneva and Lausanne were expanding quickly, they were still quite
small cities, so information travelled fast among the young bourgeoise, who
were keen to embrace all things modern. Did schools also contribute to this
process? In his now-classic book, Les archives du football, Alfred Wahl
showed that ‘high schools, middle schools and teacher-training schools’
played an important role in establishing football in France.38 This was also
the case in Geneva and Lausanne, as the area’s first homegrown teams
were formed in the cities’ high schools and vocational schools. At first, it
seems that the initiative for creating teams came from students,39 rather
than teachers, as local schools do not appear to have begun encouraging
such initiatives until the 1900s, when football had become more established
in the city. Even then, they expected teams to play within the school. In fact,
school governors and the political authorities saw the game’s increasing
popularity as cause for concern. In its Management Report for 1901, Lau-
sanne City Council stressed the need ‘to put a brake on the game of foot-
ball, which has become the passion of Lausanne’s schoolboys’, because it
was ‘too tiring and too exciting to be played during school time’.40 Conse-
quently, schools’ motivations for becoming involved in football were
partly to control how often students played and, possibly, to teach them
how to conduct themselves.

Middle schools, high schools and universities seem to have been key
places because they brought these young people together.41 Servette Football
Club, for example, was an indirect product of the education system, as it was
founded by a group of students from Geneva’s vocational high school in
1890. Within a decade it had become the city’s largest club. FC Montriond,
the ancestor of Lausanne-Sports (which became Lausanne’s leading club
during the 1920s), also came into being at about this time, founded by a
group of young people with similar social backgrounds, some of whom
(e.g. Jean Narbel and Eugène Rey) were still at secondary school.

Clubs created by locals played a key role in anchoring football in the two
cities. Indeed, local players saw their clubs as more than just temporary amu-
sements; they wanted them to last. This was in stark contrast to the teams
formed by British residents and, to a lesser extent, the area’s boarding
schools, which had relatively informal structures and a high turnover of
players.42 Moreover, football matches may have provided a new way of
playing out local rivalries between young people from different neighbour-
hoods or institutions (student societies, middle schools), with each group
wanting to form its own team. Clubs distinguished themselves from their
competitors by adopting uniforms, sashes or flags, a common practice
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among many other types of society at the time (cycling, brass bands and,
more generally, student societies).43 Local footballers also had different
notions of the football season to the British and boarding-school players
who had inspired them. The British played football (and sports such as ice
hockey and skiing) only in the winter, reserving the summer season for
sports such as mountaineering, athletics, swimming and tennis. The local
teams soon wanted to play football all year round, which meant finding
regular opponents.

The early years of the twentieth century saw a surge in local youngsters’
interest in association football. Although there was a certain amount of
resistance to football’s growing popularity from the leaders of gymnastics
(Switzerland’s most popular sport at the time), most grassroots sports enthu-
siasts accepted the new game, and the two sports’ devotees often worked
together.44 The enthusiasm for football led to the first matches between
teams of local players and boarding schools, a trend that was encouraged
by the creation of local competitions (e.g. the Dewar Cup in Geneva) and
a national championship (starting officially with the 1898–1899 season)
organised by the Swiss Football Association (Association Suisse de football,
ASF), which had been created in 1895.45

In contrast to rugby, which had fallen out of favour by the 1900s, inter-
est in association football continued to grow, and Geneva and Lausanne’s
main football clubs were now attracting several dozen members,46 or
more. If an article in the 8 October 1904 edition of La Tribune de Lau-
sanne is to be believed, FC Montriond had almost 300 members (players
and non-players) and five teams in the national championship’s three div-
isions.47 Thus, football seems to have been well established in Geneva and
Lausanne at the beginning of the twentieth century – each city had about
a dozen clubs48 – but a question remained: Where could football be
played?

Finding a home in the city

Alfrey’s abovementioned letter to the mayor of Lausanne refers to a major
problem for Geneva and Lausanne’s first footballers: finding somewhere to
play. As La Suisse sportive noted in 1897, a football pitch (association or
rugby) is ‘approximately 100 metres long and 50 metres wide’,49 and such
large areas of unoccupied land were rare in Geneva and Lausanne during
the last third of the nineteenth century, when both cities were growing
rapidly. Even when footballers found a suitable site, they had to obtain per-
mission to play there from either the local authority or the private land-
owner. These practical and administrative hurdles were compounded by
the fact that many people did not understand football or dismissed the
game because of its foreign origins.50
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A sentence in Servette FC’s first annual report, written by the club’s pre-
sident, Paul Ackermann, illustrates the problems Geneva and Lausanne’s
pioneering football teams faced: ‘One Thursday morning, shortly after our
society’s foundation, the owner of the land on which we played [Wendt
Field] arrived and moved us on, saying he did not want us ruining his
meadow’.51 Servette FC’s young members had no choice but to find
another pitch, a far from straightforward task. The club eventually found a
suitable space on the Plaine de Plainpalais, an 80,000 m2 stretch of land on
the edge of Geneva, part of which had been set aside as a public park.52 Plain-
palais had been the scene of regular football (rugby and association) and
cricket matches since the 1870s, apparently with the local council’s
consent,53 but the teams that played there lost their pitches when Geneva
hosted Switzerland’s third National Exhibition in 1896, an event that
attracted more than two million visitors over 131 days.

One solution for football teams was to find a private landowner who
would make land available for matches. For example, the Parc de la
Garance, which was owned by Daniel Fitzgerald Packenham Barton, the
British Consul in Geneva, was one of the first places in Geneva to have
true football (with painted lines and wooden goal posts) and cricket
pitches. Another possibility was to play in the grounds of a local boarding
school (such as Institut La Châtelaine in Geneva or Institut Longchamp in
Lausanne). However, not all these schools had their own premises, and
those that had to rent or acquire premises from the local authorities (e.g.
Villa Ouchy in 1894) were often unwilling to give up their land, even tempor-
arily, to other local teams.54

Finding somewhere to play their next few matches was football clubs’
immediate priority, but it was important for their long-term futures to
find pitches they could use for many years. FC Montriond’s tribulations
are typical of the hurdles Lausanne’s early footballers had to overcome.55

The club was formed by a group of young men from the middle-class neigh-
bourhoods near Lausanne train station, so it would have been logical for it to
play its matches in the grounds of Villa Ouchy, close to today’s Milan Park
(opened in 1908), which was then mostly fields.56 Indeed, the club played
a few games on Villa Ouchy’s pitch, but it soon had to move to the Beaulieu
area, north of the city. Beaulieu appears to have been a football hub
(undoubtedly association football) in the late nineteenth century, as so
many teams played there that other matches often occupied all the available
space.57 When this occurred, FC Montriond had to move a little further up
the hill, to a field close to the army barracks. For reasons I have not yet
been able to determine, the club moved to the Montchoisi neighbourhood
(south east of the city) in about 1902, where it played its first Swiss cham-
pionship matches (FC Montriond was admitted to the ASF in 1902 and
began playing in the ASF championship) and where it hoped to find a

8 P. VONNARD



permanent home.58 However, this area between the station and the lake was
prime development land, and FC Montriond had to move again in 1903-
1904.

The club’s next home was in the Malley neighbourhood, a sparsely built-
up area to the west of the city. Because FC Montriond was a member of the
ASF, its playing area had to comply with ASF rules. This meant having a
properly demarcated playing area, with lines marked on the grass to indicate
the pitch boundary and other areas of play, notably the penalty area, and
erecting a fence to separate the pitch from the surrounding land. Neverthe-
less, the team soon had to pack their bags again, as the Malley site was
engulfed by new factories, workers’ housing and a municipal gasworks.59

Following long discussions with the city authorities, and with the help of
the public works department’s secretary – who apparently played for the
club60 – FC Montriond was able to move back to the city heights, this time
to the Plaines du Loup, just a few dozen metres from where it had played
at the start of the decade. The site it rented from Association Sportive de
la Pontaise, which had a contract with the city,61 became the club’s perma-
nent home, thereby ending an odyssey that had lasted almost 10 years.

FC Montriond’s peregrinations, which were probably more complex than
the itinerary described here,62 illustrates the problems clubs had in finding
places to play and why they had to move so often. It also explains the fre-
quent mismatches between a club’s name, generally adopted when it was
founded, and its current home. Paradoxically, the difficulties clubs had in
finding a permanent base probably helped to propagate football across the
two cities, as the teams’ frequent moves spread awareness of the game,
even if they were often forced out of built-up areas. Because there were
not yet any changing rooms, players had to get changed beside the pitch
or in neighbouring bars and cafés, which quickly became post-match water-
ing holes.63 Moreover, the separation from their home neighbourhoods and
the lack of pitches encouraged some clubs to merge, thereby creating more
solid entities with more members, stronger finances and, in some cases,
stronger political connections.

Football’s increasing popularity forced the local authorities to pay greater
attention to the game at a time when there was growing interest in develop-
ing sports facilities in general. The Swiss government had been encouraging
towns and cities to build gymnasiums since the mid-1870s,64 but demand for
other types of sports facility was also growing. One of the first purpose-built
sports facilities in the area, in addition to the baths and tennis courts men-
tioned above, was the velodrome at La Jonction, in Geneva. Built in 1896 by a
local entrepreneur called Charles Henneberg, La Jonction quickly became
one of Switzerland’s most important track-cycling venues.65

Prior to that, an ambitious project to build a park with a racecourse and
pitches for ‘games’66 (meaning cricket and football) in the Montriond area of
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Lausanne in 1886 shows that there was already local demand for facilities for
modern sports. A few years later, at the end of the nineteenth century, the
local press reported a project to create a sports complex at Les Charmilles,
which had once had a horse-racing track. Although this project did not
come to fruition, in around 1900 Les Charmilles became Servette FC’s new
home and the site of what can be considered Geneva’s first true football
stadium.67 Spectators in the stadium’s modest stand (built in 1903), which
had space for just a few dozen people, witnessed many of the Swiss national
team’s first matches, including Switzerland’s first ever game, against France,
in March 1908. In the case of FCMontriond, the club built a grandstand at its
Plaines du Loup ground in 1912 and two years later the municipal council
‘took on the construction of the first changing rooms and showers’.68 This
was the first stage in the construction of the Pontaise sports complex,
which in the 1920s comprised a football stadium, a velodrome and several
tennis courts.69

The early histories of Geneva and Lausanne’s first clubs show that they
gradually managed to reserve dedicated areas for playing football within
the cities during the first decade of the twentieth century. These areas
were initially on the edges of the cities (as was the case in Basel and
Bern),70 and it was not until the interwar period that urban development
gradually engulfed the stadiums.

Finally, football’s development within urban areas was undoubtedly
helped by improvements in public transport.71 Geneva focused on trams
and had built 130 km of tracks by the beginning of the twentieth century,
giving it one of the best networks in Europe.72 Lausanne, which lies on a
slope, built a funicular railway (‘La Ficelle’) between the lakeshore and the
city centre in 1877, followed by a tram network (in 1896) and another funi-
cular (in 1899), this time between the city centre and Sauvabelin, a hill to the
north of the city. Sauvabelin soon became a leisure destination for local
people and its artificial lake was popular with ice skaters in winter, especially
on Sundays, which were now a day of rest for most of the city’s workers.73

Despite this generally favourable context, clubs gradually had to rely upon
prominent local figures to improve football’s status and to obtain more per-
manent homes, which often meant reaching agreements with the local auth-
orities. This observation raises another question: Who were football’s first
leaders in Geneva and Lausanne?

The profiles of the game’s first promoters

Although the last two decades have produced a few studies of Swiss football’s
first leaders,74 this topic remains under researched compared with the recent
historiographical reassessment of the central figures (‘elites’) in Geneva and
Lausanne’s late-nineteenth-century economic growth, including bankers,75
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members of the tourism sector76 and philanthropists.77 Nevertheless, it is
worth looking at the individual and collective biographies of football’s pio-
neers because support from prominent figures was essential to establishing
the game in the area so quickly, even given the favourable context. Football’s
first promoters – all of whom were men – came from four categories of
people: boarding school principals, foreign residents, local middle-class
youngsters and local students.

Jérôme Gogniat has already described the contribution made by two
boarding school principals in Geneva: Charles Haccius (Château de Lancy)
and Charles Thudichum (Institut de la Châtelaine). Gogniat noted the
importance many of these boarding schools accorded to exercise and sport
because: ‘as well as their physical benefits for students, sports activities
were also an essential part of these young, high-society girls’ and boys’
future socialisation’.78 Max Auckhenthaler, Villa Ouchy’s headmaster,
played a similar role in Lausanne. Born in Hanover and brought up in
Pully, a small town near Lausanne, Auckenthaler studied at the University
of Lausanne, in Germany (he obtained a doctorate from the University of
Jena) and in England, where he tried several new sports.79 Coming from a
family of sportsmen, he believed strongly in the benefits of modern sports,
which he actively promoted, as did his brother Oscar and his son Frédéric.
Max held various positions in Lausanne’s sporting community (most
notably as a founder member of Lausanne Rowing Club) and presided the
1913 Olympic Congress held in Lausanne. Oscar was a key figure in devel-
oping ice hockey in the region,80 and Frédéric, followed in his father’s
Olympic footsteps to become the International Olympic Committee’s first
chancellor in 1922.81 Boarding school principals such as Auckenthaler
were well-known and respected figures in their communities, so, even
though their interest in sport was primarily educational, they were often
asked to contribute to other sporting projects or to help set up clubs or
societies.82

Most of the expatriates involved in promoting sport were English.83

Among the students, businessmen, entrepreneurs and tourists who visited
Switzerland and who dabbled in modern sports, it was, quite naturally,
those who resided in Geneva or Lausanne the longest who contributed
most to the area’s clubs. Sportsmen, a category that has been thoroughly
studied, also played an important role in gaining acceptance for modern
sports. Although often considered mere leisure activities, Pierre Lanfranchi
noted that, in this context, doing sports was ‘a way of displaying and follow-
ing a way of life and a social choice, notably to express opposition to xeno-
phobic and protectionist currents’.84 Sports were enjoyed as part of a social
round that included activities such as tea parties, card games and attending
balls. Thomas Lawton Kilham and Richard Stanley Taylor, both leading
members of Lausanne Cricket and Football Club, were two such sportsmen.

SPORT IN HISTORY 11



Kilham, a keen summer mountaineer, was the club’s president in the 1890s85

and secretary of Christ Church – the English Episcopalian church built in
1878.86 He later became director of the English Naval and Military
Academy and was an important enough figure in Lausanne’s British commu-
nity to be one of the few people Queen Victoria received when she visited the
city (by train) in the spring of 1890.87 Taylor, who played tennis and golf in
summer, succeeded Kilham as secretary of Christ Church in 1896. He was
also a founding member of Lausanne’s English and American Club, whose
goal was to ‘provide a meeting place for its members and English-speaking
people who live in or who are passing through Lausanne or the surrounding
area’.88 In 1906, he became secretary of the board of the Anglo-American
Club of Geneva’s future golf coars (18 holes).89

But the English were not the only foreigners to promote modern sports
and, more generally, a sporting lifestyle in Geneva and Lausanne. The
Swedish-born aristocrat Axel de Reuterskiöld arrived in Lausanne when he
was 9 years old, accompanied by his mother, who was a member of the
very grandDe Cerjat family.Well-integrated into Lausanne’s British commu-
nity,90 he became treasurer of Christ Church andwas amember of the English
and American Club. He was also involved with Lausanne Rowing Club91 and
helped found the Lawn-Tennis Club, as well as running Lausanne Cricket and
Football Club’s secretariat during the 1890s. In Geneva, Dr Isaak Aimé
Schwob, a doctor at the French consulate (like his father before him), was
very active in cycling and helped create both Geneva Bicycle Club and the
Union Velocipédique Genevoise (UVG). He later helped found Switzerland’s
national Olympic committee (1912).92 Schwob was a man with enormous
social capital thanks to his voluntary work, which resulted in him becoming
very well connected withmany of Geneva’s most prominent philanthropists93

and the city’s Jewish community.94 De Reuterskiöld and Schwob contributed
to association football’s adoption by local people, as their social status and
networks of contacts allowed them to act as bridges between expatriate foot-
ballers and locals, who began taking up this foreign game in the 1890s.

These locals included young aristocrats who had discovered modern
sports while studying in England and who had returned to Switzerland
with the necessary equipment.95 More importantly for football’s future
development, many local middle-class youngsters were also keen to take
up modern sports. Given their unstinting efforts to establish these new
sports and their contacts with people like de Reuterskiöld and Schwob, it
can be argued that it was these middle-class sportsmen who did the most
to root modern sports in the Geneva-Lausanne area.

François-Jean Dégerine’s career illustrates this well. The son of a baker
and himself a baker by training, Dégerine came from a very different
social milieu to the boarding school principals and British expatriates who
had originally done the most to promote modern sports. He began his
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sporting career by racing in the velodromes at Varembé and La Jonction and
soon became a champion cyclist – cycling was the first professional sport and
therefore attracted many people of Dégerine’s age and social class. But
Dégerine was not just a great cyclist; he was an excellent all-round sportsman
who went on to become a leading figure in Genevan rugby football, captain-
ing Geneva against Lyon in a match in 1896 that attracted several hundred
spectators.96 However, rugby struggled to take hold in Switzerland, even in
Geneva, so Dégerine turned to association football, where he also made
his mark. After helping to found FC Stellula and Racing-Club de Genève,
he joined Servette FC in the early 1900s.97 Although I have been unable to
find details of how Dégerine came to rugby and then association football,
it may have been via cycling, as Geneva’s racing cyclists were very open to
other sports, particularly those played outside the cycling season. For
example, the sports complex envisaged by Bicycle-Club de Genève’s sports
commission in 1889 included provision for several sports, not just
cycling.98 In collaboration with Aimé Schwob, Dégerine founded La Suisse
sportive, Romandy’s first weekly sports newspaper, whose columns he used
to push for the creation of a Swiss football championship. He had, in fact,
begun his working career as a columnist for La Pédale, the newspaper of
the Union Vélocipédique Genevoise (UVG).

Geneva and Lausanne’s school and college students, who founded several
new clubs during the 1890s, form the fourth and final category of people who
helped establish football in the area.99 For example, Servette FC was founded
in 1890 by five classmates from Geneva’s Ecole Professionnelle (Paul Emile
Bally, Albert and Emile Fiala, Charles Liomin, Marc Perrenod) when they
were still only between 14 and 17 years old. The school students who founded
FC Montriond in Lausanne in 1896, notably Maurice and Louis Ramelet,
Albert Klunge and Jean Narbel, were a similar age. Their addresses and
family names are not those of Geneva and Lausanne’s grand families, which
suggests that they were all members of the middle classes. Although some of
them went on to successful professional careers (e.g. Jean Narbel became a
doctor, a position that served his club in return), more prominent society
figures began to become involved in football clubs during the 1900s, once
they had become more structured and football had become better established.

The early pioneers, who were now university students or starting their
professional careers (often in the profession liberale), began working
closely with prominent local figures. In 1900, Gustave Hentsch, a member
of the eminent Hentsch banking family, joined Servette FC. Then aged 20,
he quickly became captain of the first team and later of the second team,
but, most importantly, he used his network of contacts and his influence
in financial (and political) circles to advance the club’s interests.100

Another important change that occurred at this time was that clubs began
appointing men of Hentsch’s social standing as their presidents. These
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prominent society figures were prepared to fulfil the role for much longer
periods than their middle-class predecessors. Aimé Schwob, for example,
became president of Servette FC in 1900, a position he held for the next 12
years. Baron de Reuterskiöld served as FC Montriond’s president from
1908 to 1914, whereas his predecessor, an engineer called Louis Berthod,
had stepped down after just two years (1906–1907). Schwob and de Reuters-
kiöld used their wealth and their positions within Geneva and Lausanne’s
business and political elites to help their clubs,101 so it is certainly no coinci-
dence that these clubs managed to persuade the local authorities to grant
them more permanent premises during Schwob and de Reuterskiöld’s
presidencies.

Conclusion

The current study retraced the early history of football in the Geneva-Lau-
sanne area, starting from the premise that this region helped pioneer the
game’s introduction to Europe. The results confirm and expand the
findings of previous studies by showing that British (especially English)
expatriates and the area’s boarding schools played important roles in import-
ing the game. Football quickly became popular with local secondary school
students, notably during the 1890s, and it was thanks to the actions of these
middle-class youngsters (they were mostly between 15 and 18 years old) that
football became established in the area. Indeed, the clubs they founded gal-
vanised football (which became ever closer to modern association football)
by playing the game all year round and creating local rivalries.

My research also highlighted the difficulties early footballers (all of whom
were men) had in finding somewhere to play (e.g. La Garance in Geneva,
Villa Longchamp in Lausanne). Clubs frequently had to negotiate with the
local authorities for permission to use sites, which they often had to share
with other clubs. These sites, which were on the outskirts of the cities, gradu-
ally became more established and provided the main local clubs with long-
term homes. The lack of suitable pitches also encouraged mergers between
clubs, thereby helping to create more robust entities, such as Servette FC
andUrania Genève Sports in Geneva and FCMontriond (then renamedMon-
triond-sport and finally Lausanne-sports) and Stade Lausanne in Lausanne.

In each city, well-known sportsmen (e.g. François-Jean Dégerine in
Geneva) worked tirelessly to develop the game. They also helped seal alliances
with prominent figures from society’s upper classes (e.g. Aimé Schwob in
Geneva, Axel de Reuterskiöld in Lausanne), whose financial and social stand-
ing made it easier for clubs to reach agreements with the local authorities and
whose presence greatly facilitated the game’s establishment.

Other aspects of football’s development in the Geneva-Lausanne area not
covered by the present study include the role played by religion (e.g. the
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members ofChrist Church inLausanne) and the impact of philanthropy. Indeed,
Aimé Schwob was very active in Geneva’s philanthropic circles, and FC Mon-
triond organised several ‘philanthropic’ tombolas and rummage sales to
support charities that helped the poor (e.g. by organising holiday camps for chil-
dren or running school kitchens).102 Was it a way for local elites to try and
improve the morals and health of the lower classes?103 This avenue remains to
be explored, but it shows that other factors need to be taken into account to
understand association football’s rapid spread across every level of Geneva
and Lausanne society during the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Last but not least, the Geneva-Lausanne area is an interesting case to study
because several men who learnt to play football in these cities later helped
spread the game throughout Europe. Indeed, it could be argued that the
Lake Geneva area was a key hub for football’s development in Europe. For
example, it was undoubtedly not just by chance that Walther Bensemann,
a tireless promoter of football at the end of the nineteenth century, chose
Montreux for his first club, which he founded in 1888, after spending time
in England.104
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