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Author’s Note
An American brain might not necessarily implode when trying to comprehend English soccer, but it might reel and roil at the complexities of the standings and the schedule. We must be patient with ourselves.
Not only do English professional clubs play on multiple and changing levels, but they play in multiple competitions per season, quite apart from thirty-two teams pursuing one Vince Lombardi Trophy in the NFL or thirty teams pursuing one Commissioner’s Trophy in Major League Baseball.
First, England’s tiers:
• Premier League, or “Premiership.” Twenty clubs. The top division. The most popular sports league on earth. A thirty-eight-game season from August to May. Each May, clubs finishing eighteenth through twentieth drop to the second tier, while three clubs from the second tier rise to the summit. This is the exciting concept known as “relegation”—foreign to American sport.
• The Championship (second division). It’s a mysterious name for a second division, but there you are. It has twenty-four clubs. Three rise to the Premier League each May, and three drop to…
• League One (third division). Again, League One is an ironic name for the third tier, which also features twenty-four clubs. Four suffer relegation at the end of each season, as four join from below.
• League Two (fourth division). Here you find the charm of the small stadiums and a relative absence of corporate staleness. There are twenty-four clubs, four of which rise to League One each May, and two of which fall into the oblivion of “conference.”
• “Conference.” A vast array of more than six hundred clubs that teem below the ninety-two clubs in the top four divisions. You see them on TV rarely if ever, but you faintly know they’re out there, nobly chasing speckled balls on Saturdays.
For a more beastly cranial exercise, then, there are the number of cups the clubs hunt each season. In certain situations, clubs might speak of trying to win four separate titles in one year. All the competitions exist separately, the outcomes in any one unrelated to any of the others.
An incomplete list that eschews highly marginal competitions to prevent galling confusion:
• Premier League title. Goes to the club with the best record across the thirty-eight-game, August-to-May season. Ties are decided by goal difference (between goals scored and goals yielded).
• European Champions League. A glamorous, Europe-wide, season-long pursuit that begins with eight groups, then peels the top two teams from each group for a sixteen-club knockout tournament. There’s a stark difference between fourth place and fifth place in the Premier League, because each year, the top four clubs in the Premier League standings qualify for this European Champions League, the biggest club competition in the world.
• FA Cup. The oldest competition, dating to 1871, it’s a season-long single-elimination tournament that in 2007–2008 featured 731 clubs, all English or Welsh. It boasts an adorability when tiny clubs draw mastodons like Manchester United or Chelsea.
• Carling Cup, or League Cup. It’s a single-elimination tournament that features the ninety-two teams in the top four divisions. Gets going in August and concludes in February.
• UEFA Cup. It’s Europe-wide, and it’s rather a fine consolation for clubs that don’t reach the European Champions League. The English clubs that finish fifth, sixth, and seventh generally qualify for this.
• Intertoto Cup. It feeds into the UEFA Cup, is Europe-wide, and might include an England club that finished eighth or ninth or tenth the previous season. But it’s much too perplexing to comprehend.
The top four Premier League clubs from the previous season will compete concurrently in the Premier League, the European Champions League, the FA Cup, and the Carling Cup, which ranks a distant fourth in prestige. A fifth-place club will do likewise save for the UEFA Cup replacing the European Champions League.
As a glittering example, observe Liverpool in the 2005–2006 season. Between October 19 and January 7 in that season, Liverpool alone played twenty matches in five different competitions: twelve in the Premier League, four in the European Champions League, one in the FA Cup, one in the Carling Cup, and two in something called the FIFA Club World Championship, a global event that Liverpool reached because it won the 2005 European Champions League.
In the 2006–2007 season, Manchester United played Aston Villa three times in twenty-one days, twice in regularly scheduled Premier League matches and once because they happened to draw each other for the third round of the FA Cup.
In an epic year, 1999, Manchester United pulled off the “treble,” winning the Premier League, the European Champions League, and the FA Cup. In a more recent example, Chelsea in 2007 briefly pined away to win four cups. It won the Carling Cup in February and the FA Cup in May, but bowed out of the European Champions League semifinals in April and finished second to Manchester United in the season that concluded on May 13.
Clearly, England’s 849-year head start on the United States as a culture has fostered some serious complexities.

1
COMMON SPORTSWRITER MALAISE
I came down with a dogged strain of common sportswriter malaise on the morning of Tuesday, January 23, 2001. It broadsided me in Tampa, on the floor of Raymond James Stadium, an edifice named for an investment firm and set amid boulevards of soul-murdering strip malls. It struck during my tenth Super Bowl Media Day, an annual event that persists despite both reporters and athletes finding it loathsome.
As about 2,300 reporters surrounded two football teams—one, then a break, then the other—it dawned on me in a howling rush that I had spent a fourteen-year career immersed in a vat of drivel, banality, and corruption, but especially drivel. I had taken the only brain Mother Nature had granted, and I had exposed it to almost fifteen years of listening to stale and preposterous utterances from managers, athletes, and sports-talk radio. It felt as if my brain had stored, as fluid, all the clichés and the fibs and the grotesque marketing and the extravagant nonsense, until one day the organ simply overflowed.
Woozy, I fled up the stadium steps toward the free breakfast buffet.
I cannot recall the precise rote utterance by an athlete or coach or reporter that wrought this cranial convulsion. I wish I could, but I believe the human mind has a mechanism that represses things that aim to turn it into mulch. At Super Bowl Media Day, some reporters seek insight. Some seek piffle. All receive piffle. There’s such a debilitating barrage of piffle that it’d be yeoman to pinpoint particular piffle.
I know it wasn’t when Baltimore Ravens linebacker Ray Lewis compared his double-murder charge and obstruction-of-justice guilty plea to the plight of Jesus Christ, because I weathered that session dutifully. I doubt it was New York Giants cornerback Jason Sehorn chatting with reporters about his marriage proposal to actress Angie Harmon on a late-night talk show, because I deeply feared that session and did not stray near. It could’ve been when, for the one thousandth time, across ten Super Bowls, I heard somebody ask a player whether his team could handle Super Bowl distractions, followed by the one thousandth identical answer of “Yes, we can because we understand why we’re here.” No one had ever said, “No, I don’t think so, because some of the guys already have hired seven escort agencies and held three all-night orgies,” which would’ve been mildly intriguing.
I just know that everything around me felt so hackneyed and so marketed, every conversation so artificial, that I could feel the last shreds of individual humanity draining from my system.
This malaise, epidemic among my colleagues, had beset me only in twinges before. For years I had stood in clusters of reporters listening to college basketball players recite the tired balder-dash learned in sessions with college PR staffs, and every once in a while I’d feel a sudden flash commanding me to take my own pen and gouge out my own eyeballs. I’d heard almost fifteen years of athletes claiming they’d succeeded even though nobody respected them. That must’ve killed ten thousand brain cells. I’d heard almost fifteen years of coaches and athletes saying they took it one game at a time, as not a single contrarian in all that time ever dared to say he took it two games at a time. That must’ve killed a hundred thousand brain cells. I’d listened carefully to almost fifteen years of retired athletes doing TV commentary during games and studio shows or on talk radio, 97 percent sounding roughly like Dan Marino on The NFL Today.
That must’ve made me an idiot.
Athletes crediting a deity for a fleeting game outcome or extolling a deity once in legal trouble…commentators extolling purity because some places look pure, even amid the phantasmagorical corruption of American college athletics…athletes, managers, and commentators saying it’s not about the money…American Ryder Cup players playing “for my country”…the preposterous refrain that the winner of a game “wanted it more”…“We just have to focus”…“They really have athleticism”…“A quarterback controversy”…“The people who criticize me don’t know me”…“David and Goliath”…“Cinderella”…or the post-arrest staple, invented by PR handlers: “I made a mistake.”…
It just all crashed in.
Still, after some free-breakfast comfort food—eggs, sausage—the bug went into remission, and even after the dreary Super Bowl game itself—uninspiring Baltimore Ravens 34, uninspiring New York Giants 7—I hopscotched a huge country without complaint, even seeing some poignant things.
At the Daytona 500 that February, the great driver with the gleam in his eye, Dale Earnhardt, died on the final turn of the final lap, and I saw a vast track enveloped in a loving mourn while a gnarled mechanic sobbed into a pay phone. At the annual sixty-four-team university basketball tournament that grips us every March so much that we overlook the phantasmagorical corruption, I saw gorgeous San Diego, always a privilege. At the Masters in April, I saw a single golfer born to an African American Vietnam War veteran and a Thai mother ensure that his Orlando coffee table could hold all four major golf trophies at once, proof that humanity, through careful parenting and tutelage, could tame its own menacing and spiteful invention, golf.
Delights popped up as years galloped by. When the Boston Red Sox won the baseball World Series in 2004 to end an eighty-six-year drought that had become a national cliché, I got goose bumps at the amphibious parade that ran on streets plus the Charles River. At Athens 2004, I saw a female Korean archer score a mandatory 10 on the last chance in the threadbare 1896 Olympic stadium. In October 2005, I saw a football game between Southern California and Notre Dame that beat the best theater. I saw Roger Federer play tennis. I saw Tiger Woods play often.
It’s just that the remissions began thinning.
At the very sporting events that filled the daydreams of my sunny Virginia childhood, I’d feel a fleeting and deadening sense of triviality, the sensation tripled during any NBA regular-season game. With access to the very athletes I once yearned to meet as a child, I’d find myself wishing such access unavailable, the feeling tripled at any Major League Baseball game. I grew so weary of Lance Armstrong’s defensive preening that his face on the screen triggered a neuromuscular response wherein I’d reach involuntarily for a remote control, even in a bar.
And college sports. Since childhood, I’d loved college sports, that American oddity featuring gigantic TV audiences and filled stadiums with 60,000 or 80,000 or in some cases 100,000 seats. I’d always perceived it as a continent of fine athletic drama dotted with episodic sleaze. Only after about twenty years of learning about universities slipping illicit cash payments to coveted high school athletes, bribing the coaches of coveted high school athletes, treating high school athletes to weekends of lavish dinners and (sometimes) prostitution services on “official visits,” fudging the academic records of college athletes to keep them eligible, having tutors do the schoolwork of college athletes to keep them eligible, using corporate sleaze to wring ever more money from the sweat of unsalaried college athletes, and so on, my thick skull awakened to the thought that maybe it was a continent of sleaze dotted with episodic honor.
It got tougher by the year.
In 2002 we Americans endured another tired baseball labor strife that clouded the season with potential cancellation. We had a former Most Valuable Player estimate that half the players took performance-enhancing drugs. We staged an Olympics in Salt Lake City in which a figure skating judge with a fur collar admitted trading scoring favors. At least she’s French, we thought—you know, not like us.
In 2003 we had a row over the Augusta National Golf Club’s boys-only membership policy, which is its right but also pitiable. We had a basketball player we liked very much, Kobe Bryant of Los Angeles, arrested on rape charges. The number-one sports star of the year? That would be THG, the performance-enhancing drug we learned about that year. To top it all, we had an American coup de grâce in Texas: the shooting death of a college basketball player, followed by his coach’s fear that past illicit payments to the player would get exposure, followed by the esteemed coach trying to persuade his assistants to brand the deceased as a drug dealer (thus explaining the good bank balance), replete with the coach saying, “Reasonable doubt is there’s nobody right now who can say we paid Patrick Dennehy…because he’s dead.”
In 2004 we had a big, tired hissy fit over Janet Jackson’s nearly exposed breast in the Super Bowl halftime show after decades upon decades of cheering cheerleaders with nearly exposed breasts. We had hockey player Todd Bertuzzi sucker-punching Steve Moore during a game, knocking him unconscious and fracturing a neck vertebra. The exhausted, drivelous, please-don’t-tell-me-any-more story line of the Los Angeles Lakers finally reached preposterous denouement when the team had to trade the most awesome bloody force in the game, Shaquille O’Neal, because he and Bryant could not coexist. We had a brawl in Detroit during which a fan threw a projectile at a basketball player and basketball players took to the stands slugging fans. I went eagerly to the Athens Olympics and spent the first Saturday night camped outside a hospital with Greek reporters, awaiting in vain two Greek sprinters who may have faked a motorcycle accident in a feat of drug-test avoidance.
In 2005 we Americans spent an entire autumn hearing daily if not hourly about one narcissistic football receiver in Philadelphia. We spent our second straight summer in New York speculating about the intra-team compatibility of one profoundly dull third baseman. I’d begun to realize a twenty-first-century maxim that may have nagged at many fans: sports suck, but I’d hate to live without them.
Then came Friday, March 17, 2005, the nadir de nadirs, when I spent an entire day of this gift of a lifetime watching the congressional baseball steroid hearings.
There you had a daylong view of a committee in Congress. Nobody should ever have a daylong view of any aspect of Congress, where we send some of our most heinous citizens so that we don’t have to live among them.
And there we also had a row of grotesquely coddled baseball players who should never speak on television for such duration in any culture concerned for its well-being. One wagged a finger at Congress and said he’d never taken steroids, when by July he would test positive for the steroid stanozolol even though it’s remarkably hard to flunk such tests. Another, whose cartoonish muscles abetted his then-record seventy home runs in a summer of 1998 that unleashed poetry about baseball’s return to national glory, kept saying he hadn’t come to talk about the past. (“Steroids is bad,” he said in his opening statement.) Another, invited for his alleged intellectualism and because he previously called steroids a problem in baseball, basically said he hadn’t really meant steroids were a problem in baseball. Another claimed translation issues after spending years doing interviews in English. The most credible of all became the one on the end, the handsome former player everyone resented, the first-time author whose just-released book regaled a naive nation with touching steroid tales such as players shooting up each other in their rear ends in restroom stalls.
Then, every once in a while on another base day in Congress, there would come an unspeakable moment in which one congressman or another would, before our very eyes, morph into blubber and start fawning over the presence of the baseball players.
As the first edges of darkness clinched the day as spectacularly misspent, my Tampa malaise had set in again: Wow. I think I might detest sports.
From an upbringing decidedly anti-cynical, I had transmogrified into a threat to foist cynicism upon children in my circulation area plus any finding me by accident on the Internet. With no right to complain given all the crummy jobs in the world compared with mine, I figured I’d ride to retirement or death with flaring depression. On the plus side, I had drained some of my vast reservoir of gullibility and reduced the saccharine content in my copy. I’d begun to leave the house for sporting events fancying myself a chronicler of sin rather than of feat, and reassuring myself it’s important to cover sin.
Then, in 2006, I happened upon a cure I’d never imagined and that my numerous ambivalent colleagues hadn’t tried. I merely and unexpectedly moved to another country for the oldest reason in the book—love—and alighted an ocean away from SportsCenter playing morning highlights that recur until you want to primal-scream. When Virgin flight 46 from JFK to Heathrow landed, I would step out into not only another country but the country with the world’s most popular sports league, soccer’s English Premier League, or Premiership, a league so dynamic it compels Bulgaria and Burkina Faso, stokes the curiosity of half of China and big chunks of Colombia, and prompts young men from Mauritius to think up Manchester United songs that denigrate Liverpool.
I would inhabit London, the central nervous system of Planet Earth circa 2006.
After eighteen mostly wondrous years covering five Olympics, twenty-five major golf tournaments, four Wimbledons, eleven Super Bowls, ten Kentucky Derbys, one Sunday night romp up the Champs-Elysées in July 1998 with a bunch of French people who might’ve abhorred soccer but seemed to enjoy winning, seven baseball World Series, seven Rose Bowls, five Sugar Bowls, five Fiesta Bowls, three Orange Bowls, basketball from Hawaii to Alaska to Kentucky to Athens to Sydney, nine Indianapolis 500s, three Daytona 500s, and one tractor pull, among other events, I found myself purged of free media credentials, free media shuttle buses, and free media buffet lines. I bought tickets as do real people. I went to stadiums and sat as a fan among the completely irrational other fans. I breathed amid the wisest, savviest old fan culture on earth. I relearned arts forbidden in press boxes, including applauding, cheering, and even jumping up and down like a buffoon.
And crucially, I came upon a league chockablock with facts I didn’t know, legacies that hadn’t grown exhausted, and astounding fan noise I couldn’t wait to comprehend.
I felt confounded at mysterious words such as “Hotspur” (that’s the nickname for the North London club Tottenham Hotspur), “Everton” (that’s an actual and first-rate club set in Liverpool), and “Sven-Goran Eriksson” (he’s the dour Swedish former coach of England’s national team). I pictured “West Ham” as some gumdrop village somewhere in the countryside, when it’s a storied club in gritty East London. I feared I would mispronounce the words “Arsene Wenger” in public, for he’s the revered Frenchman who manages Arsenal, the globally revered North London club. I could not for the life of me define “bung,” but I felt relief when I learned that’s an illicit and illegal payment, because illicit and illegal payments had a ring of familiarity from American college sports. I had only just learned the home city of the mystically titled “Aston Villa.” (It’s Birmingham.) Only after marveling at the sublime TV talent of soccer’s foremost studio host, Gary Lineker, did I learn he’d actually played the game and played it for the national team, belying the habit of former players of becoming unenlightening cliché-spewers. I suddenly learned that in addition to the Premiership, the European Champions League, and the FA Cup, clubs played for a fourth annual trophy formerly called “League Cup” but by now named for a Canadian beer (the Carling Cup).
I knew nothing of the specific fraudulence of any player or manager. I certainly knew no criminal records. I knew nothing of what constituted a banality by English sports-talk standards. It was like starting over.
It was like childhood, with beer.

2
FUMBLING AROUND IN DAYLIGHT
I made an incompetent football vacation through England in late August 2005 as a precursor to relocation. Somewhere in my denseness, I yearned to join those Americans who exude uppermost coolness by holding their own in England soccer conversations, with sportswriters Doug Cress and Mike Penner the first such beings I ever knew. With a fresh thirty-eight-game, August-to-May season having begun on August 13, I surveyed the schedule from home in New York and spotted a golden nugget even I could recognize as enticing: Chelsea versus Arsenal, two behemoth London clubs, on Sunday, August 22.
I began making my plans for Highbury, Arsenal’s stadium so storied it endured even World War II bombing. Having read Nick Hornby’s best-seller Fever Pitch in 1994 in a halting attempt at soccer competence and Euro coolness, yet having never seen Highbury even given four Wimbledon assignments, I fancied myself almost debonair that I’d get to see Highbury soon. I told my friend Jerry, a New Yorker who started liking Chelsea before it became a Premier League mastodon, that I might even see Chelsea play at Highbury, what with everybody on vacation in August. I briefly liked myself.
Of course, as I rode in a taxi on FDR Drive along the East River one day, Jerry telephoned with a polite bit of instruction. While American sports schedules always list the visitor first—Washington at Dallas, Arsenal at Chelsea—English “fixtures,” as they call them, always list the home club first. Thus, the match would occur at Stamford Bridge, a place of which I’d never heard and certainly never read about in any landmark book.
What a grand beginning.
Upon arrival in London with nine allotted days, I found an atlas and traced a map of England. Then I began doing the heavy research required to fill in twenty dots on the map. I learned the location of the long-mysterious “Aston Villa.” With dogged effort, I found the location of the club Wigan, in the city of Wigan. I soon knew the answer to the befuddling question “Where is Middlesbrough?”—it’s in northeast England, not far from the coast—becoming one of the first Americans in history with that distinction. I made little dots for previously mysterious places like Bolton, Blackburn, and the briefly elusive Charlton, which seemed to do business on the eastern side of London. I woke on a Saturday, went for some astronomically priced coffee, and scanned the slate of matches.
Choosing Charlton to start, with tickets available for the humdrum clash with Wigan, I left Barons Court in West London around 1:00 PM, rode a numbing sequence of Tube trains and incompetence through the inconceivably vast capital, and did reach Charlton’s ground in southeast London by 4:15—or during roughly the fifty-fifth minute of the match. There I learned two things about England.
It’s capitalist, yes, but it does practice some limits. Despite available seats, the woman in the club office would not sell me a ticket even though I wished to pay full price to witness maybe thirty-five minutes—plus added time!—of the glory of Charlton versus Wigan. Polite and even faintly pitying, she appeared as if she’d never heard such a request. That differed from the United States, in which any corporation would take most any chance to rip out the cash from your wallet, as well as the lining, the credit cards, the tattered pictures of family members, and the hide off the cover. To an American, if somebody actually turns down money, it’s a really touching teardrop scene in Babel.
And then I learned that if you loiter outside a soccer stadium during a match, you’re likely to join some tourists snapping photographs, which struck me as bizarre.
I did get my first real-life peek at the Premiership, though, when a nice security guard let me place my left eye between two fence posts at the side gate. I saw a goalkeeper and decided he played for either Charlton or Wigan. Within moments, I walked away down Floyd Road amid a flood of Charlton supporters mildly elated over their 1–0 win and pretended that I too had taken in the grandeur.
In fact, it would take me eight calendar days and four Premiership days to find my way into one soccer stadium. I would go futilely to Stamford Bridge that Sunday, because as an American, I reckoned that if you’re willing to pay enough and plunge even further into debt, you can get anything. I would turn down a sidewalk offer of a ticket for £48.50 because some police officers warned me it might be counterfeit. I’d resist the temptation to take a train to Sunderland way up in the northeast on the following Tuesday night. I’d turn up at Highbury for a Fulham match on a Wednesday night inanely thinking tickets would be available, and I’d marvel that I’d never, ever seen a stadium so intimately tucked into its neighborhood, and I’d gaze at an elderly woman sitting in her living room blithely watching the news just barely across a narrow street from Thierry Henry, the Arsenal supernova.
But I wouldn’t get in, of course.
Luckily, from one angle at Highbury, I did get an excellent glimpse of an entire stand containing other people watching, so I got to see other people see Arsenal versus Fulham. They looked enthralled.
My Premiership wisdom accruing dramatically, I reckoned I might not get into Manchester United’s Old Trafford that coming Saturday, as that globally famous stadium tends to sell out early, so I took a Friday stadium tour in the rain. With eight fellow tourists, including a Hungarian father and son who repeatedly violated the tour rules and even walked out to the edge of the “pitch” (English for “field”)—I thought they might even practice some penalty kicks before the kindly female tour guide reined them in—I learned a lot. I learned that the legendary manager Sir Alex Ferguson has occasional quibbles with the press. (No.) I learned the fascinating bit that certain people apply for ambulance jobs so they can wedge into the rotation of those assigned to the stadium tunnel on match days. That alone calls for a soccer documentary perhaps titled I Just Hope They Learn Some CPR.
Mostly, though, I went mouth-agape at the Manchester United dressing room. I simply could not believe it, and still don’t. It had nice hot tubs over in the distance, I suppose, and it would’ve passed my mother’s rigid cleanliness test, but the digs of the world’s most famous team lagged startlingly shy of the plush pro dressing rooms I’d frequented with brain-deadening regularity in the United States. I might even dare call it spartan if that would not offend Sir Alex Ferguson. In fact, this dressing room would qualify as a tenement next to the posh locker room of even, just as one example of many, Florida State football.
And Florida State is just a university, albeit one that grasps the God-approved need to spend money on lavish locker-room carpeting. Carpeting replete with huge Seminole insignia. Huge Seminole insignia onto which you’re not allowed to step, even mistakenly. Step on it, and a student towel attendant about half your age will come up and upbraid you.
No, really.
But then, in our measured culture, we know that any new baseball or football stadium locker room must boast luxury so that we can lure in more of the athletic gods who’ll bring us the methadone of victory. In the case of Barry Bonds, our locker rooms might have an easy chair for strategic napping, although the easy chair might not be quite so swish as widely reported. Even the bathroom stalls might be wide and comfortable enough for two hunky star players to fit into one, broadening our sentimental notions of team unity by injecting each other’s rear end with a steroid.
A player’s locker will have the amenities of a fine closet. It will remind him yet again of his rightful place at the apex of the cosmos, just in case he needs more reminding. It will feature a shelf on which the god might store vital items like his cologne, his chosen religious ornament, and his souvenir from the day he hit that game-winning home run. It may have compartments for the necessary and furtive storage of his performance-enhancing drugs. To the edge of the shelf he might tape photographs of his children or his wife or his mistresses in various towns (a slight exaggeration, as he’d seldom showcase the mistresses to nosy reporters, who’d never report on the mistresses anyway). His locker will boast little walls on each side that cordon it off from the other lockers, plus nice hanging implements for his fine apparel.
From what I could see, Manchester United players get a shared bench and a hook on the wall.
I do remember the hooks as red, so there’s one decorative touch.
Standing in that locker room, jaw headed south, I just couldn’t believe the athletes had not staged some sort of revolt in response to these shabby conditions. All that arrogance, all that self-centeredness, all that certainty as to their indispensability—and I refer to the Portuguese heartthrob Cristiano Ronaldo alone—yet no beef about dressing-room conditions?
It refreshed me and pointed again to the cultural importance of keeping locker rooms closed to the media. U.S. professional sports leagues have mandatory policies about opening their locker rooms to reporters for certain periods of time both before and after games. This stirs more interest in the sport, and more interest stirs more money, and we have shown a certain fondness for more money. Thus do American athletes turn up constantly on TV, in front of their lockers, often shirtless or wearing only a towel, spewing rehearsed lines into gaggles of microphones as twenty reporters surround them and jockey for position and absorb the bony elbows of cameramen. Of course, we consider this normal. Perhaps if at Manchester United we’d see the exhilarating bull-in-a-china-shop striker Wayne Rooney on TV after each match, standing before his pathetic little red hook, the club would feel embarrassed and feel moved to do something to placate the poor tycoon.
As it happens, only tourists get to see this tidy slum, and some of them barely notice as they’re plotting their bid to skirt the rules and walk out onto the pitch.
It’s just as well.
I wandered through the museum and learned that apparently Manchester United won the three most coveted competitions—the league title, the FA Cup, and the European Champions League title—at the same time during the same spring of 1999. I had not realized this even as a sportswriter, but that’s forgivable given I spent May 1999 chronicling three-year-old colts in Kentucky, Baltimore, and the Long Island–Queens border.
Then I took my dressing-room astonishment and left the building, noticing some DIE GLAZER graffiti just across the road that honored the new American owner, Malcolm Glazer, the owner of the NFL Tampa Bay Buccaneers, reviled partly out of fear he’d bought Manchester United with a lot of debt and would curtail the pursuit of top talent. I wondered why that hadn’t been part of the official tour.
That Friday night I pored over the Saturday possibilities for my Premiership debut and noticed something that grabbed my full and freshly rehabilitated sports attention. There in the papers were two teams that had just celebrated “promotion,” part of a concept known simply as “relegation,” a concept literally foreign to myself and my culturally barren country. Each year in the distant wonderland of English soccer, three clubs from the twenty topflight (that is, Premiership) teams suffer relegation into the second tier because they had the malfeasance to finish eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth. Each year, in turn, three clubs from the second tier, a twenty-four-team league mysteriously titled the “Coca-Cola Championship,” earn promotion to the first tier, or Premier League. Wigan and Sunderland had just earned such promotion, and they would appear on the same field. As far as I could tell that pitch would be in the city of Wigan. I decided to celebrate their promotions with them.
So I debuted, at Wigan, on August 27, 2005, and while there’s no need to insert violin music right here, I felt happy. No American I knew had ever been to Wigan to my knowledge. No American I knew had ever heard of Wigan. My parents and grandparents had told me umpteen stories through a Virginia childhood with nary a mention of the existence of any Wigan. With Americans sharing a common inability to view a map and spot, say, Louisiana—this helps explain why it took us four days to get food to starving Americans after Hurricane Katrina—Americans certainly could not point out Wigan. Or even Preston. Let alone Bolton.
After riding a train about forty-five minutes west-northwest from Manchester, I disembarked at Wigan, population 81,000, and walked out of the becoming center city toward the stadium, into a zone of strip malls as dreary as all Houston. I marched with serious intent to the JJB Stadium ticket window and thought it a mite intrusive when the woman behind the glass asked for some identification, when my name appeared on the ticket, and when she asked, “Home or away?” I had never heard such a personal question from behind a ticket window. I hailed from a land in which they’ll sell us nameless single-game tickets so long as we seem to have a modicum of apparent human features, such as a wallet and at least one hand for reaching into it. I hailed from a land in which “segregation” is invariably a bad word conjuring bygone times of shocking idiocy.
What a jolt, then, to learn that home and “away” (visiting) English fans sit segregated, that two sturdy lines of security officers in fluorescent yellow adorn the edges of visiting cheering sections, and that the word “segregation” has one definition that’s not macabre. Even while it predates the 1980s, it’s among the array of policies that have helped rid the stadium experience of the brawling hooliganism of the 1980s. While American stadiums do have cheering sections, especially for college sports, we all know they’re not strictly demarcated. It’s commonplace for pockets of the enemy tribe to sit among hordes of the home tribe with minimal fisticuffs. This gives us the opportunity to revile others right up close. We reserve the right to go to Yankee Stadium in the Bronx and sit in the upper deck with hordes of New York baseball fans and pockets of Boston baseball fans so that we can ruin a luminous Sunday afternoon annoyed at the IQ-depleting “banter” that ricochets, for three to four hours, between the majority New York fans and the minority Boston fans. This usually includes such profundities as (follow carefully please) Yankees suck, Yankees suck. This makes us so proud and suspends our wonder at the trite inanity of our political debates. We reserve the right to pull for a home American football team, then grumble because those three frigging visiting fans two rows ahead kept standing up and cheering their improbable victory. This gives us a conversation piece at awkward family gatherings where we can use up some of the interminable time by explaining how we almost, almost told those clowns to shut up.
Come to think of it, stadium segregation is an ingenious concept, galvanizing competing noise and prolonging life in general. It must count among the reasons Britons live six months longer, on average, than do Americans. It is the handiwork of an experienced nation with an 849-year head start on our little concoction across the Atlantic.
On a sunny day inside JJB, with the Premiership angels singing overhead in my estimation, I sat amid bafflingly large chunks of empty seats but smack next to one couple.
In America it’s considered proper to have a chat with two other people when you’re, say, the only three people within a large cluster of empty seats. In England it’s not.
So as the public-address speakers played pop music, I said to the woman next to me, “Do you know this song?”
She looked dumbstruck by such forwardness and said, “No.”
That concluded our afternoon’s discourse.
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“F——ING MOVE!”
Kickoff approached at Wigan, and most of those nearby seats simply refused to fill. I thought it surprising that Wiganites would not revel in Premiership status after their inspiring three-decade vault through the concentric circles of lower leagues. I reckoned August must find most Wiganites on vacation (just another reason Wiganites and other Europeans outlive Americans). I remained ignorant of such century-old trends as Wigan being a rugby town.
Among the 17,222 others that day, three shaved-headed guys did take the seats just behind me. They looked a bit scary to me at the time, but that’s probably because in America our parents and our grandparents often condition us to think of life as an incessant attempt to avoid getting mugged. My dear maternal grandmother, for example, might’ve unwittingly invented the concept of carjacking. Through the 1970s, whenever we’d leave her house in Virginia Beach, Virginia, at night, she’d tell us to make sure to lock the car doors because people tended to try to rip open your doors and steal your stuff when you idled at red lights. I would digest this advice despite never once seeing a single awake human at any traffic light in any of the eternally comatose Virginia cities between her house and ours in sleepy Suffolk.
Besides, within the first minute of action at Wigan versus Sunderland, one of these three guys hopped up and down with his hand on my shoulder for leverage because Wigan had just scored through a penalty in the second minute after one Jason Roberts had gone down under duress from one Gary Breen. This began a long sequence of embraces with strangers in the soccer grounds of England. Whether I cared who won or not, whether I attended a match as a curious tourist or a wishing fan, I have hugged people I didn’t know and never would see again, pretending to rise to their level of elation. In America we’ll chat with a stranger all game long, but we’d never hug him after a favorable play. We’re simply too young as a culture to have evolved to that level of self-assurance. We stand off and high-five them, then we reach upward and downward to the other rows giving and receiving high fives, as if we had something to do with the act of exceptional talent that just transpired on the field. In England nobody seems to chat, but many people do hug.
The sunny day at Wigan did bring Wigan’s first-ever Premiership victory, by that precarious 1–0 from the penalty. The day brought several first-time realizations. I never knew that husky male voices in soccer grounds croon—to their players!—the American ditty written either by Jimmie Davis and Charles Mitchell or by the Rice Brothers, “You Are My Sunshine,” once listed as Country Music Television’s number seventy-three country song of all time. This blew me away. August 27, 2005, did mark the first time in my life
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