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Football in Palestine prior to the establishment
of the State of Israel

THE OTTOMAN PERIOD

Numerous sports associations existed in Ottoman Palestine in the decade prior to
World War I. The first one, Rishon Lezion Yafo (which later changed its name to
Maccabi Tel Aviv) was founded in 1906, and was followed by additional sports and
athletic associations. In 1912 the Maccabi Federation for Gymnastics and Sports in
Palestine was founded, uniting these associations under one roof. These associations
were the first to play football, and particularly notable among them was Maccabi
Tel Aviv, with its players David Tidhar, the famous Tel Aviv detective, and Yosef
Yekutieli, who conceived the idea of the Maccabiah and was one of the founders of
the Football Association.

No one knows who introduced football to Palestine. Some say it was the Turks while
others claim that it was the new immigrants from Russia who came in the second
Aliyah. In any event, we know that the game was extremely popular even in the
Ottoman period. A detailed description of a football game appeared for the first
time in 1912 in the Haherut newspaper, where it was described as “a Sabbath,
social and family pastime...” Football was also part of the Rehovoth Games
(annual sports events that took place in Rehovoth from 1908 to 1914 over the
week of Passover) during that year. Additional evidence of its popularity can be seen
in the football rules book that was published in 1913 by Zvi Nishri, the trailblazing
gymnastics teacher in Palestine. Football in Mandatory Palestine prior to World
War II Football doubtlessly enjoyed significant momentum with Britain’s conquest
of Palestine (1917-1918) and the commencement of the British Mandate (1920). The
British forces in the country set up numerous military football teams and even made
football official by introducing cup games that were held until 1927 (most of which
were won by the Hameofefim Ramleh team). Encouraged by the British teams,
numerous Jewish and Arab teams began forming in Palestine; the press of the period
isreplete with brief reports on dozens of football matches. Football in Palestine also
manifested the urbanization process that expanded with the large aliyot. Tel Aviv
became a metropolitan city; mixed cities such as Haifa and Jerusalem became cities
with a Jewish majority and the moshavot in the center of the country gradually
turned into cities (Petach Tikvah, Rehovoth, etc.). Most of the football teams were
created in urban localities, and football became a significant and central feature

of urban leisure time. In the 1920s the first attempts were made to make football
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