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Nowhere to Go

Once upon a time, not so very long ago, there was a little girl named Danielle Schulz. Growing up in Greenville, South Carolina, her parents signed her up for a coed soccer team. She loved how the ball felt on her foot, how she could dribble up the side of the field and cross the ball into the center or take a shot. She was especially good at passing to a teammate who was making a fast break toward the goal.

When Dani was in eighth grade, her family moved to Guilford, Connecticut. She wanted to play soccer for her high school, but Guilford High didn’t have a team for girls. With a passion for soccer and nowhere to go, she practiced with the boys’ team during their off-season. And she talked to other girls in town who also dreamed of playing on a high school team.

Dani learned there was a federal law called Title IX that had been passed in 1972, when she was eight years old. The law prohibited sex discrimination in any education program or activity receiving federal money. The high school received funding from the federal government and the boys were allowed to have a soccer team, so why not the girls?

She and other female players wrote letters to the editor, gathered signatures, and petitioned the school board. In 1980, in Dani’s sophomore year, for the first time ever, Guilford High School fielded a girls’ varsity soccer team.

In 1982, the year she graduated high school, Dani was invited to play on a United States select team in a tournament in Scandinavia. There was no U.S. Women’s National Team at the time. There was no women’s Olympic soccer team, no Women’s World Cup team.

Recruited to play soccer at Princeton University, Dani started every game all four years, earned First Team All-Ivy honors three times, and served as team captain.

But when she graduated, Dani’s soccer career was over. There was no way to make a living playing soccer. There were no women’s professional soccer teams, and the pay for the new national team was a pittance.

Dani is my sister, and this book is for her.





List of Major Characters

U.S. WOMEN’S NATIONAL TEAM

More than 250 women have played on the U.S. Women’s National Team, and most contributed to the battle for equal pay. For ease of reading, this book focuses on a handful of players.

RETIRED PLAYERS (in order of appearance)

Megan Rapinoe (midfielder), outspoken, pink-haired playmaker, U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) complainant, and federal lawsuit plaintiff

Carli Lloyd (midfielder), Jersey-girl attitude, workout machine, EEOC complainant, lawsuit plaintiff

Mia Hamm (forward), leading scorer and soccer icon

Julie Foudy (midfielder), also known as Loudy Foudy, later an ESPN commentator

Briana Scurry (goalkeeper), suffered career-ending and life-threatening concussion and devastating poverty

Cindy Parlow (forward), suffered career-ending concussion, later became president of U.S. Soccer

Abby Wambach (forward), a very physical player, loved scoring off headers, ESPY Icon Award winner

Hope Solo (goalkeeper), EEOC complainant, lawsuit plaintiff

CURRENT PLAYERS (in order of appearance)

Alex Morgan (forward), graceful, dynamic player and spokesperson, EEOC complainant and lead plaintiff in lawsuit

Rose Lavelle (midfielder), EEOC complainant, lawsuit plaintiff

Becky Sauerbrunn (defender), EEOC complainant, lawsuit plaintiff, union president

Christen Press (forward), lawsuit plaintiff, union leader

Crystal Dunn (defender), lawsuit plaintiff, collective bargaining agreement negotiator

Jessica McDonald (forward), lawsuit plaintiff

WOMEN’S LEGAL, UNION, AND PUBLIC RELATIONS SUPPORT

Ellen Zavian, players’ attorney

Rich Nichols, union leader and players’ attorney

Jeffrey Kessler, co-council for lawsuit

Cardelle Spangler, co-council for lawsuit

Rebecca (Becca) Roux, union leader

Molly Levinson, public relations executive

U.S. MEN’S NATIONAL TEAM

Tim Howard (goalkeeper), retired

Tyler Adams (midfielder)

Walker Zimmerman (defender)

U.S. SOCCER PRESIDENTS

Sunil Gulati, declined to be interviewed on the record for this project

Carlos Cordeiro, did not respond to multiple requests for interviews

Cindy Parlow Cone

    

    
BASIC SOCCER POSITIONS

Though there are eleven players on the field for each team, players’ positions and team formations vary as dictated by the coach. There is always a goalkeeper who can use her hands to catch the ball while in the penalty box. Three or four defenders near the goal focus on stopping the other team from scoring. Midfielders both defend their goal and attack the opponent’s goal. Forwards focus on shooting and scoring.
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International and Professional Soccer

Professional soccer is different from international play. Professional soccer teams are owned and run privately. For international soccer, each country has a federation. All the federations play under the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) rules and guidelines. Federations choose players from their countries to represent them in international non-tournament games, called “friendlies,” and in international competitions such as the World Cup and the Olympics.

Federations can choose players however they like, but most players invited to represent their countries on their national teams are top players from various professional teams. Before the women had a professional soccer league, players were drawn from college teams.
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Part I

The First Half

No country can ever truly flourish

if it stifles the potential of its women 

and deprives itself of the contributions

of half of its citizens.

—Michelle Obama, former First Lady





Kickoff: The Chant

World Cup, 2019

It’s a scorching July day in 2019, and the soccer stadium in Lyon, France, is packed with 60,000 screaming fans, faces painted red, white, and blue. They are the colors of both teams facing off in this World Cup final, the U.S. Women’s National Team versus the Netherlands.

Though the Americans are the defending champs—with household names such as Alex Morgan, Megan Rapinoe, and Carli Lloyd on the team—the players battle exhaustion after tough games against home-turf favorites France and powerhouse England.

The U.S. players feel added pressure to perform. Just months before the tournament, the team launched a major battle off the field. All twenty-eight members of the U.S. Women’s National Team filed a lawsuit against their employer, the U.S. Soccer Federation. The lawsuit accused the women’s employer of wage discrimination based on gender. The women demanded equal pay with the men’s national team.

The World Cup was a perfect example of the inequity. The year before, in 2018, the U.S. Men’s National Team had failed to qualify for their World Cup. If they had simply qualified, U.S. Soccer would have paid the team $8 million—$38 million if they won. In 2019, the U.S. women’s team had qualified, won all three group-stage games, and won all three games in the elimination round so far. Even if they won the whole tournament, taking home the World Cup trophy, U.S. Soccer would only pay the team $4 million.

“Everyone is ready for this conversation to move to the next step,” said star forward Megan Rapinoe. “We’re done with ‘Are we worth it? Should we have equal pay? [Are] the markets the same?’ Everyone’s done with that. Let’s get to the point of, ‘What’s next?’”

Even with the lawsuit hanging over their heads, the players need to focus on the fight before them. The Dutch opponents are notoriously wily, tending to lock down the defense until they see an opportunity to counterattack. “I don’t think a lot of the U.S. media realize how good [the Dutch] team is,” U.S. coach Jill Ellis tells a reporter.

When the whistle blows to start the game, the women’s worst fears become reality. Accustomed to scoring early in the game, the U.S. players storm toward the Dutch goal again and again but can’t get the ball past the defense or goalkeeper.

The first half ends scoreless.

In the second half, the U.S. women keep pressing. Ten minutes tick by. Fifteen minutes. Then a Dutch defender guarding her goal kicks her leg high into the air, whacking U.S. forward Alex Morgan on the chest and arm. The referee waves off the high kick, but U.S. fans in the stands scream, “FOUL!”

The ref strolls up to a screen to review the play on video. If she sees a clear and obvious foul, she has to call it. Players and the audience watch, awaiting her ruling.

She returns to the field and blows her whistle: dangerous kick, a foul in the box. The U.S. has a penalty kick. It’s a great scoring opportunity.

Megan Rapinoe, the firecracker forward with pink-dyed hair, grabs the ball and places it carefully on the penalty kick spot twelve yards (eleven meters) from the goal. It’s just her and the goalkeeper. The players on both teams line up behind her, ready to rush in if the ball rebounds. Megan takes a deep breath, walks back, and lines up to take the kick. The stadium falls silent.

A quick three steps to the ball, and Megan rockets it low and to her right. The goalkeeper leaps left. The ball hits the back of the net. GOAL!

The crowd goes wild. Megan, grinning proudly, spreads her arms out wide, reaching toward the field and the fans in her iconic pose. Teammates dash toward her and leap on her like puppies.

But the 1–0 lead feels precarious.

A few minutes later, young American Rose Lavelle gets the ball. She starts dribbling fast toward the Dutch goal. The defenders stay compact. Expecting someone to step forward to challenge her, Rose searches the field for tall, pony-tailed attacker Alex Morgan, hoping to slip the ball off to the more seasoned player. But the Dutch players hunker down in front of their goal.

As Rose continues her aggressive dribble up field, the space in front of her remains open. She cuts in toward the goal. Another glance around. No one else has a clearer shot. It’s up to her.

A quick dodge of a defender, and Rose aims for the goal and shoots. SCORE! 2–0!

When the final whistle blows, the U.S. players sprint toward one another and leap into each other’s arms.

A chant rises up in the stadium. At first it sounds like “U.S.A! U.S.A!”

The chant grows louder and louder, with more and more voices joining, and the message becomes clearer: “Equal pay! Equal pay!”

Surprise registers on Megan Rapinoe’s face, a wide smile spreading across it. Teammates lock eyes and hug even harder. It seems the whole world is with them.

Would their fourth World Cup victory and the upswelling of support finally convince the U.S. Soccer Federation to pay its female players at least as well as the men?
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The Beginning: Pay to Play

1985–1990

The U.S. Soccer Federation—also known as U.S. Soccer, USSF, and the federation—is the nonprofit organization that runs soccer in the United States. In addition to governing youth soccer, training coaches, and licensing referees, the federation runs several national teams. In 1985, fifty-five years after creating the U.S. National Team, for men, U.S. Soccer created the U.S. Women’s National Team to represent the country in international competitions.

For three teenagers—Mia Hamm, Julie Foudy, and Kristine Lilly—it all began in a hotel room in Blaine, Minnesota, where they had gathered for training with other players on a youth under-nineteen (U-19) team.

The coach of the senior national team stepped into the room.

“I would like you guys to join the U.S. Women’s National Team,” he said.

The players were dumbfounded.

Powerful midfielder Julie Foudy had been away all summer and didn’t know there was a senior national team. The sixteen-year-old with shoulder-length brown hair and a wide smile blurted out, “Oh my gosh, I want to go home.”

“Do you know what I’m asking you?” the coach said. “I’m asking you to represent your country on the U.S. Women’s National Team!”

“That sounds pretty important,” Julie admitted. “I guess I should do it.”

Mia Hamm, who was only fifteen, nodded. The daughter of an Air Force pilot and a ballet dancer, Mia had been born with a clubfoot and wore corrective shoes as a toddler to fix it. Now she darted around the pitch, ponytail swaying, with the explosiveness of a jet and the grace of a dancer.

Kristine Lilly, sixteen, said she’d ask her parents.

These new young U.S. Women’s National Team players were often referred to as “the Title IX babies.” Title IX was a thirty-seven-word section of a federal education bill that stated “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.”

Though the words were simple, their creators knew they could be powerful. When the bill was being considered in Congress, Representative Edith Green of Oregon asked other representatives who supported the bill to be hush-hush about it. “I don’t want you to lobby, because if you lobby, people will ask questions about the bill, and they will find out what it would really do.”

Because what Title IX did, after its passage on June 23, 1973, was revolutionary. The law made it illegal for schools, colleges, and universities to offer unequal education to boys and girls, young men and women. That meant no more publicly funded law schools and medical schools that admitted only men. No more tracking girls into home economics and boys into science, shop, and math classes. And it meant that schools could no longer offer abundant sports teams—football, baseball, basketball, wrestling, track, tennis, and soccer—to boys, with little for girls other than cheering on the sidelines.

Soccer, known as football internationally, had been a wildly popular men’s sport across the globe since the 1850s. American boys had begun jumping into the game after the country’s first successful men’s professional league launched in 1968.

At that time, women had no professional soccer leagues, and some countries even barred females from playing the sport. But in the wake of Title IX, American girls began flocking to the soccer pitch. High schools and colleges expanded their girls’ and women’s sports programs. Some began offering tuition scholarships for female athletes. The quality of play skyrocketed.

But after graduating from college, these new world-class athletes had nowhere to play. That is, until 1985, when U.S. Soccer decided to field a women’s national team. Invited players had two weeks to prepare for the national team’s first tournament in Italy.

U.S. Soccer picked up travel expenses, and the young women were offered $10 a day for team duty. If they traveled, trained, and competed for ten days, they earned $100. The young women didn’t mind the miniscule pay so much when they were still in high school. But when they were in college and beyond, midfielder Julie Foudy and her teammates realized that playing for the USWNT was a big-time commitment and a financial strain. “[When] you get into the real world and have to make a living,” said Julie, “you realize, ‘This isn’t working! I have to pay rent!’” Players moved back home with their parents, depended on support from their partners, or took low-paying but flexible jobs like waiting tables.

Holding down a job in addition to national team service was tough. For instance, Julie tried working at a pizza joint. When she had a national team training camp or tournament, she told her boss, “I’m sorry, I have another trip for the next three weeks.” After this happened a few times, she lost the job.

While struggling to survive, the young women began to hear rumblings that the men’s national team was making a decent living. “That just doesn’t seem right,” Julie thought.

The players asked for pay to cover their costs of living. U.S. Soccer told them not to be greedy. “Come on, sweetie, you should be happy you get to wear a USA jersey,” Julie remembers them saying.

U.S. Soccer outfitted the women in uniforms that appeared to be hand-me-downs from the men’s teams. The shorts flapped around the women’s knees and the sleeves around their forearms.

The players and their trainers hemmed the pants as best they could. And they begged for uniforms of their own, sized to fit their bodies. The mindset then, according to Julie, was, “You should just be grateful, darlin’, that you have a place to play. . . . Stop asking for more.”

And they were grateful. The women were thrilled to be traveling the globe, playing for their country. But other inequities were equally glaring and exhausting.

U.S. Soccer bought their plane tickets, but at the airport, waiting to be assigned seats, the players got used to asking, “Who’s in the middle?” Invariably, everyone raised their hands. The team, wearing matching red U.S. Soccer sweatshirts, formed a clear red stripe down the middle of the plane. “What the hell?” Julie thought. She took a photo and sent it to U.S. Soccer, begging them to at least get the athletes preassigned seats. Meanwhile the women heard that members of the men’s team were flying first class or on charter flights.

Once, the women gathered in France for a “friendly” match, an international match not linked to a tournament. A male U.S. youth team, the under-twenty-three-year-olds, or U-23s, were playing nearby at the same time. The women were put up at a bed-and-breakfast where they all bunked together in one giant room. The young men were spread out in a hotel.

The women were carted around in a small shuttle bus. While out for a training run one day, the senior players saw the youths’ transport: a luxury bus. One of the women called out, “Hey, can we put our luggage on your bus?”

“It was just one thing after another,” Julie said. “So the little things become big things and you get angry.”

Julie and her teammates began to wonder. “Why are the men getting more?”

And was there anything they could do to change things?
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Gender Bias and the Pay Gap

1900–1990s

The women faced more than opposition from U.S. Soccer in their campaign for equal treatment. Conscious and unconscious gender bias about what females can and can’t do has limited girls’ and women’s choices, opportunities, and success for centuries. In the United States, until 1900, women were not considered capable of handling their own wages or owning property. Until 1920, they were not considered smart, educated, or savvy enough to vote.

In the 1980s, biases continued to affect the roles that girls and women were expected to play at home, school, and in the work force. Culture has painted a clear picture of who cooks and who mows the lawn; who’s responsible for caring for the family and who works outside the home; and who is expected to earn more money.

At that time, women in the United States made on average about sixty to sixty-five cents for every dollar men earned. Data suggested that the pay gap was even worse for women of color. There were probably also wage gaps for transgender, nonbinary, gender queer, and gender fluid employees as well, but at the time, there was little research on the pay gap for these workers. “If you don’t have the data, you won’t see the problems,” said M.V. Lee Badgett, professor of economics at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.

Widespread gender bias extended to sports as well. It affected people’s perceptions about which kids were expected to be strong, skilled, physically dynamic, and dominant; which deserved coaching and training; and which athletes were fun and impressive to watch. Girls in this realm were often dismissed as “tomboys” or outliers.

The bias extended to women at the top of their game. In 1966, Roberta Louise Gibb was the first woman to finish the Boston Marathon. She ran despite being barred from the race by organizers who claimed that women were “not physiologically able to run a marathon.” In the 1970s, female tennis players were offered a fraction of what male tennis players won at international tournaments. In 1988, only 26 percent of athletes at the Olympics were female—and that was an all-time record. And soccer was even further behind.
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The M&M’s World Cup

1991

In 1991, for the first time ever, the young women of the U.S. national team would get to show their mettle in the first Women’s World Cup tournament in China. But FIFA, the international governing body of soccer, thought the women’s tournament didn’t deserve the “World Cup” title. The candy company Mars, which made M&Ms, sponsored the event, so they called it, awkwardly, the FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football for the M&M’s Cup. Though the women athletes were accustomed to playing regulation ninety-minute games on their club teams and varsity high school and college teams, FIFA scaled back game time in the tournament to eighty minutes to “make things easier on the ladies.”

Team captain April Heinrichs quipped, “They were afraid our ovaries were going to fall out if we played ninety.”

No one knew how the U.S. women would perform in international qualifying games. Women’s soccer was in its infancy worldwide, with mostly informal teams and just a few sporadic continental and international tournaments. “When you’re a little fish swimming around in little ponds, you have no idea how you are on the global stage,” April said. The Americans played five preliminary matches in Haiti, staying in a hotel with spotty electricity and water. They bathed in the swimming pool and played cards by candlelight in the evenings. Despite the adverse conditions, they won all five games.

When the men’s team qualified for the 1990 World Cup, every player got a $10,000 bonus. When the women’s team qualified for theirs, they were rewarded with T-shirts with a Budweiser logo.

Still, the U.S. women were flying high, thrilled to be part of the momentous occasion as they boarded the plane for the long trip to China. But they didn’t head straight there. To save money, the plane picked up the Swedish, Norwegian, German, and Danish women’s teams, adding more than a dozen hours to the long flight.

The tournament proved to be a wondrous spectacle, with flags from the twelve competing nations flapping behind motorcyclists zooming across the field, Chinese pop songs blaring from the loudspeakers, and showers of fireworks. The Chinese government declared the tournament a national holiday and filled the stadiums with gray-clad factory workers, ordering one section to root for one side and another section to root for their opponents.

The U.S. team was not considered the favorite. But they trounced every team they played, outscoring opponents twenty-five to five goals over six games. FIFA had instructed the women on how to conduct themselves during the tournament, how to stand and walk, and even told them not to rush onto the field at the end of a game. But when the final whistle blew for the final game in the tournament, announcing the United States as the winner of the first women’s World Cup, “We broke every rule they had,” said April. “We were out on the field being maniacs.”

The women embraced the experience but couldn’t help but notice the stark contrast between the way U.S. Soccer treated them and the way they treated the U.S. men’s national team.

The men had a $25 per diem for expenses while traveling. The women had just $10. The female players survived on peanut butter and jelly, oatmeal, and Pop-Tarts they brought in their luggage, and Snickers bars available in bulk from the tournament sponsor.

Though the men’s World Cup got lots of hype, U.S. Soccer did little to promote the women’s tournament. The women were also disappointed that none of their games were televised. Most Americans didn’t even know the World Cup was happening. Sports Illustrated sent a reporter with no experience covering soccer to the tournament.

When their return plane touched down in the U.S., after dropping off the other teams, the women proudly donned their gold medals. But only two people met them at the airport—their bus driver and a U.S. Soccer staffer.

When Julie Foudy returned to Stanford University for classes, everyone asked her, “Where the hell have you been?”

“We came home to nothing, no one knows, no one cares,” she said.

A few weeks later, players received cards in the mail from U.S. Soccer. Caitlin Murray, in her book The National Team, recounts that the note basically said, Congratulations on your success. We’re so incredibly proud of what you and your teammates have achieved. You’re changing women’s soccer forever. Enclosed is a $500 bonus for winning the World Cup.

At the time, prize money for men’s World Cup was roughly $50 million for the winning team.

Another book written about this time by sports journalist Clemente Lisi noted that “After the U.S. victory in China in 1991, the team was essentially disbanded. . . . The federation did little to promote the team (even though it was the world champion) and poured all its money and efforts into trying to make the men’s team a success.”

Shannon Higgins, a powerful midfielder who assisted in two key goals in the run for the World Cup, retired right after the tournament. She wasn’t injured and she wasn’t likely to get cut. But she was barely getting by financially and couldn’t afford to play on the national team anymore. “I gotta go get a job,” she told the team.

Midfielder Julie Foudy, known fondly by teammates as Loudy Foudy, was dismayed. “That’s not right,” she said. “It doesn’t seem fair that a player is forced to retire well before her sell-by date.” Male players were making lots of money, in the millions, playing for their professional teams, especially internationally, and they were also making more for playing for the national team, she pointed out to her teammates. Women didn’t have a professional league nor livable wages from the national team. Soccer as a career was a dead end.

“Why do we have to make the decision to retire so early, and men don’t?” Julie asked.
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I Have a Dream

1993

In 1993, Briana Scurry was a star goalkeeper at the University of Massachusetts. In the fall semester of her senior year, a few days after her team barely lost the championship game, her coach called her to his office.

As she recounted in her memoir, My Greatest Save, Briana worried there was a problem. Maybe she hadn’t turned in her whole uniform or practice gear.

“Guess what?” he said.

“What?”

“You’ve been invited to a U.S. National Team camp.”

Growing up in the small town of Dayton, Minnesota, Briana had buzzed around dirt trails on a motorbike at fifty miles per hour and played American football with boys. Worried about the danger Briana faced against burly boys in this high-contact sport, her mom had made her quit football at age twelve.

Briana wanted to try soccer, but there were no girls’ soccer teams in town. That was the reality of being born in 1971, nine months before the passage of Title IX, the federal law that was just beginning to open up a world of sports to girls.

So Briana tried out for a boys’ soccer team. She was the only Black athlete and the only girl on the field. On the first day, since Briana had no experience or foot skills, the coach said, “Why don’t you go over there and get in the goal?”

Though Briana also played some basketball and softball and competed in track, the act of leaping to stop balls rocketing toward the soccer goal eventually became her life.

At age fourteen, inspired by the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., Briana hung a handwritten poster on her bedroom wall, proclaiming her ambition:

OLYMPICS

1996

I HAVE

A DREAM

As Briana grew in stature and into the game, her reach was astounding. Sometimes as balls flew toward the net, she jumped so high that she hit her head on the crossbar eight feet above the ground. Briana found life as a goalkeeper to be more than a physical challenge. “It demands hyper-alertness from the first moment to the last,” Briana said. “I would come off the field feeling like I’d played twelve hours of chess.”

In the 1990s, the U.S. Women’s National Team was still in its infancy. But U.S. Soccer had a development program that recruited boys and girls in their early to mid-teens to play on the under-sixteen, or U-16, youth national team. Players often moved up to U-17 and U-18 teams before winning a spot on the senior national team.

When Briana was invited to join the national team, she had “never been U-anything except maybe ‘Who Are U’?”

She was flabbergasted and stoked to be invited. She flew to the U.S. Women’s National Team training camp at the Cocoa Expo in Florida. “The place itself was drab and droopy, with weeds sprouting through cracks in the outdoor hallways, lizards popping out of overgrown vegetation, and the whole complex in bad need of a paint job,” she noticed. But even the rundown hotel where the players stayed next door couldn’t dampen her excitement.

Briana learned and loved the mentality of the U.S. Women’s National Team from the get-go: “We are coming for you, and we are going to beat you.”
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Lockout

1995

In the spring of 1994, Briana Scurry had twelve credits left to graduate from the University of Massachusetts, and she planned to finish them that semester. But she was called to another national team camp as the number one goalkeeper. “How can I pass on this opportunity?” she asked her mom. “There’s an Olympics coming up in a couple years. How long have I been talking about being an Olympian in 1996? Remember that sign in my room? This is my best chance.”

Figuring she could finish her credits and graduate later, Briana took the semester off to play with the USWNT. To support herself, she juggled jobs on the side, training young kids at a goalkeeper camp and working at the camp store selling USWNT gear and other items.

Briana and her teammates were pumped to represent the United States in the 1996 Olympics, the first time the international competition would include women’s soccer. But then their contracts from U.S. Soccer came in the mail. The federation offered about $1,000 for a month of intense training in the gym, exhausting drills, and competitive scrimmages to prepare for the tournament. And the contract only rewarded the women’s team with a bonus if they won gold. The men’s Olympic team, also employed by U.S. Soccer, got bonuses for bronze and silver too. Briana didn’t understand why there should be a double standard.

The female players cried foul. But U.S. Soccer wouldn’t budge.

Captains Michelle Ackers and Julie Foudy set up a conference call with their teammates to discuss the situation.

Julie had recently been at a small conference of female athletes where tennis star Billie Jean King shared the story of her fight for equal pay for women in tennis. When Billie Jean won her first Wimbledon in 1966, her prize money was less than half of what was paid to the male champion. She threatened to boycott the U.S. Open and pressured the tournament to pay men and women equal prize money. And she won.

Inspired, Julie called Billie Jean after the conference for advice.

“We’re facing the same problems,” Julie told her.

“What are you guys doing about it?” Billie Jean asked.

“We’re asking for more money, more support.”

Billie Jean had tried asking nicely too. That didn’t work. “You have to stop asking,” she said. “You have to find your power, find your leverage, and get it done yourself.”

“Our power?”

Billie Jean was blunt. “You don’t play,” she said. “That’s the only leverage you have.”

To Julie, the idea of striking was terrifying. And she said so.

Do it for female soccer players of the future, Billie Jean suggested. “It’s not what you’re building for you,” she said. “It’s what you are building for the next generation. So, think about what you want it to be for them.”

Julie, Mia Hamm, and other team leaders decided to dig deeper into the problem with U.S. Soccer. They asked to see the nonprofit’s budget. Numbers were skewed by gender across the board. For example, why, the players wondered, were 80 percent of the federation’s development funds going to twelve-year-old boys and only 20 percent to twelve-year-old girls?

At team dinners, Julie talked about Title IX and how that law had made their careers possible. How each generation had to fight for the next generation. On conference calls with the players, the captains pointed out that the contract that U.S. Soccer had offered them did nothing to improve their traveling conditions and promised nothing close to what their employer paid the men. The women deserved more, and so did the players who would come up behind them.

As the team unified, they began strategizing about how they could stick together and demand more. The team brought in Ellen Zavian, the first female attorney to represent National (American) Football League (NFL) players, to help with contract negotiations. She advised the women to mark up their contracts to reflect their demands and send them back, unsigned.

Nine players out of the usual eleven starting lineup stepped up to do it, including Julie Foudy, Mia Hamm, and Briana Scurry.

U.S. Soccer was outraged. “How dare you?” U.S. Soccer leadership told Julie.

“We were asking for so little,” Julie recalled, “and they were still not moving on any of it.”

U.S. Soccer disinvited all nine—Julie Foudy, Mia Hamm, Briana Scurry, Michelle Akers, Joy Fawcett, Kristine Lilly, Carla Overbeck, Carin Jennings, and Tisha Venturini—from the next training camp, scheduled to take place in Chula Vista, California.

When the press caught wind of the women demanding to be paid bonuses for silver and bronze, the head of U.S. Soccer, Hank Steinbrecher, told reporters, “We cannot reward mediocrity. . . . Bonuses are paid for superior performance. Our expectation should be playing for gold and winning it.”

Since when are silver and bronze medals mediocre? the players wondered. And why were they only “mediocre” for women, not for men? It made no sense.

The federation stuck to its position that the women should be grateful to be going at all.

“I was extremely thankful to be on the field,” Briana said. “But I also knew when I was being screwed.”

Locked out of camp, some players hinted to the press that they might boycott the 1996 Olympics, which were to be held in Atlanta. Star forward Michelle Akers called a strike a “definite reality.” But really, no one wanted to boycott. They had worked incredibly hard to make the national team. The athletes yearned to play in their first-ever Olympics and were doubly excited to compete on home soil. They didn’t want to jeopardize their lifelong dream. “The Olympics stole my heart when I was eight years old and never let it go,” Briana said.

Julie found the prospect of losing this opportunity “super scary” too. But she urged her teammates to hang tough. “If we stick together and stay united, they can’t cut the whole team,” she told them. “Our unity is our strength.”

U.S. Soccer retaliated by replacing the nine protesting players for an upcoming tournament. The nine locked-out players were shocked and tried to prop each other up during conference calls.

Kristine Lilly said, “Jules, I don’t know. I’m really scared that I won’t play in the Olympics.”

“Well, I am too,” Julie replied. “But this is gonna make a difference.” She reminded her teammates, “If they start pulling us apart, then we’re done.”

U.S. Soccer’s tactics put the replacements in a difficult position. The coach invited Brandi Chastain—who had been cut from the roster earlier—to the tournament. “Oh crap,” Brandi thought. Her heart was with the locked-out women but the competitor in her was eager to go.

She called Julie Foudy. “I’m standing by you, Julie, but I’ve been invited to camp, and this might be my only chance to get back on the national team.” Julie got a similar call from Shannon MacMillan. Julie was torn. She knew that eventually the team would need these young players as teammates.

“We’re good,” Julie replied. “You go in and we’ll get it done from our side.” But, she added, “There may come a point when we all need to hold out together. We’ll let you know. For now, go in and crush it.”

The solidarity of the locked-out players and the
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