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FOREWORD

There are tournaments, and then there is the World Cup.

Once every four years, the world seems to share one pulse and decides to speak a unified language – of the love for a single sport. Flags emerge from windows. Sleep becomes negotiable. Strangers lean into conversations with a familiarity normally reserved for old friends. Somewhere a radio crackles, somewhere a bar erupts, somewhere a child sees a goal and quietly decides what the rest of their life might look like.

This book is about that tournament. But it is also about us.

The World Cup is not merely a competition between nations; it is a mirror held up to the world. Inside it you will find artistry and anxiety, courage and collapse, genius and occasionally glorious absurdity. Football, after all, is a simple game that insists on complex emotions.

The beauty of the event lies partly in its unpredictability. A nation may arrive with history on its shoulders and leave with its pride bruised. Another may arrive unnoticed and suddenly discover that belief is a muscle it never knew it possessed. The tournament has always had room for both the expected and the miraculous. In many ways the World Cup is football’s most democratic theatre. For a few weeks, pedigree counts for less than courage. Reputation dissolves under the glare of floodlights. The ball rolls, the whistle blows and history becomes negotiable.

This book travels through that history.

It moves from the early years when the tournament felt like a daring experiment to the modern era when it has become one of the planet’s most watched spectacles. It carries us through political tensions and cultural shifts, through tactical revolutions and moments of pure instinct. Along the way we see how football has grown, not merely in scale, but in meaning.

So as you turn these pages, think of this not merely as a chronicle of records and trivia from tournaments won and lost. Think of it as a collection of human stories stitched together by the shared love for a sport.

Some of them will make you think.

Some may make you smile.

A few might even make you believe in impossible things again.

And if that happens, then you will understand what the World Cup has always been: not just sport’s greatest competition, but its most compelling story.

– Bhaichung Bhutia

Former captain Indian football team


AUTHORS’ NOTES

My first distinct World Cup memory was watching Dirceu of Brazil score from what seemed to be an impossibly long distance against Italy in the 3rd place play offs in 1978. And, on the scant evidence of a grainy image on a black and white EC television set, I had adopted a football team for life.

I used to have a party trick which almost never let me down. When I met someone for the first time, based on their age, I’d hazard a guess on which football team they supported.

It wasn’t difficult at all. So many of my friends who had seen the fabled and star-crossed Brazilian team of 1982 play magical football stayed with Brazil. And those a little younger, whose first glimpse of the World Cup was staying up late into the night watching Maradona run rampant in Mexico ’86, usually supported the blue and white of Argentina for life. And if they started watching football after Maradona called it a day, it was usually Brazil once again.

Football World Cups are as close to a global party as you can get. And I feel sometimes it’s even better if you get there without your national team in attendance. For then, you can avidly follow your favourite, your second favourite and even enjoy a first time crush – the Danes in 1986, Roger Milla and Cameroon in 1990 or Senegal in 2002. And every tournament is an emotional roller coaster as your chosen teams excel or ingloriously crash out.

If T.S. Eliot famously measured his life in coffee spoons, I usually recount my days with the year Sócrates and Zico toyed with the opposition midfield or the year Baggio shot into the void or the year when Iniesta finally redeemed the Spanish.

And who is to say that isn’t a better way.

– Joy Bhattacharjya

***

Time is measured differently when the football World Cup arrives. We do not age in years, but in tournaments. My first sporting memory is hearing of a Brazilian striker not showing up at his best in a World Cup final – that was Ronaldo in 1998; four years later, I was old enough to be excited for his redemption at the Yokohama stadium. As years passed, I vicariously experienced Diego Maradona dancing through the English defence, turning a football pitch into his private canvas and related heartbreak to Roberto Baggio standing with his hands on his hips, staring into the abyss of a Californian afternoon, his penalty sailing into the blue.

Every four years, the earth seemingly pauses its rotation, holding its breath for around a month of exquisite agony and unfiltered joy.

This is not merely a sporting event; it is a global communion. A time when humanity agrees to speak a single, uncorrupted language.

Out there, on that perfectly manicured geometry of green, men become a myth. They carry the hopes of entire nations on their shoulders – a fragile, terrifying burden that can crush the ordinary and elevate the genius to immortality. Football at this level is stripped of its domestic mundane. It becomes an enterprising, breathless ballet. It can be found in the sudden, predatory swerve of Kylian Mbappé; the quiet, surgical geometry of Lionel Messi plotting a pass before the world has even seen the angle or Cristiano Ronaldo bending a free kick with surgical precision over a wall of defenders in the dying minutes of a game; the sheer, elemental force of a roaring stadium pressing down on a lone goalkeeper can only be experienced vicariously.

We watch because we are drawn to this vulnerability. We watch to see grown men weep into the turf, their boyhood dreams dissolving beneath the glare of stadium lights. We watch because, in those ninety minutes, our complex world is distilled into a perfect, simple drama. There is a purity to the World Cup that defies the cynic. It is a theatre where the deepest human emotions are displayed and each emotion depicted as the boldest colours ever painted.

To write about the World Cup is to write about heroes and gods. It is to trace the lineage of Pelé’s joyous leaps, Zidane’s brooding artistry and the countless, nameless defenders who sacrificed their chance at glory and fame, their youth and bodies, almost like ghosts, for a flag. It is to understand that a single touch of the ball can alter the mood of a continent.

This book is a chronicle of those touches. It is a journey through the archives of our collective memory and the blinding glare of a gold trophy lifted into the confetti-filled sky. It is about the romance of the beautiful game when the stakes are absolute.

Hope it helps you relive the magic. Happy reading.

– Aniket Mishra


1930, URUGUAY

STORIES

Ship of Dreams

In June 1930, SS Conte Verde, an elegant Italian transatlantic liner built in Scotland for the Genoese Lloyd Sabaudo line, famously became the vessel that carried several national football teams, referees, officials and even the World Cup trophy itself across the Atlantic, placing it at the centre of the first World Cup’s history.

It set sail from Genoa with the Romanian national football team aboard, and over the next days, made stops at Villefranche-sur-Mer on the French Riviera, where the France national football team boarded along with the then president of FIFA, Jules Rimet, three European referees, and the World Cup trophy itself packed in Rimet’s suitcase. It then stopped over in Barcelona where it picked up the Belgium national football team. After leaving Europe, it navigated the Atlantic and, just over a week later, reached Rio de Janeiro, where the Brazilian team came aboard.

On 4 July 1930, after over a fortnight, it docked in Montevideo, in time for the start of the tournament.

Aboard the Conte Verde, the journey was more than mere travel. For many players, the ship became a temporary training ground and communal living space. According to accounts, footballers ran on deck, stretched, jumped stairs, lifted weights and even swam when weather permitted.

An arrangement such as this was a bold logistical solution, and proved essential in enabling European teams to be represented in Montevideo. At a time when economic depression and travel costs discouraged many teams, the Conte Verde’s voyage made participation possible.

In many ways, the journey aboard the Conte Verde symbolizes more than just geographic transit – it represented the ambition to bring together nations for a common sporting purpose long before the age of mass air travel. The 1930 World Cup might not have been global in its truest sense without this Italian carrier.

A Cauldron of Champions

When Uruguay was selected to host the first FIFA World Cup in 1930, the young nation embraced the decision with pride and ambition. Having won back-to-back Olympic gold medals in football in 1924 and 1928, Uruguay saw the World Cup as a chance not only to showcase its sporting supremacy but also to commemorate a historic milestone: the centenary of the 1830 Constitution. To honour both achievements, the government and football authorities announced the construction of a new stadium of unprecedented scale, to be built in Montevideo in time for the tournament.

The plan was visionary and risky in equal measure. The chosen site in Parque Batlle provided ample space, but the timeline was daunting: construction effectively had to be completed in less than a year. Architect Juan Antonio Scasso was tasked with designing a stadium capable of seating tens of thousands of spectators while also functioning as a national monument. His vision took the form of a vast concrete bowl, open to the sky, with steeply rising stands encircling the pitch and a monumental tower visible across the city.

Work began in July 1929 and, despite harsh conditions and several obstacles, on 18 July 1930, the stadium – Estadio Centenario – was inaugurated, exactly 100 years after Uruguay adopted its first constitution. The inaugural match, Uruguay vs Peru, marked the beginning not only of World Cup history within its walls but also of the Centenario’s place in the emotional landscape of the country. By the time the final was played there, the stadium had become inseparable from the team’s triumph and the nation’s pride.

Estadio Centenario stood as proof that Uruguay, though small in population, was powerful in ambition and organizational capacity. The stadium was almost symbolic of the grand execution of the first ever global extravaganza. The Tower of Homage, rising above the grandstands, honoured national heroes and Olympic athletes. The stadium’s scale established it as one of the great sporting venues of its era, and one that would endure long after the last whistle of 1930.

Chloroform on a Football Field

Among the many wild and half-forgotten stories from the first FIFA World Cup in 1930, few are as strange or as enduring as the tale of the American trainer who supposedly knocked himself unconscious by inhaling chloroform during a match. The incident, which has since taken on near-mythical status, offers a vivid window into the raw, chaotic and improvisational nature of early international football.

The 1930 World Cup semi-final between the United States and Argentina was already expected to be rugged, and it lived up to its billing. Midway through the first half, an American player suffered a severe facial injury after a rough challenge. At a time when substitutes were not permitted and protective medical protocols barely existed, team staff were the only lifeline for injured players. Thus the American trainer, John ‘Jock’ Coll, sprinted onto the pitch carrying a small wooden medical box filled with rudimentary supplies.

What happened next has become almost legendary. In countless retellings, Coll is said to have dropped his medical kit while rushing to the player. Inside was a bottle of chloroform, which shattered on the ground. As Coll leaned down to gather the pieces, he inhaled the fumes, instantly passed out and had to be carried off on a stretcher, leaving the injured American footballer unattended.

There is, however, a less dramatic historical version. An official report from the American team later indicated that Coll did not faint due to chloroform. Instead, during the chaotic treatment, with players from both sides crowding and shouting, Coll’s smelling salts were knocked from his hand, striking the injured player in the eyes. The resulting confusion, shouting and stumbling by both men may have later evolved into the more theatrical ‘chloroform knockout’ narrative.

Whichever version is closest to reality, the story has survived because it captures the spirit of 1930 football more truthfully than scorelines ever could. The first World Cup was an event of rough-edged emotion, lacking today’s medical systems, substitution rules and officiating discipline. On-field injuries were often treated with whatever chemicals, gauze or salts a trainer could carry in a box. In that environment, an accident like Coll’s seems entirely believable!

Different Match Balls in Different Halves

A notable point of contention before the final of the 1930 World Cup was the choice of ball for the decisive match. With both Argentina and Uruguay insisting on using their own balls, the Belgian referee, John Langenus, brokered a compromise: each team would supply its own ball, and one would be used in the first half and the other in the second.

The result: the first half was played with Argentina’s ball, the lighter, smaller 12-panel model known as the ‘Tiento’, while the second half was contested with Uruguay’s choice, the heavier, more substantial 11-panel leather ball called the ‘T-Model’.

The split-ball match turned out to be almost poetic. In the first half, with the Tiento, Argentina led 2–1 at half-time. But once the T-Model was brought in for the second half, the game turned on its head. The hosts rallied strongly and scored three goals to win 4–2, thereby becoming the first-ever World Cup champions.

This dramatic shift fuelled the legend of the final; some accounts point to the change of ball as symbolizing a shift in momentum, of ‘home advantage’ regained by Uruguay, embodied not just in morale but in the very physical instrument of the game.

In some ways, the two-ball story encapsulates the spirit of that inaugural World Cup: humble, handcrafted balls; a fragile, cross-continental organization; passionate rivalry; and improvisation. It stands in stark contrast to the modern era of high-tech and standardized match balls used across the globe.

The legacy of the dual-ball final remains one of the most evocative anecdotes in World Cup history. The T-Model ball used by Uruguay in the second half is preserved (or at least represented by replicas) in football museums, a tangible relic of the sport’s beginnings on the global stage.

A Cramped Ferry Ride to Attend a World Cup Final

When Uruguay and Argentina met in the final, for many in Buenos Aires, it was a clash of national pride, honour and identity. Thousands of Argentine supporters felt compelled to witness the match in person. Their journey to Montevideo remains one of the most emotional and dramatic fan pilgrimages in the early history of world football.
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Although Río de la Plata or La Plata River separated the two capitals only by a relatively short distance, it was the scale of support, the sheer number of fans, that was unprecedented. Any vessel capable of carrying passengers – ferries, commercial boats, river cruisers, smaller hired craft – was pressed into service. Contemporary estimates suggest that 10,000–15,000 Argentine fans crossed the river, many crammed into overcrowded boats, fuelled not by comfort but passion. They sang chants and waved flags throughout the crossing, adopting a slogan that encapsulated their mentality: ‘Victoria o muerte (Victory or death)’.

Their arrival brought scenes of congestion and chaos. Montevideo’s port, unused to receiving such crowds at once, struggled to process the influx. Roads to the stadium clogged up, and for many, simply disembarking and reaching the Estadio Centenario became a challenge. Some supporters reportedly never made it inside before kick-off despite hours of effort. The stadium gates opened six hours before the match to avoid disorder. Security was tight and rival tensions high; fans were searched for weapons as they entered. Nonetheless, the terraces filled rapidly, and by early afternoon the bowl-shaped stadium was bursting with expectation.

Inside, the atmosphere was electric. The newly built Centenario was hosting its biggest moment, and the rivalry between the two nations crackled in every part of the ground. For Argentine supporters, the match’s first half was a dream. Their team overturned an early Uruguayan lead and went into the break 2–1 ahead. But in the second half, Uruguay fought back with ferocious determination. Two goals turned the game around, and a late fourth sealed the outcome. The stadium erupted on one side and fell into stunned silence on the other. For the Argentines who had crossed the river, the final whistle was heartbreak in its purest form: a dream shattered, not for lack of support, but in spite of it.

The contrast between the two capitals the next day could not have been sharper. Uruguay declared a national holiday; Montevideo celebrated triumph deep into the night. Buenos Aires, by contrast, seethed with disappointment. Angry crowds reportedly gathered near the Uruguayan consulate, venting frustration that extended beyond sport.

Yet the story of those travelling fans is not defined solely by defeat. Their journey symbolized the birth of global supporter culture, long before packaged tourism, charter flights or organized fan zones. It showed how football could inspire real sacrifice, collective movement and emotional investment. In 1930, around 15,000 people crossed the river not because it was easy, but because the love of the game compelled them.

QUIZ

Questions

Kick-Off

1. Nicknamed ‘El Manco’, Héctor Castro scored the first goal as well as a goal in the final for the hosts and eventual winners, Uruguay. Why is his achievement considered unique?

2. Starting in 1920 in Antwerp, football’s governing body, FIFA, were tasked with overseeing the Olympic Football Tournament (earlier organized by the IOC). At the time, it was deemed, like other sports, the world championship for football. For what particular reason did FIFA soon decide to be more ‘inclusive’ and organize a World Cup of their own?

3. Constructed in 1923, Italian passenger liner SS Conte Verde remains etched in the annals of World Cup history. What coveted item accompanied three teams and the then president of FIFA, Jules Rimet, during its historic 15-day transatlantic voyage to Montevideo in 1930?

4. Who was the only surviving member of the 1930 French squad to witness France win the World Cup in 1998 on home soil? Holding the distinction of scoring the first ever FIFA World Cup goal, he passed away in 2005 at the age of 97, having lived through both the inaugural tournament and the 1998 World Cup.

5. Refereeing disputes were common, but Bolivian Ulises Saucedo’s officiating in the Argentina vs Mexico match, which Argentina won 6–3, was perhaps the most controversial. What other role did Saucedo have at the tournament – one that made his decision to award three penalties to Argentina seem even more ‘unsportsmanlike’?

Extra-Time

6. At this edition of the World Cup, what now-common system was used to adjudicate the United States as the third-placed team in the tournament, ahead of Yugoslavia, who too were losing semi-finalists?

7. In the United States’ 3–0 victory over Paraguay, there was uncertainty over the identity of the scorer of the second goal. It took 76 years before Bert Patenaude was rightfully adjudged to be the scorer. What record is he thus now rightfully credited with, one that had belonged to Argentina’s Guillermo Stábile until 2006?

8. The great Luis Monti reportedly received death threats in the lead-up to the final against Uruguay. He did not let that act as a deterrent and turned up for the game that his team eventually lost. How did this appearance contribute to a unique distinction that he has held since 1934?

9. Andrés Mazali was a true multi-sport genius. Apart from being a double Olympic gold medalist in football for Uruguay, he was the 1920 South American champion in the 400 metres hurdles and also played basketball for the famed Olimpia team. For what rather frivolous reason was he ejected from the squad for the World Cup, thus missing out on being part of a list that had seven entries in 1930 and includes Lionel Messi and Ángel Di María among its latest additions in 2022?

10. Which team’s participation at the inaugural FIFA World Cup was a direct result of King Carol II’s passion for football, having personally negotiated with players’ employers to grant them three-month leaves of absence and guaranteed that their jobs would be secure upon their return?

Shoot-Out

11. The first ever World Cup had no qualifiers; invitations were sent to all FIFA member associations, and while many declined, the tournament was set to be hosted with 16 teams from five continents. Eventually, though, three teams from Asia and Africa couldn’t make the journey to Uruguay for the tournament. If Japan and Egypt were two of those countries, which was the third – one that has still not qualified to play in a World Cup?

12. Héctor Scarone was one of football’s earliest superstars. He won the South American Championship four times and the Olympic gold medal twice before winning the 1930 World Cup. During that tournament, his goal against Romania puts him as the last – and most recent – entrant in which list, one that Bart McGhee of the United States had become the first to join earlier?

13. Around 2006, a local architect Héctor Benech, tracked down aerial photographs from 1926, overlaid them onto modern maps, and managed to pinpoint a spot long thought lost. And a small sculpture (or monument) was installed in a Montevideo neighbourhood. What stands there today, among ordinary houses and city streets – a quiet, humble reminder of a landmark moment that changed football history?

14. The famous ‘Winged Victory’ statue housed in the Louvre in France is the ancient Hellenistic sculpture of Nike of Samothrace. Given Nike’s mythical status, what was loosely – and rather aptly – based on this iconic structure?

15. The first official logbook of international football matches was kept at 67 Nicolaas Maesstraat in Amsterdam till 1932. The carefully curated records were maintained by Cornelis August Wilhelm Hirschman, who advocated the move to hold matches between international teams and not just clubs based on these logs. What position did he hold in FIFA when the first World Cup was hosted, one that saw a historic appointment in 2016?

Anagrams

Unscramble the following to name five of the first goalscorers for their respective countries at the inaugural World Cup. If it helps, the names of their countries are mentioned next to the anagrams.

Note: Diacritics such as accents or tildes have been omitted.

1. ANNULERULETIC (France)

2. ANACONJURER (Mexico)

3. ALATEBUDDERS (Romania)

4. CHARTRESCOOT (Uruguay)

5. ABUTTERNEAPED (United States of America)

ANSWER KEY

Answers to Questions

1. He was the only amputee to score in a FIFA World Cup final. (El Manco translates to one-armed or maimed.)

2. Only amateurs were allowed to compete at the Olympic Games.

3. The FIFA World Cup trophy

4. Lucien Laurent

5. He was the coach of the Bolivian team. (This was an only instance of a team’s coach also being appointed as a referee for a World Cup.)

6. Goal difference (Both Yugoslavia and Unites States scored 6 goals in the group stage, but the former had also conceded a goal and were thus relegated to fourth spot in tournament rankings.)

7. First ever FIFA World Cup hat-trick

8. He is the only player to contest two FIFA World Cup finals for two teams. (He competed for Italy at the 1934 edition.)

9. He broke a curfew to go out on a date!

10. Romania

11. Thailand (then called Siam)

12. FIFA World Cup goalscorers born in the nineteenth century

13. The exact spot where the first ever FIFA World Cup goal was scored, now marked by a small monument.

14. The Jules Rimet Trophy (originally called ‘Victory’)

15. Secretary General (The historic appointment was of Fatma Samoura, the first woman and the first African to hold that post.)

Solutions to Anagrams

1. Lucien Laurent

2. Juan Carreno

3. Adalbert Desu

4. Hector Castro

5. Bert Patenaude


1934, ITALY

STORIES

Politicizing the Beautiful Game

The 1934 FIFA World Cup remains one of the most politically charged editions in the history of the sport, not merely because Italy won, but because the host, Benito Mussolini, turned football into an instrument of propaganda.

[image: img]

In the early 1930s, Italy’s position in the international sphere was complex. Mussolini wanted to project his nation as modern, disciplined and ascendant. Hosting the World Cup offered the perfect canvas. Millions across Europe would watch, and millions of Italians would be persuaded that their country was admired and respected abroad. Accordingly, the state poured resources into stadiums, infrastructure and mass mobilization. Venues were not only modernized; they were reshaped to reflect fascist aesthetics, with monumental facades and inscriptions extolling the regime, and in some cases renamed after Fascist leaders.

Also, for Mussolini, success on the pitch mattered as much as the spectacle outside it. Italy simply had to win. The national team was reinforced by foreign-born players of Italian descent, particularly from Argentina and Uruguay, an approach framed as proof of the diaspora’s loyalty to the homeland. Selection became both cultural and political, with the team serving as an extension of the state rather than an independent sporting institution.

Throughout the tournament, the leader’s shadow hovered over every Italian match. His personal presence in the stands was unmistakable. And allegations later emerged which suggested that referees and officials were pressured behind closed doors.

When Italy defeated Czechoslovakia in the final, the celebrations were instantly absorbed into the machinery of propaganda. Newspapers heralded the victory as a demonstration of national superiority – and parades and speeches folded the footballers into the myth of fascist strength.

The 1934 World Cup is thus remembered still not only for the sporting achievements, but for everything that happened around it.

The Tragic Genius

In the pantheon of football’s early greats, few figures shine with the bittersweet brilliance of Matthias Sindelar. To read his story is to confront how beauty and tragedy sometimes coexist. The 1934 World Cup in Italy should have been a platform for Sindelar to etch his artistry into sporting immortality.

Sindelar arrived at the World Cup as the heartbeat of Austria’s famous Wunderteam, a side that was deemed invincible. Their quarter-final win over Hungary set up a semi-final clash with hosts Italy. The game in Milan turned out to be much more than just football. It unfolded under the watchful eye of Mussolini and, according to legend, with refereeing that leaned decisively towards the home side. Sindelar later recalled that it felt like playing against more than eleven players, a sentiment echoed by teammates and journalists. Austria narrowly lost, and the Wunderteam left the tournament feeling they had been denied a fair chance. It was the closest Sindelar ever came to lifting world football’s greatest prize.

After 1934, the world around Sindelar changed faster than football could keep up. Europe descended towards turmoil. Austria was annexed by Nazi Germany in 1938 in the Anschluss, erasing the independent nation whose footballing identity Sindelar had embodied. Nazi authorities sought to merge Austria’s players into the German national team, expecting Sindelar to become a symbol of the new regime. That expectation proved to be their miscalculation.

Sindelar refused.

Accounts differ – some say Sindelar cited age and injury; others say he openly rejected the idea of representing a team created through oppression. The most famous moment came during the final friendly match between the recently annexed Austria and Nazi-controlled Germany in April 1938. Sindelar scored a goal, celebrated defiantly near dignitaries in the stands, and Austria won 2–0. To many, the act became symbolic, a moment in which one of the greatest footballers ever was asserting his freedom against cruelty.

On 23 January 1939, Matthias Sindelar and his partner were found dead in their apartment. Official reports cited carbon-monoxide poisoning, possibly accidental. But whispers of foul play have never vanished. In death, as in life, the man who was nicknamed ‘Der Papierene’ for his slender frame remained elusive: delicate as paper, yet impossible to bend.

A New ‘Unusual’ Ball

The tournament’s official ball, the Federale 102, played an undeniable role in shaping how the competition unfolded.

Made in Italy specifically for the World Cup, it was built from tanned leather panels stitched by hand and sealed by a lace that enclosed the inner bladder. Its construction made it heavier than modern footballs and more unpredictable in the air. When wet, the ball absorbed water, becoming even heavier, and turned every header into an act of
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