
		
			1980S

			GAME ON!

			
				WITH A BALL AND A DREAM, A GROUP OF TOUGH-MINDED, SOCCER-LOVING WOMEN CAME TOGETHER IN 1985 TO FORM THE FIRST-EVER NATIONAL TEAM.
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					The U.S. Women defeated Brazil, China, and Japan to advance to the 1986 “Mundialito” final in Jesolo, Italy. Here, they relax between games. Back row (left to right): Gretchen Gegg, Janine Sparza, Emily Pickering, April Heinrichs, Marsha McDermott, Debbie Belkin, Joan Dunlap, Cindy Gordon; middle row: Chris Tomek, Kim Crabbe, Michelle Akers; front row: Lisa Gmitter, Stacey Enos, Betsy Drambour.

				
			
		

	
		
			THE PIONEERS

			BY GWENDOLYN OXENHAM

			AT THE OPENING ceremony of the 1985 National Sports Festival in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, diver Greg Louganis carries the torch as fireworks explode in the sweltering night sky. The 55,000 fans filling LSU’s Tiger Stadium are there to watch the top amateur athletes in the U.S. compete against one another—and among them are seventy of the country’s best women soccer players. There’s a feeling in the air: Something is brewing.

			At the festival’s end, officials announce that a national team is forming. They call out seventeen names. Every player sitting in the grass hopes to hear her name.

			There is no women’s soccer in the Olympics yet. There is no women’s World Cup. But that stops no one from dreaming.

			These pioneers—most of whom you’ve never heard of—start everything, playing in an era when you still had to hand back your USA gear after each trip.

			Their stories hinge on grit: They follow this game anywhere. Take Emily Pickering, a self-described “poor kid” from Long Island. She would lose her brother to a drunk driver when she was six; in high school, her best friend died in a car accident while sitting next to her. The game was what Pickering had. Her high school coach drove her nine hours to Chapel Hill because UNC was one of the few schools with scholarships. That audition changed her life. “She was a frigging ass kicker,” says UNC coach Anson Dorrance. “She was the alpha.” 

			Kim Crabbe, the first Black player ever called up to the National Team, describes her single mother as her “forever hero.” While her mom worked three jobs to support the family, Kim’s favorite youth coach, Mr. Fox, gave her rides to games in his red VW bus. Her aunt, dubbed “Lil’ Feisty,” also played—well into her sixties—and came to her niece’s games. “If someone made a choice comment—especially about a teammate of color—Auntie was the one who set them straight,” says Crabbe.

			Lisa Gmitter, a Jersey girl, won the first collegiate Player of the Year award in 1985 after her George Mason team beat UNC to win the NCAA championship. She has a dozen notebooks full of memories: borrowing a bicycle from a stranger because she was late to a banquet in China; cutting her teammates’ hair as the unofficial team barber; scoring a goal against Sweden; ordering pizza with her fifteen-year-old roommate, Mia Hamm.

			Lori Henry was a three-year captain of the USWNT who shouted curse words on the field so often that the coaches implemented a no-swearing rule. Joan Dunlap scored the 1981 National Championship-winning penalty kick for her amateur team, the Seattle Sharks, when she was five months pregnant; two years later, she got a full ride to UNC and brought her toddler with her. Margaret “Tucka” Healy entered UC Berkeley in 1981; the school didn’t offer scholarships, but when she graduated, her coach gave her five hundred dollars for a plane ticket to Germany so she could continue playing. Pickering quit her payroll job to go play for Juventus in Italy. Forward Shannon McMurty went to play in Australia. But many of the older players eventually asked themselves: How long before I start my life? Without a way of making a living from soccer in the United States, the women began to move on. Healy remembers standing on the field during a corner kick in the middle of a club game, looking at her teammates in uniform, and thinking, What am I still doing out here? After that she only played for fun. “It was not easy to quit,” says Healy. She became employee number 81 at a little start-up company in Mountain View called Google. “My experience with the National Team taught me to be early and first—and that I loved being at the beginning of things,” says Healy. Cindy Gordon, a scrappy forward, would become a scientist at a biomedical genetics lab. Goalkeeper Kim Wyant went on to become the head coach of NYU’s men’s soccer team—one of only two women coaching men in the NCAA.

			Many of these women have stayed in the game—Crabbe now runs a free youth city league for at-risk kids in Wilmington and was named U.S. Soccer Coaches’ 2021 Youth Coach of the Year. After the local news ran a story about Crabbe, her players stared up at her, a touch aggrieved. “Why,” they asked, “didn’t you tell us who you are?” Now they know: Their coach is one of the originals—a trailblazer for the millions of dreamers to come.
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					The original USWNT were winless in their inaugural 1985 tournament in Jesolo, but they laid the groundwork for the future glory of the team.
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					The poster for the “Little World Cup,” pitting the U.S. against more seasoned teams—Italy, Denmark, and England.
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					“She was a vicious tackler and had tremendous pace,” says U.S. coach Anson Dorrance of Kim Crabbe, whom he called up to the National Team after watching her lead George Mason University to the 1985 NCAA championship over his North Carolina Tar Heels.

				
			
		

	
		
			1990S

			BIRTH OF A DYNASTY

			
				THE U.S. WOMEN REPRESENTED A COUNTRY THAT DIDN’T KNOW WHO THEY WERE OR WHAT GAME THEY WERE PLAYING. BUT BY DECADE’S END,THEY HAD WON THE HEARTS AND MINDS OF A NATION AND REVOLUTIONIZED WOMEN’S SPORTS FOREVER.
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					Surrounded by Norwegian defenders, Michelle Akers skies to head the ball during the USWNT’s 2–1 victory in the 1991 World Cup final in China.
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					All aboard for the USWNT in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, as the team begins the long journey toward the inaugural 1991 World Cup to be played later that year in China.

				
			
		

	
		
			OOSA: THE BEGINNING

			BY GWENDOLYN OXENHAM

			ON THE EDGE of the Venetian lagoon in the beach town of Jesolo, Italy, the quaint, 4,000-capacity stadium is full, crackling and alive with Italian fans who have come to see the Mundialito—that’s Spanish for “Little World Cup,” and the title of the original global-invitational tournament for women.

			Many fans think the story of the U.S. Women’s National Team starts in 1991, but it begins earlier—on August 18, 1985. And everything that the USWNT has achieved in its paradigm-shifting history started with the initial step they took off the bus to play their first international match. As the Americans, including a lion-haired nineteen-year-old named Michelle Akers, walk through the tunnel to the field, their senses are going wild: It’s a brilliant sunny day, you can smell the Adriatic Sea, and little bits of mysterious paper rain down on them. They hear a hum, a chant, low and constant, almost like the sound of cicadas, defender Stacey Enos recalls. OOSA. OOSA. OOSA. At first the Americans believe they’re being booed—oh my god, they hate us, Enos thinks. When she looks up at the sea of faces above her to see whether the Italians fans are actually throwing things at them, she glimpses the barista she has befriended—the teenager she orders a cappuccino from every morning. He grins at her and his voice emerges from the low drone around him, breaking that steady rhythm, as he shouts: OOSA, OOSA. And that’s when Enos realizes that the confetti-throwing calcio fans are in fact cheering for them, blending the USA letters into one chantable word; they are encouraging the Americans.

			As the team lines up at midfield, the “Star-Spangled Banner” begins to play over the loudspeaker. They’d sung the anthem days earlier at practice. Coach Mike Ryan, a Seattle steelworker and longtime youth coach, had brought out a boom box. They’d all belted out the words. Now, as they turn toward the flag and sing—O say can you see, by the dawn’s early light—they fully understand what this moment means: They are the first American women to play for their country; they are the great beginning.

			When the starting eleven huddle up at midfield, Enos looks into the faces of her teammates and grins: Oosa. They pile their hands on top of each other. Instead of saying, “One, two, three, USA,” they shout, “OOSA, OOSA, OOSA.” This is what the U.S. Women will shout in every pregame huddle from then on—an adrenaline-inducing homage to those first pioneers.
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					Mia Hamm enjoys some downtime circa 1992 with her teammates at the University of North Carolina, which went undefeated and won four national championships while she was there. Left to right: Angela Kelly, Hamm, Tisha Venturini, and Kerri Sanchez.
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					Michelle Akers, the physically imposing future USWNT legend, lashes a shot against Brazil en route to a 5–0 rout in an opening-round 1991 World Cup match in Guangzhou City.

				
			
			THE AMERICANS do not win a single game in Jesolo in 1985. They’d practiced together for less than five days. The other teams are more experienced, their style more sophisticated. They also come from soccer-steeped countries. For the Americans, the game was not inherited. It was found. The Americans have done whatever they needed to do to keep playing in a country that doesn’t love the sport the way they do. Yes, they lose to the Italians—but not by much. And now they are hungry to win.

			The next year in Jesolo, 1986, they have a new coach, Anson Dorrance, who dropped out of UNC law school to coach the Tar Heels soccer teams. Under Dorrance, the UNC women have won four of the first five national titles. He will go on to win more national titles (twenty-two) than any coach in any collegiate sport in history. In Jesolo that year the Americans finish second—they are off to the races. Over the next five years, they come together for weeks at a time, traveling around the world—from Cyprus to Trinidad—to play other national teams. In 1987, the U.S. team becomes some of the first Americans allowed into China, “kingdom of bicycles.” Millions cycle through the city boulevards. The team takes a seventeen-hour coal train ride through the countryside in the heat, windows down, and by the time they get there, their faces are so smudged with ash they look like chimney sweeps. At the open-air markets, they notice the hanging hogs’ heads and gleefully buy one—then they sneak into Anson’s bathroom, wedge it into his toilet bowl, face up, and put the lid down. “We were hoping it would scare the crap out of him,” says Carla Overbeck.

			In Portugal, huddled around a long wooden table, they play the card game spoons: First person to get four of the same suit of cards sneakily snatches one of the spoons and waits for someone to notice, then all hell breaks loose as everyone else lunges, fights, and claws to get one of the remaining spoons. “That game always ended with bloody knuckles,” Overbeck recalls. In Italy, on off days, they ride mopeds through wine country. In Sardinia, they practice on a gravel field that grinds their cleats flat. In Haiti, when there’s no hot water, they bathe in the hotel swimming pool. During the power blackouts, they spend hours reading by candlelight, passing books around to fill the time. The college players—Julie Foudy (Stanford)—Mia Hamm and Kristine Lilly (UNC), return to school with wax drippings on their textbooks.

			These years of shared experiences in far-flung corners of the world—back in a time when you still spun a globe to see where you were going—create the team culture: They are appreciative and they are tough. They are friends for life. And they like to win—preferably in a stylish, spectacular way, scoring showers of beautiful goals.

			IN 1991, the United States plays in the “FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football for the M&Ms Cup” in China. This is the first women’s world championship sanctioned by FIFA, the sport’s international governing body, although FIFA is unwilling to christen the event an official “World Cup” in case the event turns out a failure. But it isn’t a failure: China fills the stadiums and the whole country follows along.

			In China, the U.S. outscores opponents 25–5. They are the only team to play with three forwards on their frontline—Carin Jennings, April Heinrichs, and Michelle Akers, who the Chinese press dub the “Triple-Edged Sword.”

			Jennings has a ponytail that Chinese fans—who have never seen a blond in person—keep reaching over to touch. That ponytail whips behind her as she streaks and cuts down the field, exceptional with the ball at her feet.

			Akers looks like a Roman statue come to life, tall, strong, and chiseled, with dramatic cheekbones. Her Mufasa nickname isn’t just because of her mane; she also has a lion’s majesty. Her teammates speak of her with awe. Powerful and precise, a force in the air, a winner who can orchestrate the entire midfield, she is described by her teammates as the best of all time.

			They play a unique, high-pressure style. People regularly speak of the “winning American mentality,” an imbued grit, and it’s possible that idea is born from this applied pressure: As soon as the other team’s defenders receive the ball, the Americans charge at you, storming you, stripping dazed opponents of the ball before they understand what’s happening. In the quarterfinals against Chinese-Taipei, Akers scores five goals; in the semifinal against powerhouse Germany, Gabarra scores three. And in front of 65,000 fans in Guangzhou for the final, Akers scores two more to carry the Americans to a 2–1 victory over Norway. Hundreds of Chinese fans flock toward the Americans, holding up notepads toward the open windows of their retro bus, begging for the signatures of the team that has—in the six years since their debut in Jesolo—become the best in the world.

			In China, the U.S. outscores opponents 25–5. They are the only team to play with three forwards—Carin Jennings, April Heinrichs, and Michelle Akers, whom the Chinese press dub the “Triple-Edged Sword.”
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					Carin Jennings leaves the German goalkeeper and a defender sprawled on the field while scoring in the 1991 World Cup semifinal that the U.S. goes on to win 5–2.
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					In the first ever Olympic competition for women’s soccer, Mia Hamm turns on the afterburners and races past a helpless Chinese goalkeeper during the Americans’ 2–1 gold medal victory in Athens, Georgia, in 1996.

				
			
			Not that you’d have known of their dominance in America. In the U.S., the games are only shown on an obscure television station in the middle of the night due to the time zone difference from China. The players return to anonymity. The young players, benefactors of one life-altering piece of legislation, Title IX, go back to college soccer programs. The other players return to day jobs. Jennings—who won the Golden Ball in China, the award for player of the tournament—is unemployed. Before the World Cup, when she’d asked for time off from her marketing job so that she could go, her employer said no. Welp, looks like it’s time to quit another job, Carin, her teammates had said with a clap on her shoulder. We need ya. Now the tournament is over, and there is no plan for them, no way to make a living from soccer. The team plays in occasional games that fans don’t know about. When Brandi Chastain’s mom, a former cheerleader, brought a megaphone out to the field, an embarrassed Brandi said, “Mom—there’s like a dozen fans here—you don’t need that thing, I can hear you just fine!”

			In the quiet, the players train and play and grow. Behind that Triple-Edged Sword of veterans, there are the youngsters who will become defining figures in American soccer folklore.

			On the right wing, there’s Mia Hamm. Several years earlier, Dorrance had stood on a sideline scouting her, feeling a little ridiculous to have flown all the way to Texas to watch a fourteen-year-old. But then he saw her run. He knew which one she was without asking. For the rest of his life, any time he recounts that first time seeing her, he describes her in the same
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			Julie Foudy is a former captain of the U.S. Women’s Soccer Team, and two-time Olympic gold medalist and World Cup champion. She is currently an on-air reporter and analyst for ESPN, ESPNW, and ABC. She is host of ESPN’s Laughter Permitted podcast, and a founding co-owner of the Angel City Football Club.

			Gwendolyn Oxenham is the creator of the audio docuseries Hustle Rule—hosted by Ted Lasso’s Hannah Waddingham—which is based on her book Under the Lights and in the Dark: Untold Stories of Women’s Soccer. She also wrote Finding the Game: Three Years, Twenty-five Countries, and the Search for Pickup Soccer and co-directed Pelada, an award-winning documentary about pickup games across the world. A former Duke captain, she played for Brazil’s Santos Futebol Clube.
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