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			Author’s Note

			I set out to write this book ahead of the 2026 FIFA World Cup because the remarkable story of one of its hosts, the United States men’s national team, had never been fully told. The World Cup, which will pit forty-eight nations against each other and sprawl across North America for almost six weeks, will be the biggest sporting event ever staged in terms of footprint, revenue, cultural relevance, attendance, and probably in discourse and controversy as well.

			Yet the underdog tale of the home team is barely known—going from total anonymity to a regular place in the top 20 of the 211 nations ranked by FIFA in the world’s most popular and competitive sport. Over the course of a decade and a half of covering the USMNT for various major American media outlets, I fell in love with this story: How, exactly, did the U.S. men’s team manage to toil from being bereft of talent, money, and attention in the early 1980s, playing just one game a year if that, to a perch from where it can conceivably go on a significant run in the summer of 2026?

			This book does not attempt to predict the USMNT’s future—sorry, gamblers—but rather to tell you how the team got here, how a cast of larger-than-life coaches shaped the team’s story over the past four decades, and how some of the team’s contemporary players offer a new story. The ascent of the American men is something akin to a sporting miracle.

			The Long Game weaves two stories—that of the team, and that of the players. The arc of the United States men’s national team’s past, careening from dysfunction to brief moments of real promise, back to incompetence or irrelevance and toward something constructed on a solid foundation at last, is interspersed with the accounts of a half-dozen players: Tyler Adams, Matt Turner, Ricardo Pepi, Christian Pulisic, Antonee Robinson, and Weston McKennie. Theirs are not only the stories of how six national team careers were made, but also reflections of the problems and progress of the American men’s game writ large, of its changes and challenges. All six may not be on the field for the 2026 World Cup, but they were all, in their own ways, central to the remaking of the USMNT.

			And that’s what this book is ultimately about: how a diverse nation built a national team program capable of competing at the World Cup.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Two games into the U.S. men’s national team’s first World Cup in the better part of a decade, legitimate questions lingered. Was this team overhyped? Was it really ready for the biggest stage in the sport? And would it do any better than the previous incarnations of the USMNT, which had sparked less buzz but had actual track records?

			Was globalization at work in sending so many young American players to Europe’s biggest soccer clubs, or had the world’s game bent toward the United States at last? Did the stateside burst of soccer interest and media attention play a role, feeding all those new fans the narrative of global belonging that they craved?

			Was this really a golden generation? Or just a shimmering mirage?

			If anything had really changed, if things were truly different, the time to prove it was now, here, at the Al Thumama Stadium in Doha, in this new edifice with its forty-four thousand seats, cloaked in a white facade made to look like a gahfiya, the woven cap worn throughout the Gulf region. Excitement alone would no longer do. Even a very young team could coast on its potential for only so long. If these players really were special, as everyone seemed to think, now would be a fortuitous time to deliver some evidence of that specialness. Because at some point, they would have to actually win a game at the 2022 World Cup in Qatar.

			The U.S. had looked confident and competent in its tournament opener against Wales eight days earlier, with one teenager and just two players older than twenty-five on the field. Every American man on the field was making his debut at the pinnacle of the sport, the quadrennial mega-event that soccer keeps time by. U.S. captain and midfielder Tyler Adams was only twenty-three; star forward Christian Pulisic was just twenty-four, same as midfielder Weston McKennie. They zinged daring passes to one another all the same. They treated the substantial U.S. crowd in the stands to backheels and stepovers and other assorted trickery. It all reeked of an unearned confidence, of a swagger that comes only from knowing that you are young and good and exactly in the place you belong.

			During the long World Cup qualifying ordeal, the USA’s average age of 23.8 made it the youngest team to reach Qatar by more than two years. Only Ghana brought a younger roster to the World Cup proper—and by a matter of days. The Americans had less experience than everybody else. Just one player on the roster, the reserve right back at that, had been there when the U.S. last played a World Cup in 2014, in Brazil. And that player, DeAndre Yedlin, wasn’t even on the field to start the Wales game.

			This team was predicated on assertiveness and fearlessness, on competing, as head coach Gregg Berhalter put it, “like fucking dogs.” In the thirty-sixth minute, Christian Pulisic sprang Tim Weah through the Welsh defense and Weah scored calmly. The goal-scorer tore toward the luxury box of VVIPs—a term invented by FIFA for heads of state and, of course, the biggest of its own bigwigs—toward his father, George Weah, the president of Liberia, who had never made it to the World Cup himself despite having been one of Africa’s greatest players.

			An experienced team might have put the game away before halftime, but the Americans failed to score again. And the Welsh still had their languid thirty-three-year-old star, the man-bunned, alabaster Gareth Bale. In the eightieth minute, Bale drew a penalty. Time had diminished Bale, but he was still savvy. Walker Zimmerman didn’t see Bale sneaking his foot in front of the ball, causing the U.S. defender to kick through him in the American box. Penalty kick. “Clever move,” Zimmerman conceded later. Bale converted the penalty kick himself. 1–1. A tie. A single error had cost the Americans two precious points.

			In their second game in Qatar, the U.S. faced England, the third such matchup in a World Cup. In 1950, the Americans claimed perhaps the greatest upset in tournament history with a 1–0 victory, and in 2010 the U.S. eked out a 1–1 tie. The odds were stacked as heavily against the USMNT as they had been in those two meetings. The English had reached the semifinals at the last World Cup in 2018 and the final of the European Championship in 2021 and were possibly even stronger this time around. The Three Lions, made up entirely of Premier League stars, mirrored a diverse nation with first names like Raheem, Bukayo, and multiple Harrys. In their tournament opener, England rolled over Iran with a 6–2 win.

			Many on the U.S. roster wrestled with complicated emotions about playing England. No fewer than eight Americans played for English clubs; two were born and raised in England but now wore an American uniform; and another represented England at the youth national team level before flipping his allegiance. The Americans would be playing against their league rivals, against their club teammates, against childhood friends. As if to supercharge the must-see event, it fell on Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, drawing an American audience of twenty million TV viewers on their day off.

			At a minimum, the U.S. matched the English, even controlling the run of play for long stretches. Christian Pulisic snapped a shot off England’s crossbar. While the contest played on the big screen in Times Square, the American fans were once again represented well, this time in Al Khor, at the Al Bayt Stadium styled like a Bedouin tent, standing at the end of a dead-straight drive through the desert from Doha. For a spell, those American fans launched into a cheeky chant, taunting their more talented opponents.

			“It’s called soc-cer,” the giddy U.S. supporters sang for several refrains, mocking the English for their dogmatic insistence on calling the sport “football.”

			It’s called soc-cer.

			It’s called soc-cer.

			Whatever the sport was to be called, neither team scored. 0–0. In a beer garden in London, England fans tossed their drinks in the air in disgust. “There’s a lot of people that obviously thought we were going to get blown out,” Weston McKennie said. “We went into this game as obvious underdogs. But for us, we didn’t feel like underdogs at all. We’re not really afraid of playing against top-tier teams.”

			Beating Iran four days later would guarantee the Americans a place among the top two of Group B’s four teams, and passage into the tournament’s knockout rounds. Gregg Berhalter was blunt with his players in the locker room following the game. “Iran is going to be a difficult game,” he spoke. “How do we beat Iran and go to the next round? Then it gets fucking fun, boys.”

			

			• • •

			Not quite four years earlier, in January 2019, about two dozen American players filed into a meeting room at a hotel in Chula Vista, California. Before them, the track-suited Berhalter introduced himself as the new men’s national team head coach and laid out the journey the team was about to set out on.

			“What are you prepared to do?” he asked the players in front of him. “We’re on a mission together. What we’re looking to do is change the way the world views American soccer.”

			Berhalter is the sort of man who structures his introductory chat with his new team through a slideshow. So he pressed the clicker in his hand and the objectives for his reign flashed across the screen: players enjoying the national team environment; coaches developing a clear playing style; everyone nurturing a high-performance culture.

			“Sounds great, right?” Berhalter said. “Here’s the problem. It’s going to take a shitload of sacrifice from you guys. It’s going to be difficult.”

			There was nary a need to point this out. Nobody had forgotten the debacle of 2017. On October 10, the Americans suffered an ugly loss in Trinidad and Tobago. A pair of fluky results in other games—in which Panama and Honduras somehow each came from behind to beat superior opponents—meant that, in 2018, the USA would miss its first World Cup since 1986. A teenage Pulisic crouched in the soggy Trinidadian turf and buried his face in his mud-streaked number 10 jersey. He took so much punishment from his opponents during that game that he struggled to sit on the charter plane home the next day. But just then, the pain was psychological. The tearful nineteen-year-old sensation understood that the men’s national team program had just crashed into rock bottom.

			The American soccer community questioned everything. An ascent of more than three decades from complete international irrelevance—and a forty-four-year period without a single win at a World Cup, or even a draw—to a regular place on the global stage was supposed to have inoculated the U.S. men’s team from failure on this scale. But the national team, once a cohesive and scrappy underdog, had become less than the sum of its parts, riven by factions and incoherent coaching. A gap yawned between the team’s past-expiration veterans and its unripe prospects. At last, the assorted difficulties of qualifying for the World Cup from the North and Central American and Caribbean region had vanquished them. The grueling travel, the games in nearly impossible conditions—lumpy or sodden fields, riotous crowds, vaudevillian referees, airborne bags of urine—tripped them up this time.

			

			• • •

			National team careers are an odd kind of sideline in that they usually aren’t male soccer players’ primary source of income, or indeed the main act in their professional lives. Their club teams pay their salaries, arrange health insurance, and take care of their families. Their clubs are where the players spend more than three-quarters of the year. Their club performances and statistics are also primarily what their careers are judged on. Yet what they do for their nations, when called upon to represent them a few times a year as quasi-freelancers, defines the legacies of even the great players.

			Lionel Messi’s résumé was considered incomplete until he won Argentina the World Cup, just as Cristiano Ronaldo needed to lift the European Championship for Portugal. Never mind that both men had won a salvage yard’s worth of silverware with their clubs. The international stage is ultimately where legends are forged.

			To Berhalter fell the task to rebuild a national team with a generation of Americans whose club pedigree was unprecedented: Teenagers somehow signed contracts with Europe’s most prestigious clubs—FC Barcelona! Bayern Munich! Chelsea! Juventus! Borussia Dortmund! Ajax! Manchester City! AS Roma! They were already helping those teams win the biggest prizes in soccer. A new generation, young and heedless of the baggage of American insecurity and failure at the international level, born after American soccer’s Dark Age. The dread that Americans would never quite belong among soccer’s French artisans, Brazilian dancers, and Italian maestros did not burden them. It had taken decades for that inferiority complex to slough off.

			Now, could they grow into the greatest U.S. men’s national team ever? That was the question. But piecing it together would take time—half a decade at least. All those prospects were in their late teens and early twenties, suggesting that they would hit their prime at the 2026 World Cup, not the 2022 edition. But this kind of long-termism is not permitted in soccer. World Cups are too rare to write off. And besides, if this team was so special, an impatient nation demanded to see something from these ballyhooed boys in short order—the American Way demanded it.

			Whatever results the American men mustered in previous decades had come through brawn and gumption. Theirs was an unassuming playing style: “agricultural,” as an English soccer announcer might describe it, because it betrayed little sophistication or style. The U.S. was rarely blown out, because it defended stoutly and made it a point of pride to run harder and farther than the other team. But there is a low ceiling on moxie alone. Defensive tactics consistently spared the Yanks embarrassment against big soccer countries, but they were also limiting. To be a world power you eventually must beat other world powers, and that’s tough when all you’re doing is attempting to negate their strengths, rather than betting on your own. So when Berhalter took over in late 2018, he committed not only to rebuilding the team more or less from scratch, but also to reinventing it. His new USMNT broke from a tradition that had served the program rather well and, instead, endeavored to play beautifully by competing on even footing with anyone. The Americans would cower in their own half no longer.

			In the summer and fall of 2021, the new national team made a breakthrough. After eight years of failure to beat regional archrivals Mexico in a competitive game, the U.S. did so three times in the span of a few months, and twice in a final. Winning the CONCACAF Nations League and the Gold Cup, the confederation’s two regional tournaments, vaulted the American men into the top ten of FIFA’s worldwide rankings of national teams for the first time in more than fifteen years, after they sank to thirty-fifth place in 2017. That put the U.S. within reach of the world’s eight best teams, a stated objective of the United States Soccer Federation. The U.S. team faced their demons in World Cup qualifying, plodding through a fourteen-game march. They went to the seething cauldrons of Honduras and El Salvador and Mexico and Costa Rica, and learned to cope with gamesmanship that threatened to make real soccer almost impossible. (The Americans, for their part, reciprocated by hosting Honduras in an outdoor game in St. Paul, Minnesota, in early February 2022 with a wind chill of -13 degrees Fahrenheit, reportedly forcing two Honduran players to leave the game at halftime with symptoms of hypothermia.) The Americans clawed and scraped their way to the seven wins and four ties that got them to Qatar. But things were precarious at times, and the U.S. only avoided a play-in game with New Zealand because its ledger of goals scored and conceded was superior to Costa Rica’s—it relied on a tiebreaker, in other words.

			How the Americans performed in Qatar would not only dictate the legacy of their 2022 campaign, but would also set the agenda for 2026, the second time they would host a World Cup on home soil—sharing the duties with Canada and Mexico this time. “We really do see this as a responsibility,” Berhalter said before traveling to Qatar. “We want to get the public behind us. We want to get a ton of momentum going into 2026.”

			It was a heavy burden for such a young team to bear, even if the late addition to the roster of a pair of thirtysomething veterans pushed its average age to a near-geriatric twenty-five. But then Berhalter believed that his team’s power lay partially in its shared youth, which made the players uncommonly close. They went through the shock of World Cup qualifying in CONCACAF together. They were mostly of college age, or only slightly older, but Pulisic, Adams, McKennie, and most of their teammates had missed out on that experience by turning pro before graduating from high school. With the national team, away from their older club teammates in different countries and cultures, the players seemed intent on making up for lost time, living a sort of millionaire dorm life. They embraced national team recruits as new friends rather than rivals. They talked and ate for hours on end. They went out together and played golf together and shopped together. They brought a barber and a barista on the road with them. They watched Love Island and played Uno. And when national team training camps ended, they stayed in touch in unruly group chats and a fantasy football league.

			The few veterans who remained from previous regimes testified to a marked difference from the previous World Cup cycle. “There definitely was not that feeling of togetherness,” said defender Tim Ream, who made his national team debut in 2010. “This cycle, the togetherness has just been incredible.”

			Midfielder Weston McKennie, a bubbly, boisterous locker room presence, argued that the team’s closeness also gave it a competitive edge. “Many of us have been playing with or against each other since we were nine or ten years old,” he said. “We know each other so well.”

			

			• • •

			The stakes of the final group-stage match against Iran needed no further amplification. But the lead-up to the game between longtime geopolitical enemies turned into a circus as the U.S. became ensnared in a series of minor diplomatic incidents. First, former U.S. men’s head coach Jürgen Klinsmann claimed on the BBC that the Iranian team’s supposed penchant for flopping and for bullying referees was “part of their culture.” Iranian manager Carlos Queiroz lashed out at Klinsmann on social media. Before Queiroz’s press conference on the eve of the game, Iranian journalists gave him a standing ovation.

			Then, U.S. Soccer used a promotional graphic for the game on its social media accounts that showed an Iranian flag without its Islamic Republic emblem. It did so to show “support for the women in Iran fighting for basic human rights,” according to a spokesman, in the midst of widespread protests against the Iranian regime. The federation went back to using the regular Iranian flag after twenty-four hours and deleted the original post, but the powder keg had already been ignited. A representative of the Iranian federation called on FIFA to kick the United States out of the World Cup for “disrespecting” the Iranian flag. His comments were reported by an Iranian outlet that sported a burning American flag as its own social media avatar.

			In their press conference the following day, Berhalter and captain Tyler Adams were grilled by indignant Iranian journalists from regime-sanctioned media outlets. The Iranian soccer media took the opportunity to grandstand in front of their government’s nemesis. The questions tended to begin with a criticism of the United States followed by a query that was either unanswerable—“What percentage of the population of the world will be happy because of the win of the national team of Iran, and what percentage of the whole population of the world will be happy if the United States soccer team wins?”—or had nothing to do with soccer. Berhalter and Adams were asked, among other things, about the American fleet in the Persian Gulf, high inflation, and visa reciprocity.

			One reporter began his question to Adams by chiding him for mispronouncing Iran—calling it I-ran, rather than Ee-rahn. Then he asked if Adams, the son of a white mother and a black biological father, was “OK to be representing a country that has so much discrimination against black people in its own borders.”

			Adams, his fingers clasped together, looked at the reporter calmly. He apologized for the mispronunciation and then responded. “There’s discrimination everywhere you go,” he answered with such poise that the footage of it instantly went viral. “One thing that I’ve learned from living abroad in the past years and having to fit in in different cultures is that in the U.S., we’re continuing to make progress every single day.”

			While Iran’s press corps eagerly carried water for the regime, the Iranian national team’s relationship with the soccer-besotted nation it represented had grown fraught. The Iranian soccer federation, like almost everything in the country, was controlled by the conservative Islamic government that had been in power since the revolution in 1979, when it overthrew the U.S.-backed shah. The players, then, were representatives of the government, a symbol of the regime. But they openly sympathized with the thousands of people participating in the months-long women’s-rights protests that roiled the country. Iran’s presence in Qatar offered visibility to a people’s uprising that had at times been buried in so much other global news. A pitch invader at the Portugal–Uruguay game waved a rainbow peace flag and wore a T-shirt reading “Respect for Iranian Women.”

			It was up to the Iranian players to thread the tiny eye of this needle. Many were eager to show their support for the protests, yet all were aware of the regime’s history of punishing even the nation’s most famous athletes for perceived disloyalty—in 1984, the national team captain was tortured and killed for his membership in an opposition party. And so, Iranian players staged a silent protest in Qatar by declining to sing their national anthem before the opener against England. It’s unlikely that much of Iran saw the protest, because state television censored it and then muted the live feed of the game whenever anti-regime chants broke out. Before their next two games, the players were reportedly threatened and at least moved their lips along when the anthem played. To this backdrop, the U.S. kicked off a must-win game against an opponent that only needed a tie. The Americans played to move on; the Iranians for a movement.

			About thirty-eight minutes into the first half, McKennie dropped a delicate ball into the path of onrushing right back Sergiño Dest, who headed it back for Pulisic. The Americans drew up this very play on the whiteboard in preparation for the game, to crowbar their way into the ironclad Iranian defense. Pulisic charged through a crowd of Iranians and threw his body at the ball, poking it into the net as goalkeeper Alireza Beiranvand’s knee collided with his groin. 1–0. The goal came at a cost: Pulisic took such a hard knock that he had to leave the game at halftime and go to a hospital because he felt faint. He was diagnosed with a pelvic contusion and would watch the remainder of the game on a cell phone from a hospital bed. “I paid the price for it,” Pulisic said sheepishly.

			The Americans braced themselves for the inevitable Iranian assault. The U.S., setting its third straight record for the youngest lineup in the tournament, spent most of the second half shoveling away everything that Iran kicked at it. The closer the game crept to the final whistle, the better Iran’s scoring chances seemed to become. In the ninety-eighth minute, the Iranian forward Mehdi Taremi slid after a ball headed in front of him. His shot trickled through goalkeeper Matt Turner’s legs, but brushed enough of Turner’s calf to slow it down. Walker Zimmerman, seemingly the only person whose heart hadn’t stopped in horror or hope, loped after the ball to clear it away before it crossed the line. That did it. A seminal American win.

			That’s how World Cups go. A bounce here. A bump there. A whistle that shrieks or doesn’t. A ball that spins or hops or skips.

			Queiroz was impressed with the Americans, explaining his defensive approach in the first half: “When you play against a team of Ferraris—they are very fast—the best way to play is to close the highways.”

			Several U.S. players consoled their weeping opponents on the field after the Iranians slumped to the grass in exhaustion. Left back Antonee Robinson embraced Ramin Rezaeian while the Iranian bawled in his arms. Robinson had seen images of Rezaeian speaking passionately about the protests before the game. “I was thinking, ‘Even though I’m celebrating, that was so close to being us,’ ” Robinson said a few months later. “They nearly scored and if that shot goes in, we’re the ones crying, going home.” When the Americans returned to the locker room, they had a joyous FaceTime call with Pulisic, who was still in the hospital. Then Robinson broke down and sobbed himself.

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				
					The First World Cups

					1930–1982
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			1 At the First World Cup

			It is said that the Pilgrims, freshly disembarked at Plymouth Rock, found the First Americans playing a game they called pasuckquakkohowog, which translates to “They gather to play ball with the foot.” It was contested between entire villages on endless fields, kicking around something akin to a ball, just as many other civilizations did. A rudimentary precursor to the game was recorded even earlier, in Virginia, in 1609. Some 250 years later, Bostonian elites started the Oneida Football Club, which played the Boston game, a sporting concoction that was a precursor to soccer, rugby, and gridiron football. And what is now recognized as the first organized American gridiron football game, between what are now Princeton University and Rutgers University on November 6, 1869, more closely resembled soccer, specifically with the rules set in 1863 by England’s Football Association; these rules were a major step toward distinguishing soccer from rugby as we know them today. A second matchup looked a lot more like modern gridiron, and this version caught on at the elite college campuses of the Northeast, feeding on an eagerness to develop a distinctly American game. College football quickly took root, but an intercollegiate soccer team was not formed until Haverford College did so in 1902.

			Whereas football wove its way into the American spirit, soccer became a regional game. St. Louis was one of its early hotbeds, with a city league kicking off in 1886. There, they merrily Americanized the game by developing their own rules and their own playing style, a more rugged brand of the game. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat declared the local take on the game superior: “Any neutral observer who has an opportunity to compare the two systems, must admit that there is more pep, punch and thrill in the American style of play.”

			In 1894, six owners of National League baseball teams founded the American League of Professional Football. It became the second fully professional soccer league in the world and was only six years younger than England’s First Division. The baseball barons thought soccer might fill their ballparks during the long off-season. Most of them decided that coaching a soccer team required no special knowledge and put their baseball managers in charge of their soccer outfits as well, playing under the same name as their baseball brethren in an early stab at brand synergy. There was even talk of the biggest baseball stars participating. When the Baltimore Orioles won all four of their soccer games by a cumulative score of 24–3, the other teams accused them of employing British players illegally, whereupon the immigration authorities became involved. Meanwhile, the American Football Association, which governed the sport, threatened to ban any player involved in the ALPF from its own league, starting a trend of acrimony between rival American soccer leagues that has yet to abate. Attendance sometimes dipped as low as a hundred lonely souls. The ALPF folded after seventeen days. A second such ball-clubs-as-soccer-teams experiment was conducted in the Midwest in 1901 with four major league teams involved; a single friendly drew only three hundred people and then the whole effort caved in.

			A new rival federation, the United States Football Association—which would ultimately vanquish the AFA by gaining recognition from global governing body FIFA—saw the same opportunity. In 1913, founding president Gustav Manning, who had also cofounded the German Football Association and acted as its first secretary, told The New York Times that his newly founded organization “aims to make soccer the national pastime of the winter in this country.”

			The difficulty with delivering on this ambition was that the sport, and its federation, had a reputation as an insular club of immigrants reluctant to assimilate, broadcasting their otherness by clinging to their old-world sport. Soccer consisted largely of ethnic clubs that gloried in their European roots. The 1913–14 edition of the National Challenge Cup, for instance, featured teams with names such as Brooklyn Celtic and Clan McKenzie FC. Also: a team called Young Men’s Catholic Total Abstinence Society FC.

			Nevertheless, soccer thrived. In 1918, twelve thousand spectators showed up to the National Challenge Cup final in St. Louis. Bethlehem Steel, a factory team and juggernaut of its age, toured Scandinavia in 1919 and lost only two of its fourteen games. A second American team, made up mostly of St. Louis players, posted the exact same record the next year. In 1920, Cleveland ran a professional soccer league consisting of two divisions.

			By 1916, a men’s national team had been formed as well, selecting the top players of U.S. nationality, borrowing them from their club teams in order to compete with other nations. (A squad nominally representing the United States but made up entirely of players from Kearny, New Jersey, another hotbed, lost 1–0 to Canada in 1885, but that game was unsanctioned.) The United States beat Sweden 3–2 in its first recognized international match in Stockholm in front of King Gustav V and fifteen thousand of his subjects. The Americans were criticized by their hosts for their bruising style. “We were outclassed by the Swedish players on straight football,” the USFA secretary reported. “It was American grit, pluck, and endurance that won. No great football stars were members of our team, but we had the pluckiest aggregation ever banded together.”

			After the Americans’ rough approach beat a second Swedish team, the club Örgryte, frothing locals attacked the American players. After the game, one home fan climbed into the U.S. federation secretary’s car and stole his prized American flag. The secretary pursued the vandal and, having caught him, landed several blows with his cane before the Swedish police, swords drawn, ended the fracas. No word survives on what happened to the flag. The American team lost only one of six games in Sweden and Norway. Along the way, it demonstrated baseball wherever it went, prompting King Gustav to introduce it in Swedish schools.

			

			• • •

			In a way, England’s First Division brought its existential crisis upon itself. There was enough money to pay players fairly, yet the English league nevertheless decided to cap player salaries at four British pounds per week in 1901. At the time, some players were earning double that, meaning that scores of them were forced to take pay cuts. By 1921, the cap had crept up to ten pounds and then been cut to eight pounds again. (It would take until 1963 for a British court to strike down the maximum wage, which was still only twenty pounds per week during the season and seventeen pounds during the summer. Presently, the highest-paid Premier League player earns almost half a million pounds per week.)

			Stateside, meanwhile, soccer players were paid as much as $6,000 a year by 1919, a salary approaching those of established major league baseball players. When the American Soccer League rolled out in 1921, it had enough financial backing to begin poaching British players—to the detriment of the American players, whom few teams now bothered to develop. England and Scotland had pulled out of FIFA over a series of grievances, which, as an unforeseen consequence, allowed their players to tear up their unilateral contracts with their teams without fear of a cross-border suspension. A frenzy to sign the best players in the United Kingdom, the self-styled home of the sport, was on. ASL teams signed away players from some of the leading English clubs of their time, and no superstar was deemed untouchable. The Scottish Football Association called a special meeting to work out how to address what the newspapers dubbed “the American Menace.”

			The ASL absconded not only with dozens of the First Division’s best players but also, briefly, with its reputation as the world’s strongest league. (Since there is no way of measuring one league against another, consensus tends to coalesce around whoever has the most famous players.) Yet the ASL still struggled to garner much media attention at home, which is why a great deal of its history went unrecorded. And while the money was good, organization was not. Teams came and went in short order, and not a single one played in all thirteen seasons of the league’s existence. Visiting clubs sometimes showed up short of the eleven men needed to field a full team or failed to materialize at all. Kickoff times weren’t always honored; good referees were in shortage, as were properly laid-out fields. Not once in the league’s history did every team play the same number of games by the end of a season. One National Challenge Cup final was decided by forfeit because the players of one team were expected to report for spring training—their soccer club doubled as a baseball team, and practice for the latter evidently took precedence over a championship game for the former.

			Still, attendance was often strong for its time. In 1925, a pair of ASL owners brought over Hakoah Vienna, a powerhouse Jewish club from Austria. An astonishing forty-six thousand people flocked to an exhibition match in New York’s Polo Grounds. That number stood higher than the attendance of all but three New York Yankees home games that season. Professional soccer was, in fact, regularly outdrawing pro football, and some thought soccer had the better prospects over the long term.

			Then, as soccer threatened to cement itself as an American game, administrative bickering ruined everything. In 1928, the ASL and the USFA fell out over the ASL’s refusal to allow its clubs to play in the National Challenge Cup, which brought in most of the USFA’s money but burdened teams in ASL play. The USFA threw the ASL out of the federation and started its own rival league, forcing the clubs to choose. It wasn’t the first or last time that American pro soccer would immolate itself in a dispute over authority and revenue. By the time a peace was brokered and the federation shuttered its rival league, the fight, dubbed the “soccer wars,” left the ASL badly wounded. The Great Depression killed it off in 1933.

			While the game developed at breakneck speed in the rest of the world, the United States was sidelined. It would take some four decades before the country managed to put together another globally respected national professional soccer league.

			

			• • •

			In one of its first acts as the self-appointed global governing body for soccer, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association decided in 1904 that FIFA—its better-known acronym—retained the exclusive rights to stage a world championship. This prerogative was bestowed on it by nobody and nothing other than FIFA’s own chutzpah, its signature trait to this day.

			Yet it took more than a quarter century for FIFA to exercise the right it claimed. It finally acted when it felt the sport had outgrown the Olympics and its constricting insistence on amateurism. Uruguay, the reigning Olympic champion, was chosen by FIFA as host of this first world championship, named the World Cup, over several European countries because it promised to cover every team’s costs and to build a stadium in Montevideo just for the occasion—thus maximizing FIFA’s potential profit. But many of the leading soccer countries got huffy over the awarding of the tournament to such a faraway nation and didn’t show up. There was no need for regional qualifying tournaments, as only thirteen countries bothered to enter the inaugural World Cup in 1930. The United States was among them, although it could afford to go only because of the financial guarantees.

			The timing was fortuitous for the United States. While the ASL began to crumble, a great many American players had benefited from playing in a competition that was among the world’s best. Still, the USA sailed for Montevideo absent its two best strikers. One of them, Archie Stark, was a World War I veteran and the proud new owner of a garage, which he decided he couldn’t abandon for this three-month lark and the paltry pay of $130. But the U.S. had Billy Gonsalves, a crafty player thought capable of starting for any team in the world. And what the Americans lacked in skill beyond their star, they made up for in brawn, a lineup built so powerfully that they would soon be nicknamed the “shot-putters” by the French team.

			When the U.S. arrived at the World Cup, they still hadn’t been told who they would be playing, let alone when and where. As it turned out, the U.S. opened with Belgium, whose star player had been suspended by the Belgian federation for the moral infraction of opening a café. It had just snowed lightly, turning the field into “a bed of wet, sticky clay with pools of water too numerous to count,” according to Wilfred Cummings, the American manager. On July 13, at 3 p.m. local time, the USA played the first-ever World Cup match against Belgium while France and Mexico shared the same history-making distinction in another stadium just two miles to the south. Before 18,346 fans, among them some 80 Americans, Gonsalves hammered a shot off the post and Bart McGhee scored on the rebound to lead the way to a commanding 3–0 victory. They were aided by José Macías, a permissive Argentinian referee who didn’t mind the Americans’ muscular approach.

			Four days later, the U.S. beat a stronger opponent in Paraguay by the same score, before almost exactly the same number of spectators (18,306 this time) and with the same laissez-faire referee. Bert Patenaude scored all three goals, recording the first hat trick in World Cup history and raising his tally for the tournament to four. This result, spectacularly, vaulted the Americans into the tournament’s semifinals, where they would face Argentina.

			The Estadio Centenario, newly built for the tournament, offered a different kind of challenge than the Estadio Gran Parque Central, where the U.S. had played its first two games. The dimensions of its field were enormous—to this day, soccer has no fixed field size, just a set of parameters, one of the game’s quirks akin to baseball’s insistence on putting the outfield fence somewhere different in every ballpark. Certainly, the field was far bigger than the Americans were used to. The opposition was also better. The Argentines were more skillful and even more physical than the Americans, who had run themselves ragged battering into Belgium and Paraguay. And this time, the Yanks were the victims of a lenient referee—John Langenus of Belgium, whose nation the Americans had embarrassed just thirteen days earlier. By the time the second half started, the U.S. was not only down a goal but also reduced to eight healthy players. Goalkeeper Jimmy Douglas twisted his knee in the tenth minute and played the rest of the game on one good leg. Raphael Tracey was injured in the first half as well and didn’t make it back onto the field for the second. Andy Auld suffered a head injury and played much of the game with a rag in his mouth. Even the American trainer was a casualty of the game. John Coll was supposed to have run onto the field to argue a call with his treatment bag in hand. He dropped a bottle of chloroform, which opened as it fell. The fumes knocked Coll out cold. Argentina ran up a 6–1 score.

			A third-place game was never played, but the Americans were awarded the bronze medal because their group-stage record was superior to Yugoslavia’s. It was assumed after the fact that the U.S. team had been made up of veteran English and Scottish professionals who defected to the ASL and joined up with the USA’s national team. This wasn’t true. Only six of the sixteen players in the squad were born in England or Scotland and most of those had come over as teenagers. Just one arrived in the United States with any experience in professional soccer—seven years before migrating, when he appeared in two games in England’s Third Division. These were no imported mercenaries. After the tournament, in fact, several American team members would sign with top clubs in Europe, including Manchester United.

			This maiden World Cup set a high-water mark that the U.S. has yet to match on the men’s side.

		

	
		
			2 Poison to the Game

			The Americans would appear in just one more World Cup game before World War II, and how they managed even that remains dubious.

			The U.S. Football Association didn’t register the team in time for the North American qualifying tournament leading to the 1934 World Cup in Italy. Still, the Americans decided they would quite like to partake anyway. Mexico had already won a World Cup berth by beating Cuba in a three-game series, after the Cubans had vanquished Haiti in a prior round. Somehow, and wholly unfairly, the USA was allowed to bypass those rounds entirely and play Mexico in a winner-take-all game staged in Rome just three days before the World Cup proper was to kick off.

			In attendance at the Stadio Nazionale del Partito Nazionale Fascista was Italy’s fascist dictator Benito Mussolini. Il Duce would hijack the tournament for propaganda purposes and create a handy blueprint for German chancellor Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party to follow for their own mega-event two years later, the 1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin. Mexico, playing in only its ninth official international match, took the lead in the twenty-fifth minute, but Aldo Donelli scored twice for the Americans in the next seven minutes and then twice more in the second half for a 4–2 U.S. victory. Donelli had been added to the team at the eleventh hour at the insistence of returning star Billy Gonsalves.

			This World Cup would be played in a straight knockout format between the sixteen survivors of the qualification games that whittled down a field of twenty-seven entrants. As an unseeded team, the Americans were guaranteed to face a strong opponent in the first round, but they could hardly have done worse than drawing Italy, the home team destined for the title just two weeks later. With Mussolini attending once again, the Americans had no chance, collapsing in a 7–1 defeat that could have been worse had it not been for America’s Swedish-born goalkeeper Julius Hjulian’s heroics. Donelli scored the lone American goal, meaning he bagged all five goals the Americans tallied in Italy. Since these two games would be the only times Donelli ever appeared for the USA, he posted a preposterous 2.5 goals-per-game average in international soccer, all of them scored in World Cup competition.

			It would be some time before the U.S. was seen on the global soccer stage again. It didn’t even try to make it to the 1938 World Cup in France, joining a boycott by Western Hemisphere countries upset that the tournament would be staged in Europe again. When the United States emerged from the Great Depression, the sport’s popularity had fallen away and it had begun its long trek through the wilderness.

			

			• • •

			American soccer never really stopped trying to reclaim whatever prominence it lost following the 1930s. But it is entirely possible that more energy has been spent theorizing why the U.S. brand of soccer wasn’t globally competitive than on actually solving the problem. The findings have broken into several schools of thought, expounded upon in books with angsty titles like What’s Wrong with US?, Distant Corners: American Soccer’s History of Missed Opportunities and Lost Causes, What Happened to the USMNT, and Why the U.S. Men Will Never Win the World Cup.

			In a book called Offside: Soccer and American Exceptionalism, two scholars argue that soccer was crowded out. They posit that the sports that became entrenched in American culture between 1870 and 1930 gained an advantage that made them almost immovable. And that no other country has four major sports, therefore rendering it impossible for a fifth to take hold. But this doesn’t account for the fact that soccer was a major sport in the early twentieth century, in several regions at least, and that plenty of sports faded after soccer did, or have risen since. America is not a monolith, and such blanket explanations tend not to hold up when laid beside regional histories.

			There are more practical theories, too. Allen Guttmann, an eminent American sports historian, argues that for decades, immigrant children abandoned soccer in favor of baseball—a game that sold itself as the embodiment of Americanness—to fit in with their new American peers, particularly during the long periods of backlash against immigration from Europe. “Baseball was unquestionably a vehicle for Americanization,” Guttmann writes in A Whole New Ball Game. “Because it was perceived as the archetypically American game, baseball won the allegiance of immigrants who wished to cast their lot with their new homeland. Indeed, the children of the immigrants, at home in America and eager to demonstrate their loyalty, became the most enthusiastic fans of all.”

			There were two diametrically opposed strands to this phenomenon. Some immigrants went out of their way to purge themselves of their old country’s culture, in which soccer was often central. Others did the opposite and clung to their old ethnicity in the new world. Soccer teams with names such as the Greek-Americans and Celtic became rallying points for all the new Americans from a certain nation or region or religious sect to meet and mix. Examples remain in evidence today. In an over-thirty men’s soccer league a few years ago, we, the ragtag Beacon Boys, faced opponents with names like Germania and Czechoslovakia. The latter was named for a nation that hadn’t existed in three decades. But sure enough, its players seemed to be Czech or Slovak without exception. If you know where to look, often in urban parks late at night, you can still find entire leagues consisting just of Mexican or El Salvadoran or Honduran immigrants.

			Ethnic soccer clubs may have given their members a sense of belonging and community, but they were also exclusive, even if they were theoretically open to outsiders. In the long periods when there was little organized soccer, this hampered the sport’s growth. “The migrants may have helped to keep soccer alive during its bleakest decades,” argues Dave Wangerin in his seminal history Soccer in a Football World, “but the establishment of ethnic clubs and leagues was poison to the game’s chances of breaking through into the mainstream of American sports.”

			Inevitably, exceptionalism entered the discussion. In the context of soccer, the logic of this self-aggrandizing theory suggests that America could never accept a sport that is the standard most everywhere else in the world. But there is some merit to a slight variation to this notion: that the cultures that dominate Western society develop their own sports, or at least personalize them. The English were not the first to have the idea of kicking a ball at a goal, or jostling one over a line, or hitting it with a stick, but they codified soccer, rugby, and cricket and then exported them within their vast sphere of influence. The North Americans, likewise, either invented sports entirely, like basketball, or took the rudiments of cricket and came up with baseball and altered an early form of rugby into gridiron football. But when soccer reappeared on American shores more or less as we know it today, it carried with it a pungent scent of foreignness. That, consciously or not, made it unsuited for Americanization to many. To some, it still does.

			The English, in turn, have scorned the American name for the sport that did break through—and that differentiated it from the gridiron kind of football played mostly with body parts that aren’t the foot.

			A man called Francis Tabor, an English headmaster of St. Bernard’s School in New York City, may have unloosed this trivial debate in 1905. “It seems a thousand pities that in reporting Association football matches THE NEW YORK TIMES, in company with all the other newspapers, should persistently call the game ‘Socker,’ ” Tabor wrote in a letter to the editor. “In the first place, there is no such word, and in the second place, it is an exceedingly ugly and undignified one.”

			While we could quibble about his second charge, Tabor was flatly wrong on the first count. There was such a word. Tabor’s English countrymen were the first to call it soccer. In the nineteenth century, they needed to distinguish association football from its burlier cousin, rugby football. The well-to-do schoolboys who codified the two footballs possessed a flair for nicknaming. Rugby became “rugger” and association became “assoccer”—they could hardly call it “asser.” “Assoccer” begat “socker” and then “soccer.” The British invented the word, although they used it mostly as a nickname. It is no Americanism. One of England’s most authoritative publications on the sport has been called World Soccer since 1960. Until quite recently, some of its leading TV shows on the sport had “soccer” in the name. And the island nation that exported the game all around the world kept calling it soccer—with new zeal following World War II, for some reason—until 1980 or so. Until, that is, the British apparently all got together and decided unanimously that they would standardize “football” as the only acceptable moniker, and, thenceforth, collectively scorn all who would dare call it soccer.

			The memo never made it across the Atlantic.

		

	
		
			3 Dark Decades

			The United States Soccer Football Federation, as it was now known, attempted to return to the World Cup in 1950, but its recent body of work did not suggest that it would make a mark there. At the 1948 Olympics in London, an American team, supposedly whittled from a list of five thousand aspirants, somehow showed up in England having never even practiced together. A 9–0 loss to Italy was the result, followed by exhibition losses to Norway, 11–0, and Northern Ireland, 5–0. The federation president, however, wrote in a postmortem that he felt good about the fact the U.S. players had all “conducted themselves as gentlemen” and had made many friends in London.

			In its zeal to stave off further embarrassment, the federation made a concerted effort to find better players in its warren of regional leagues. Most of its rebuilt national team hailed from St. Louis, American soccer’s epicenter at the time. The Americans lost their first qualifying game for the 1950 World Cup in Brazil to Mexico, 6–0. It was a game so lopsided that the Mexicans were said to have missed a penalty on purpose when they were already up 3–0, taking pity. But the U.S. tied Cuba 1–1 and then beat the Cubans 5–2 after another 6–2 loss to Mexico. It was enough to send the U.S. back to the first World Cup held since 1938, the previous two having been canceled on account of World War II. The federation went all out and not only paid the players a hundred dollars per week at the World Cup—about twice what most of them made as semipros—but even granted them some time to practice together. Still, the squad selection process was chaotic. Benny McLaughlin couldn’t travel because his employer in Philadelphia wouldn’t let him. Jack Hynes, one of the nation’s top players and a survivor of the war’s bloody Battle of the Bulge, was kicked off the team because he had lightly criticized the thin-skinned federation by suggesting it “could have fielded a better team” in a postcard to a journalist friend, who saw fit to print the calumnies in the Brooklyn Eagle.

			Two other World War II veterans did make the team. Goalkeeper Frank Borghi had been a medic on D-Day in Normandy, for which he was decorated—and drove a hearse after the war. Forward Frank Wallace survived a year in a German prisoner of war camp after his tank caught fire at Anzio in the Italian campaign. Three players who weren’t U.S. citizens were added to the team late on, without trying out first: defender Joe Maca, who had already played three games for Belgium; Scottish-born midfielder Ed McIlvenny; and Haitian striker Joe Gaetjens, who had twice represented his motherland.

			After the tournament, there would be controversy over the three late additions. FIFA left eligibility up to the national federations at the time, and since all three players had signed their “first papers,” signaling their intention to become citizens, the United States Soccer Football Association was satisfied. FIFA demanded an explanation but let the matter go once it was reminded of its own rules. As it happened, only Maca eventually became a citizen. Gaetjens might have saved his own life by doing the same.

			In a rare and precious pre-tournament practice game, the United States lost 1–0 to an English team led by superstar Stanley Matthews. The Americans quickly understood that they were underdogs in Brazil. Unlike their opponents, none of the Americans played fully professionally. They delivered mail and stripped wallpaper. They taught in schools and worked in mills. But they had fun with their status. His teammates called Borghi, the goalkeeper, the “six-goal wonder” for his capacity to hold opponents to a mere half-dozen goals. And some American players reportedly showed up to their game against England wearing Stetsons and chewing on cigars.

			After just a few days together and a thirty-hour, six-airport trip to Brazil, the Americans showed up with a coach, Bill Jeffrey, who had been hired just two weeks earlier. The team had only a few days to prepare before its first game. Any practice time at all, however, constituted a luxury. Usually, the low-budget U.S. teams showed up much closer to their games.

			The Americans acquitted themselves reasonably well in their first World Cup game. They lost 3–1 to Spain, but had been ahead after an hour before running out of gas and allowing three Spanish goals in the final ten minutes. Next, the U.S. would face England.

			Jeffrey told the press his team had “no chance” against the English, who deigned to grace a World Cup with their presence for the first time and were expected to win it. Before the tournament, England had beaten two-time defending World Cup champions Italy 4–0 and then trounced Portugal 10–0. One English paper suggested that the decent thing to do would be to spot the Americans three goals at kickoff.

			The England players were the guests of an English-owned gold mine outside Belo Horizonte, where two thousand Britons were employed. Some of the U.S. players, meanwhile, were said to have been out carousing until the early morning hours before the game. Yet the Americans had several advantages. Their unexpectedly scrappy performance against Spain gave them some confidence, as did the presence of a few hundred U.S. servicemen from a nearby military base. The Brazilian locals, meanwhile, rooted for the American long shots in hopes that they might prevent a showdown between the English and the home country at the business end of the tournament.

			At last, the U.S. and England met in the small, tatty Estádio Independência. The English rested Matthews, their star, who had finally joined the team after his North American tour. The American goalie, Borghi, “the six-goal wonder,” shut out the dominant English in the first half. Charlie Colombo anchored the American defense. He was an amateur boxer who liked to wear a pair of fingerless gloves on the field, emphasizing his bruising, spitting, swearing presence. “If his mother was on the other team, he probably would have kicked her, too,” defender Harry Keough recalled decades later. “He played very well in that game. He was stepping over the line a few times, but he got away with it most of the time.”

			Before halftime, American midfielder Walter Bahr attempted a long shot to the far post. Out of nowhere, Gaetjens laid out for the ball, dinking it into the goal with a clever, glancing header that wrong-footed England goalkeeper Bert Williams. Unimaginably, the Americans were ahead.

			As the sensational scoreline held in the face of an English onslaught, the crowd of ten thousand swelled to as many as forty thousand according to some reports. They had come to witness what was surely the greatest upset in the sport to that point—and perhaps since. When the final whistle trilled, the fans set off firecrackers and built bonfires in the stands. Others rushed the field and carried Gaetjens and Borghi away. “Colombo took off his mittens,” Keough remembered. “And the first thing I heard him say in that raspy voice of his was, ‘It’s about time we beat these bastards.’ ”

			English World Cup chronicler Brian Glanville would record England’s calamity as “the formality that turned out a fiasco.” Several newspapers around the world mistakenly printed the score as 10–1 to the English, assuming that the 0–1 reported on the newswires was a typo. In the wake of England’s shocking loss, a lot of English newspapers, magazines, and books spent years attempting to explain away the debacle in Belo Horizonte. They landed on the assertion that the American team had been recruited on Ellis Island. The players were supposedly picked out of the immigration line and moved from one boat right onto another, headed for Brazil. Perhaps this fable made the loss more palatable somehow. The other excuse was that the Gaetjens goal had been a fluke, which beaten goalkeeper Bert Williams insisted on all his life. But every American on that team who was ever asked swore up and down that Gaetjens’s header was intentional and a signature play of his.

			“I don’t mind saying we were almost sorry to beat the English team that day in Belo Horizonte,” Keough later told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch’s Dent McSkimming, who was the only American reporter present in Brazil that day, having followed the team around on his vacation. “We felt it was going to be a terrible blow to them, and we knew we were not yet strong enough to win the championship. But we beat them and in the last five minutes came close to making it 3–0 instead of 1–0.”

			The Americans had one more group-stage game to play and an outside chance of becoming the lone team to advance to the next stage from the group. They went behind two goals to Chile, fought back to tie the game, and then stumbled to a 5–2 defeat. It didn’t matter
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