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			PRAISE FOR WORLD CLASS

			 

			“You can’t talk about the history of U.S. soccer without including Grant Wahl. His legendary career and fearless advocacy for the LGBTQ+ community will be a legacy that lives on through this anthology and beyond.”

			—MEGAN RAPINOE

			“For me, Grant Wahl’s Sports Illustrated cover story was the moment everything started. The time that we shared when I was in high school for that story was pretty special for me and my family. Grant was always energetic, always had a smile on his face, and always wanted to do right by his interview subjects. I was a sixteen-year-old kid from Akron, Ohio, and hadn’t done anything of that magnitude before. When that story dropped, and it was written by Grant Wahl, you knew we were going to be linked for the rest of our lives. That cover story will live long beyond all of us and our families. Grant was an unbelievable person and I know he’s looking down on all of us in pure joy and happiness, seeing his friends, family, colleagues, and everyone giving him his flowers, because he deserves that. This collection of Grant’s work is a great testament to not only what he did when he was here, but what he’s still doing to impact others.”

			—LEBRON JAMES

			“I hesitate to call this collection sportswriting at its best, because I think it is just writing at its best. To me, Grant was an anthropologist, and sports was his lens for studying humanity.”

			—DAVID EPSTEIN, New York Times bestselling author of Range and The Sports Gene

			“For American fans, it is not enough to love soccer; we are also duty-bound to promote the sport to our otherwise distracted countryfolk. No one exemplified this better than Grant Wahl. This lovingly curated treasury of Wahl’s work is more than a collection of world-class sportswriting; it is a record of soccer’s meteoric rise in America over the course of his career, an ascension that he fomented as much as anyone else by rendering this ‘foreign’ sport accessible to millions. To read this book is to connect with and better understand a titan of the American game.”

			—BRENDAN HUNT, aka Coach Beard, co-creator of Ted Lasso

			“Grant Wahl’s job was to write about sports, but his art was to reveal what matters most in life. This anthology is a collection of brilliant storytelling and timeless wisdom about excellence from a world-class professional. He was the best of us, and his work lives on to make us all better.”

			—ADAM GRANT, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Hidden Potential and Think Again

			“The title says everything: Grant was absolutely world class in everything he did. He was a world-class writer. He was a world-class person. He was a world-class friend. Reading his work again reminds me just how much he loved telling stories and standing up for what he believed in. Every word in this book surges with his energy and enthusiasm and love. I was one of the luckiest people in the world to get to know Grant. I miss him. But he’s here in this wonderful collection of his best work.”

			—JOE POSNANSKI, New York Times bestselling author of Why We Love Baseball

			“Here, arrayed for all to enjoy, is a glimpse into Grant’s wide-ranging interests and extravagant talents: a mix of classic sportswriting and this century’s answer to New Journalism; meticulously reported pieces and informed opinion; men and women; soccer and beyond; American and international. And the title could not be more apt, as Grant was—and his work and legacy remain—world class. Grant was all class and tops in his class, with few peers matching his quality, rigor, vigor, and unswerving honor. He also considered the entire planet his beat, going wherever the story took him. Damn, we miss him.”

			—L. JON WERTHEIM, Sports Illustrated writer and 60 Minutes correspondent

			“Grant Wahl took the craft of writing seriously, and he took the sport soccer seriously. His dedication to each of them resulted in some of the best, most compelling sports writing I’ve ever read. When a new Grant Wahl article came out, I dropped everything and read it. When a new Grant Wahl podcast episode dropped, it immediately went to the top of the queue. I will miss him and I will miss his work. He made me a better writer. He made me a better fan.”

			—CLINT SMITH, New York Times bestselling author of How the Word Is Passed

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, World Class, Subtitle, Purpose, Passion, and the Pursuit of Greatness On and Off the Field, Author, Grant Wahl, Imprint, Ballantine Books]
			

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2024 by Céline Gounder

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Ballantine Books, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			Ballantine Books & colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Grateful acknowledgment is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material:

			Authentic Brands Group: Articles by Grant Wahl which were originally published in Sports Illustrated, copyright © Authentic Brands Group. Reprinted by permission.

			The Daily Princetonian: “Rethinking the Legacy of ‘Legendary’ Pete Carril” by Grant Wahl, copyright © 1996 by The Daily Princetonian.

			Photography credits can be found on this page.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Wahl, Grant, author. | Wolff, Alexander, 1957– editor. | Mravic, Mark, 1962– editor.

			Title: World class : purpose, passion, and the pursuit of greatness on and off the field / Grant Wahl ; edited by Mark Mravic and Alexander Wolff.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Ballantine Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2023056275 (print) | LCCN 2023056276 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593726761 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593726778 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Sports journalism—United States. | Sports—United States.

			Classification: LCC PN4784.S6 W34 2024 (print) | LCC PN4784.S6 (ebook) | DDC 070.4/497960973—dc23/eng/20240117

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023056275

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023056276

			Ebook ISBN 9780593726778

			randomhousebooks.com

			Book design by Simon M. Sullivan, adapted for ebook

			Cover design: Charles Brock, Brock Book Design Co.

			Cover photographs: © Adam Franzino (Grant Wahl) and © Daboost/Shutterstock (soccer ball)

			ep_prh_7.0_151269554_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dedication

			Foreword by Dr. Céline Gounder

			Introduction: Master of Modern Sportswriting by Alexander Wolff

			1. PRODIGIES

			The Chosen One, from Sports Illustrated

			Modern Maturity, from Sports Illustrated

			Didn’t You Used to Be the Future? from Sports Illustrated

			2. TROPHY LIFTS

			Coup de Grâce, from Sports Illustrated

			Out of This World, from Sports Illustrated

			Rock Chalk, Champions, from Sports Illustrated

			Unflappable. Unapologetic. Unequaled. from Sports Illustrated

			3. SHAMANS OF THE SIDELINES

			What’s So Special About José Mourinho? from Sports Illustrated

			The Return of the Native, from Sports Illustrated

			The American Pharaoh, from Sports Illustrated

			4. UNDER THE HOOD

			Fast and Furious, from Sports Illustrated

			Forward Progress, adapted from Masters of Modern Soccer

			Give Piece a Chance, from Sports Illustrated

			5. PERSONS IN FULL

			USWNT Inspires Older Fans, Too. One of Them Was My Mom, from SI.com

			London Calling, from Sports Illustrated

			Villainy or Victory? from Sports Illustrated

			The Most Passionate Prodigal, previously unpublished

			6. CLUB AND COUNTRY

			Men on a Mission, from Sports Illustrated

			Yes, Hard Feelings, from Sports Illustrated

			A Pacific Passion Play, from Sports Illustrated

			The World’s Team, from Sports Illustrated

			A Team Is Born, from Sports Illustrated

			7. ROYALTY

			Big Bend, from Sports Illustrated

			Soccer Savior, from Sports Illustrated

			A Gringo’s Game, from Sports Illustrated

			Abby’s Road, from Sports Illustrated

			“At the End of Mourning, You’re Supposed to Disengage,” from SI.com

			8. FAR AFIELD

			Personal Recollections of USA’s 1995 Copa América Semifinal Run, from SI.com

			On Safari for 7-Footers, from Sports Illustrated

			Meet the President, Get Robbed: Just Another Day in Honduras, from SI.com

			The Craziest Sports Story of the Year Is FC Sheriff, from Fútbol with Grant Wahl (Substack)

			A Love Letter to Korea, from SI.com

			9. TAKING A STAND

			Rethinking the Legacy of “Legendary” Pete Carril, from The Daily Princetonian

			Unwilling Participants and Setting the Record Straight, from SI.com

			What Happened When I Tried to Run for FIFA President, from SI.com

			The Qatar Chronicles, Part I, from Fútbol with Grant Wahl (Substack)

			An Unexpected Detention by World Cup Security, from Fútbol with Grant Wahl (Substack)

			They Just Don’t Care, from Fútbol with Grant Wahl (Substack)

			Acknowledgments

			Appendix: More from Grant Wahl

			Photo Credits

			About the Authors

		

	_151269554_

	
		
			For Helen Wahl and Gloria Emerson

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			 

			More than a million spectators gathered in Australia and New Zealand for the 2023 Women’s World Cup. My husband, Grant Wahl, was supposed to be one of them. He had been to every Men’s and Women’s World Cup, except one, since 1994—fourteen in all. But this one was special: Thirty-two teams played, showcasing the global expansion and competitiveness of women’s soccer. It was an opportunity to promote gender equality in sports and inspire young girls to pursue their dreams on the football pitch. It was expected to set a new bar for women’s achievement in sports on the world stage. It was that and, as is so often the case with sports, so much more.

			The U.S. Women’s National Team, the favorite to win the competition, would lose to Sweden in a penalty shootout in the first knockout round. After the loss, USWNT star forward Megan Rapinoe posted on social media: “This game is so beautiful, even in its cruelest moments…. We lay it all out on the line every single time. Fighting with everything that we have, for everything we deserve, for every person we possibly can.” Even before the start of the tournament, the USWNT had been fighting both on and off the field: a gender discrimination lawsuit pressing for equity in pay and working conditions with the men’s team; an onslaught of “discriminatory, abusive, or menacing messages” on social media; and right-wing attacks, which turned to celebration after their defeat.

			Spain, not the United States, won the tournament, defeating England 1–0. But that victory was overshadowed by the scandal that ensued. Luis Rubiales, at the time the head of the Royal Spanish Football Federation, kissed the Spanish forward Jenni Hermoso on the lips without her consent during the awards ceremony. This attack was just one of many indignities and offenses suffered by Spanish women soccer players over the years. The players were subjected to Orwellian surveillance. The team’s coach for almost three decades called the players chavalitas, slang for “young girls.” The Women’s World Cup kicked off with the Spanish team in a full-on rebellion against its own federation, which made their triumph all the more remarkable.

			As riveting as the action on and off the field may have been, I couldn’t bring myself to watch the 2023 Women’s World Cup. I followed at a distance in print and on the radio. Each story left me feeling gutted, freshly conscious of Grant’s absence—not only in World Cup coverage, but at the center of my life. I know he would have been covering the tournament as he had the 2022 Men’s World Cup in Qatar: not just the beautiful game on the pitch, but also the fight for equity, social justice, and human rights. He would have been holding FIFA, the soccer federations, politicians, and pundits to account.

			Still, I had the comfort of shared grief—friends and colleagues (Grant’s and mine alike) reached out to me, wondering what Grant would make of this or that game or goal or gaffe. The sense that Grant should be there was shared, and even in the acuteness of his absence, it brought comfort. I dreaded a time when his absence might not be broadly felt—four or six or twelve years in the future, when Grant’s writing might be a distant memory, when there’d no longer be an empty seat and framed portrait in the press box in his honor. And because the events Grant covered were rooted so firmly in time, I think I feared that as we moved away from those moments, the whole constellation of his existence might recede, the light of his life growing dimmer by the day.

			“Grief is not an emotion to move on from,” said writer and podcaster Nora McInerny in a 2018 TED Talk. “It’s a reality to move forward with.” Some of my work in mourning has been to understand Grant’s absence as presence—not naively, not religiously, not even as consolation, but as simple acknowledgment of our interwoven lives, a transmutation of loss into a different form of life and love.

			In the weeks following Grant’s death, as those of us who loved him struggled to articulate what he’d meant to us, we longed to nail down his presence—to fix it in words, in time, in truth.

			Yet if I’ve learned anything in the past twelve months, it’s that my relationship with Grant could not be pinned down—not then, not now—and that it didn’t end with his death. I carry Grant with me not as a fixed image in a locket or a butterfly pinned to a board, but as a dynamic presence—his mind and his wit still swift and agile, responding both to the world he knew and to the one shaped, in part, by his absence.

			Grant covered sports like this, too—in a way that allowed his meaning, his sensibility, his understanding to extend beyond the present moment and the present game, to take up the past and move into the future. Over the course of his career, Grant was told that he should “stick to sports.” But in his mind, this was a false mantra. To “stick to sports”—to limit a story to the scoreboard, to dissection of a play, to the dribbles and drills of practice—is to strip sports of their meaning, power, and soul. Grant had a profound respect for sports, which is why he took them so seriously, in their entirety. Sports aren’t just an escape. Grant knew that sports change the world, just as the world changes sports. At the Women’s World Cup in 2019—with Rapinoe accepting awards as a crowd chanted, “EQUAL PAY! EQUAL PAY!”—Grant felt that process in motion, a ball soaring in midair. So did Rapinoe. “I feel like this team is just in the midst of changing the world around us as we live,” Rapinoe told Grant that summer, “and it’s just an incredible feeling.”

			Rereading Grant’s work is hard. As I remember him reporting the stories in this collection, I recall the broader context of our lives—shared dinners, piles of laundry, our travels in different directions, quarrels that seem petty in retrospect but were pressing at the time. I feel, too, Grant’s nimble mind and invisible hand at work, weaving together voices and details in his jovial, kindhearted, voluble way. I hear his laughter, the undulating pitch and volume of his voice as he shares a story, hits upon a phrase he likes, tries out a new metaphor or idea. And as I reread his work and press on with my own, I feel myself tending our lives in a similar way—unspooling what he meant not only to me, but to soccer, and sports; tugging his sensibility forward, even as the games he covered stay pinned in the past.

			I am not, as Grant well knew, a “sports person.” Before his sudden death, the idea of me writing a foreword to any compendium of sportswriting—including his—would have been not just ill-advised, but ludicrous. I am here on the force of loss and love alone. Had I asked myself, before knowing Grant, What is sports?—I might have answered with a blank expression. Sports is sports. A field, a ball, a back-and-forth, a contest of skill or might or luck. Grant taught me that sports is so much more than athletics—that it draws on histories, class tensions, economics, politics, old grudges, stubborn hopes; that through sports, we revisit the past and recast the future; that we are shaped not only by our wins, but by our losses, and that both move with us through time.

			Sports can be leadership, like that shown by Rapinoe and the USWNT. It can be about equity for women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ people. The rise of the USWNT paralleled the history of American feminism, a movement for equal rights, opportunities, and treatment for women and men. That history begins with Title IX and spans the 1985 Mundialito, or “little World Cup,” in which women wore hand-me-down men’s uniforms; the FIFA president Sepp Blatter’s call for women’s players to wear “tighter shorts” to increase their appeal; the days of getting paid ten dollar per diems while on the road; and, finally, a promise of equitable pay for players of the women’s and men’s national teams, an agreement reached in 2022.

			For women like Grant’s mother, Helen, born in 1932, the USWNT was about seeing women finally enjoying the opportunities to compete in sports that she was denied. “Mom’s attachment to the USWNT was something deeper, something visceral, something that transcended sports and spoke to her about the life she had lived and the gains she had always wanted to see,” Grant wrote. Foreshadowing the USWNT loss that would come four years after her death, Helen told Grant, “I love them so much.” She added, “They don’t even have to win it, and I’ll still love them.”

			Sports can be politics, something Grant understood even before becoming a professional journalist. In his college senior thesis, “Playing the Political Game: Soccer Clubs in Argentine Civil Society,” he argued that Argentine soccer clubs helped build social bonds across class and partisan affiliation, in much the same way that unions, service clubs, and the social gospel movement did in the United States throughout the twentieth century. Later he would write about the role of former Ivorian soccer player Didier Drogba in helping unite his nation and end civil war. “We’ve proved to you that the people of Ivory Coast can live together side by side, play together toward the same goal: qualifying for the World Cup,” Drogba told Grant. In the aftermath of a controversial coup d’état in Honduras, interim president Roberto Micheletti told Grant that “without distinction among classes, political parties, religion or race, soccer brings everyone together.” FC Barcelona’s motto, Més que un club—Catalan for “More than a club”—“highlights Barcelona’s place as a touchstone for Catalan identity,” wrote Grant. The motto was as much about Barça’s resistance to the rise of fascism and General Francisco Franco’s dictatorship as it was about the romance of soccer.

			Sports can be rivalry. Grant wrote about U.S. star Claudio Reyna’s brutal introduction to the “Holy War” between Glasgow clubs Celtic (Catholic) and Rangers (Protestant), a rivalry over politics, class, and religion. In Good Rivals, a docuseries released on Prime Video shortly before Grant’s death, Grant and his colleagues documented the social, political, and sports rivalry between the U.S. and Mexican men’s national soccer teams. Grant’s preferred title had been Good Neighbors, harking back to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Good Neighbor Policy,” to promote better relations between the United States and its Latin American neighbors. (The series’s executive producer, John Skipper, was kind enough to give me a movie poster with the “correct” title.)

			Sports can be solidarity in the worst and best of times. Bob Bradley, the soccer coach at Princeton when Grant was an undergrad there, would go on to coach the Egyptian national soccer team. Bradley and his wife lived near the center of Cairo to better understand his team’s players at a turbulent time in the country. Just months into Bradley’s tenure, a match between Egyptian soccer clubs Al Masry and Al Ahly turned deadly, the result of violent clashes among fans. Though Al Ahly wasn’t directly involved in the political events of the Arab Spring, its passionate fan base, “the Ultras Ahlawy,” played a significant role in the protests. Instead of leaving the country, Bradley told Grant, he and his wife stayed in solidarity with “his brothers,” the players, joining thousands of Egyptians who converged on Sphinx Square to mourn the tragedy. There can be solidarity in grief and in joy. After host South Korea beat Italy in the 2022 Men’s World Cup, “Koreans and non-Koreans alike danced on chairs to the music of Bryan Adams and Bon Jovi,” Grant wrote from Seoul.

			Sports can be geopolitics. After 9/11, fear of terrorism made it far more difficult for talented athletes like Kene Obi, a 7'1" Nigerian basketball player who was, as Grant wrote, “the most prized big man at the world’s most remote big-man camp,” to pursue his dream of moving abroad and playing in the NBA. A year after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, President George W. Bush featured the Iraqi Olympic team in campaign ads for his reelection. Iraqi players and their coach told Grant that those ads were offensive, sparking an international incident. “The American army has killed so many people in Iraq,” the coach, Adnan Hamad, told Grant. “What is freedom when I go to the [national] stadium and there are shootings on the road?”

			Sports can be corruption. FC Sheriff is the soccer team of Transnistria, a Russian-controlled region in Moldova and “a trial run for what [Russia] did with Crimea and Eastern Ukraine,” as Grant put it. But Sheriff is much more than a soccer team. It’s a “giant money-laundering front” for a weapons-trafficking business.

			Sports can be accountability. Grant was a modern Nelly Bly, the muckraker who helped reform the treatment of mental illness through her undercover reporting from a New York City psychiatric institution, where she posed as a patient. Grant helped uncover the anti-democratic nature of FIFA by running for its presidency. He called for greater transparency, term limits for FIFA presidents, video replay technology, and a woman as FIFA’s general secretary, “to change the old-boy network culture.” Thousands of soccer fans from around the world “expressed their support on Twitter and Facebook…making clear that the simple message of cleaning up FIFA resonated around the globe,” Grant wrote. But he discovered that “when it comes to the politics of the sport, the fans just don’t matter. Not one bit…. The old men in the navy suits have all the power.” Later, an investigation led by the U.S. Department of Justice resulted in corruption-related charges against dozens of FIFA officials and sports marketing executives, who were found to be involved in a complex web of racketeering, wire fraud, money laundering, and bribery involving the bidding processes and marketing and broadcast rights for the World Cup and other high-profile tournaments. In the wake of the scandal, Blatter stepped down as FIFA president. Even though Grant ultimately failed to persuade a member nation to nominate him for the role, some of his campaign pledges would come to pass under new leadership.

			Sports can be cruelty. While as a student journalist Grant called former Princeton basketball coach Pete Carril a genius, he also called him out for the “chronic lack of respect” and “daily hell” he inflicted on his players. “Carril told [a] player to stop playing for his mother and think of the team. She had died; the player was still grieving,” wrote Grant. A culture of fear deterred many from speaking up. Grant did so in their stead.

			Sports can be human rights. While some sports journalists accepted free first-class travel to Qatar ahead of the 2022 World Cup, Grant went on his own dime to document the working conditions of migrant workers. Despite new labor laws, Grant found that employers were still confiscating workers’ passports; agents were still charging them onerous recruitment fees; and workers in the country were still facing barriers to switching to better jobs. Worst of all, up to 70 percent of migrant worker deaths in Qatar were going uninvestigated. The head of the committee responsible for organizing the Qatar World Cup, Nasser Al-Khater, expressed irritation that journalists would cover the death of a Filipino migrant worker amid what he called a “successful World Cup.” He told the BBC, “I mean, death is a natural part of life.” But many migrant workers had given their lives in modern-day slavery. To Grant, the migrant workers’ plight was “a human rights disaster.” “They just don’t care,” he wrote.

			Sports can be remembering, not just escaping, and witnessing, not just watching. Grant got an early lesson in bearing witness and remembering from his college mentor Gloria Emerson, a New York Times Vietnam correspondent. And it’s perhaps why Grant would reread a paper he wrote in college, a profile of Emerson, before every big tournament, the last time weeks before his death—to remind himself of her guiding principles. “Morality is an activity, not a belief or a contemplative state,” she told Grant. That activity was an exercise in what her Vietnamese translator Nguyen Ngoc Luong called “an acute lack of forgetfulness.” Emerson told Grant that she sought “to find a new path and a way not just to write about Vietnam, but to teach Americans something about the war and ourselves.” Grant sought to do the same through sports.

			In perhaps the most enduring photo of Grant, and certainly one of the World Cup photos I cherish most, he’s wearing a rainbow T-shirt at a pressroom workstation in Ahmad bin Ali Stadium in Qatar. I recognize the precise posture of his concentration—hands poised over his keyboard, shoulders tensed, brow slightly furrowed—the way I’d seen him at his laptop thousands of times, all of it conveying the alacrity and alertness of his mind. Shortly before the photo was taken, stadium guards had detained Grant for his show of LGBTQ+ allyship in a country that forbids same-sex relationships. Grant’s brother, Eric, a gay man who’d experienced harassment while growing up in Kansas, had told Grant not to wear the shirt in Qatar. Grant wore it anyway. Eric regarded that gesture as a final, stubborn gift: the little brother standing up for the big one, half a world away. Grant understood that he could hold others accountable not only through his writing, but also through his actions, his questions, his provocations—through what he refused to look past or forget. On his blog that day, Grant asked, “What’s it like for ordinary Qataris who might wear a rainbow shirt when the world isn’t watching here?”

			

			—

			“Fútbol is life,” says Dani Rojas, the exuberant goal-scoring import on the AFC Richmond team coached by Ted Lasso in the Apple TV series. To me it was fitting that Ted Lasso dedicated one of its last episodes to Grant. In many ways, Grant was a quiet revolutionary, much like Ted. Both were kindhearted, optimistic, humble midwestern guys. Both tried to mentor, inspire, and uplift those around them to do and be better. Both were beloved. And just as Ted’s presence transcends the fictional show, Grant’s writing transcends the game. I’ll amend that quote on Grant’s behalf to say, “Sports is life.” Perhaps this lesson is Grant’s greatest legacy.

			Dr. Céline Gounder

			December 2023
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				Introduction

				Master of Modern Sportswriting

				Alexander Wolff

				 

				You may be holding this book because a fan of Grant Wahl has pressed it into your hands. Or maybe you sought it out yourself because Grant helped you interpret a game you didn’t entirely grasp but sensed that you should—that by better understanding soccer, you might better understand the world. Or perhaps you’ve come to this collection because you love soccer and Grant’s artful, dedicated approach to the game matched your passion.

				Or maybe you recognize Grant as having addressed the ugly side of the Beautiful Game, whether staking out worksites in Qatar to speak to migrant laborers to document the human cost of staging the 2022 World Cup, or finding himself detained at that competition for wearing a rainbow T-shirt in solidarity with persecuted LGBTQ+ Qataris and visiting fans who might be targeted.

				Regardless of how you found your way into these pages, take a moment to recognize that you’re part of a community, an uncountable number of connections among people and places, a welter of lines back and forth across continents and through press boxes and off satellite dishes that encompasses Grant’s impact. Like the game with which he became most closely identified, he projected himself far and wide, making a difference with his life and work.

				That life ended on the evening of Friday, December 9, 2022, in Lusail Stadium on the outskirts of Doha as Grant watched a spellbinding match between Argentina and the Netherlands move through extra time toward its endgame. He had only just turned forty-nine. The cause of death, determined by the New York City medical examiner after Grant’s body had been repatriated to where he lived with his wife, Dr. Céline Gounder, was the rupture of an undetected, slow-growing aneurysm in the ascending aorta. That wasn’t the work of Covid-19. It wasn’t retaliation by a repressive regime that Grant had criticized. It certainly wasn’t—as online trolls of Dr. Gounder, an infectious disease specialist and leading Covid mitigationist, had it—an adverse reaction to some vaccine. Try though they did, paramedics on the scene could not have saved Grant with CPR or electric shocks.[*1]

				Having come to this book, welcome. Or, as Grant would say, “Hey there”—the guileless signature with which he opened his podcast, delivered in a voice redolent of the Kansas City suburbs where he grew up.

				Now that you have it, how might you use it? You can read it from front to back and absorb in one gulp the breadth of Grant’s curiosity, talent, and dedication to readers, whether through iconic Sports Illustrated cover stories or bootleg classics from his college days. You can pick up with any of the nine thematic chapters, each featuring examples of a type of piece that Grant made his own, and treat yourself to a kind of master class in the craft of sportswriting, Grant Wahl 101. Or you can dip in randomly—Grant on shuffle—and be reminded each time how he could deliver an engaging, enlightening, relevant story.

				Grant was the multitool modern sports journalist—quick to post, clear and direct, worldly, socially aware, able to write long or short or in between. He never talked down to the reader. He was keen to shed light and unafraid of the heat his work might give off. He brought old-school reportorial ethics into the twenty-first century, making sure to show his face after criticizing someone, because just as he stood by his words, he also never forgot that there was a human being at the other end of them. “He was one of those rare sportswriters you’d love to read a column from, a match report from, a profile, a podcast, a TV report,” says sports media critic Bryan Curtis. “He really was built for the modern age of sportswriting.”

				Grant’s career tracked with the evolution of the craft over the three decades he practiced it. He embraced any medium that could help him reach more people. His features for Sports Illustrated, many of them cover stories, reflected the weeks of reporting and far-flung travel he invested in each. He wrote books, reaching the New York Times bestseller list with his first, The Beckham Experiment: How the World’s Most Famous Athlete Tried to Conquer America. He launched a podcast that became the audio watering hole for the burgeoning tribe of stateside soccer fans, and he turned up regularly on AM sports talk radio and Sirius XM FC. He ventured into TV and video with a regular studio show, sideline reporting, and analysis for major networks and delivered pioneering long-form packages that explored soccer’s global reach. And he engaged avidly in social media, relishing the direct and immediate back-and-forth, sharing information and perspectives, and not shrinking when a discussion became contentious. His was the ideal voice to speak to both longtime soccer insiders and the much larger pool of newcomers and potential converts. The sport in the United States benefited as a result of Grant’s passion, but not because he hyped the game or proselytized for it. He simply took soccer seriously.

				Sports Illustrated still set the agenda for American sports coverage when Grant arrived there in the midnineties and soccer was only beginning to consolidate the interest sparked by the 1994 World Cup, which the United States had hosted several years before he joined the staff. So for Grant’s first dozen years as a writer at SI, the sport remained his side hustle. College basketball assignments would keep him busy through the winter, offering prominent editorial play and the best opportunities to land a cover. But he kept a hand in with soccer, and each summer he seized any chance to turn to the game. He secured the sport a foothold in the magazine’s pages by covering tournaments such as the World Cup and the Olympics, where U.S. teams, especially the women, made more and more noise, and reported on the burgeoning rivalry between the United States and Mexico. He used those stories as a proof of concept, a foundation for building out his ambitions. If this collection includes more of his soccer stories than his college basketball work, it’s partly because his most memorable soccer stories appeared later in his career, when he was in greatest command of his craft. But there was also a sparkle to his soccer writing. Grant wrote about the sport with a sense of discovery and the conscientiousness that came with knowing that the largest American readership for coverage of the sport was his.

				Behind the scenes, Grant began to lobby for coverage of Major League Soccer and the top European competitions and, on occasion, a place on the cover. Given the game’s global footprint, soccer fans had begun to seek out stories on the web, precisely where SI was trying to raise its profile. Grant marshaled surveys and stats to make the case to editors that younger, more ethnically diverse Americans—not incidentally, tomorrow’s Sports Illustrated readers—did follow soccer and that it would be bad business to blow them off. From former youth players who once piled into minivans and as adults now expected proper coverage of the game, to urban hipsters huddled around big screens at sports bars for European derbies on Saturday mornings, to Mexican American Gen Zers toggling back and forth between their two favorite national teams, something was happening in the culture, and TV coverage began to reflect it.

				Grant had little patience for the reflexive anti-soccer cheap shots so common among sportswriters of a certain generation. The worst cranks—New York Daily News columnist Dick Young once called soccer players “commie pansies” and proudly heckled Pelé at the press conference where the Brazilian legend was introduced as a member of the old North American Soccer League’s New York Cosmos—had long since passed from the scene. But in the early 2000s, Frank Deford, SI’s oldest lion and a hidebound soccerphobe, submitted yet another opinion piece denigrating the sport. Pained to read one of his original heroes trolling the game to which he would dedicate so much of his professional life, Grant marched into the offices of his superiors to ask, “Why exactly are we running this?”

				As logical as he was tenacious, Grant steadily wore down skeptics and won converts in-house—and it hardly hurt that editors quickly realized that approving a soccer assignment was more than just the path of least resistance. They’d get Grant off their back, to be sure, and that was no small thing. But they’d also collect the payoff of a clean, smart, richly contextualized story that, oh by the way, captured the currency and excitement of the game for 17 million readers. And so the sport in the United States and Grant’s own career wound up tracing parallel paths. “Right place, right time—sure,” says Mary Reynics, who edited both of Grant’s books for Crown and commissioned this volume. “But also, right person.”

				More than half the pieces included here feature individuals. Some are legends such as David Beckham, Didier Drogba, and Diego Maradona. Others are personalities like Luis Suárez and Jay DeMerit, coaches such as José Mourinho and Roy Williams, and prodigies captured at the dawn of their careers like LeBron James. Many stories lift up the women to whom Grant paid early and consistent attention—stars such as Abby Wambach and Megan Rapinoe—yet in this collection they occupy no separate section, for Grant believed that they should be regarded simply as elite athletes, deserving of coverage for that reason alone. Still others are anonymous sporting visionaries, out-of-the-box thinkers looking to squeeze any advantage from an offensive possession or a set piece. And some pieces feature not notable people but exotic places, whether the Nigerian upcountry (where Grant found a camp for aspiring NBA big men), the badlands of Transnistria (where in the shadow of Vladimir Putin he reported on the unlikeliest powerhouse soccer club), or the streets of Seoul (where Grant’s love note to the cohosts of the 2002 World Cup landed him a guest spot on South Korea’s answer to Oprah).Whenever he filed from such datelines, the man who had been sent to France to cover the 1998 World Cup as a twenty-four-year-old made sure to activate his sense of wonder, even as he became more and more willing to register his indignation.

				Grant’s craftsmanship came from years of devotedly reading first-rate magazine journalism as well as his classical training in the form. He swore by the dictum, championed by legendary New Yorker writer John McPhee, that your opening paragraph should “shine like a light through the story”—a feature of Grant’s best work. His lede on LeBron James (this page) made sure to place the young James in a frame with Michael Jordan, whereas Freddy Adu (this page) keeps the company of stray dogs. His openers paint vivid scenes: from the hurly-burly of downtown Cairo into which Bob Bradley was dropped to rescue Egypt’s World Cup hopes (this page) to a guy in crocodile boots in Nacogdoches, Texas, trying to get down a bet on the fifteen-year-old Clint Dempsey (this page).

				Grant knew, too, that the most evocative writing engages the senses. In his dispatch after France’s 1998 World Cup victory (this page), his descriptions of Zinedine Zidane’s exploits on the pitch stand alongside a postmatch pratfall: Zidane’s stumble as he navigated the interview area, caught vividly by the camera of Grant’s eye. And in the lede of his profile of Didier Drogba (this page), Grant evoked the smell of the rainy season in Drogba’s native Ivory Coast. It’s a subtle touch, Proustian in its specificity, that helps the reader better understand why even a multimillionaire star of the Premier League is drawn so powerfully back home.

				Most of all, Grant had curiosity, the essential implement in a reporter’s toolkit. His activated antennae helped make him the first to introduce readers to such prospects as James and Adu and to persuade editors to let him pursue explanatory pieces about innovative tactics in both basketball (this page) and soccer (this page). And it propelled him—compelled him, even—to hit the road. In some exotic locale for a scheduled event, he would poke around for further story subjects, to which he might later return for a feature or video. “The older I get, the more I realize I don’t know,” he mused at the end of one episode of his video series Exploring Planet Fútbol. “But I like going to places where I can learn those things, and also they’re willing to let me in.”

				Journalists aren’t supposed to become a part of the story, but sometimes Grant decided that he had to. With his Beckham book, his campaign for the presidency of FIFA, and his efforts to expose Qatari government policies during the months before he died, he unavoidably found himself in the spotlight. Once there, he drew courage from the examples of a procession of public-facing, idealistic role models, including three women—his mother, Helen; his wife, Céline; and an unforgettable professor, the journalist Gloria Emerson. None shrank from important issues, controversy, or hard truths.

				Once a story was filed, Grant set himself up as its great protector and champion. He cared about every phrase, word, and comma. He monitored each layer of editing, sometimes torturing himself by following edits in real time. He once described a shot as tracing “an angry parabola,” only to have the phrase cut by an editor less enamored of it. After that, he hunted for ways to slip it into his stories, succeeding in his 2014 profile of Luis Suárez (this page). Whenever he can, ESPN soccer writer Gabriele Marcotti drops that phrase into his own pieces in homage to his colleague.

				That combination of scrupulousness and idealism marked Grant’s work from his salad days as a campus reporter through his long ride as SI’s man on the beat, until he realized his dream of complete editorial independence with his own soccer site on Substack. The highlights captured in this volume gather up the full range of his remit, from trophy lifts to base corruption, from the stirring to the shameful.

				

				—

				The story of Grant David Wahl begins with details that would have kindled the curiosity of the reporter he became. His paternal grandfather, Edward Wahl, had grown up with seven surviving siblings in the central Kansas town of Saxman, in a cabin with a hand pump for water and an outhouse in the back. Edward’s parents were German immigrants, and from a small shop behind their home August Wahl worked as a gunsmith, the trade he had learned back in East Prussia. Edward’s mother, Olga, helped support the family by baking and cooking for others.

				Edward made his way out despite the Great Depression. He earned a law degree from the University of Kansas, then returned home to serve as city attorney in nearby Lyons, the county seat, and married a local music teacher with Bavarian roots, Vera Volkmann. The man people in Rice County came to know as Big Ed eventually went into private practice, specializing in trusts and estates, whereupon Edward and Vera left the little Lutheran church outside Saxman, which still held services in German, and began attending Lyons’s First Methodist Church, where Vera’s family had long been members. According to family lore, Edward calculated that among the larger, prevailing Methodist congregation he had better prospects for finding clients, including many who could pay him only in goods and services. Today Saxman is a ghost town. But immigrants such as August and Olga Wahl passed down through the generations an ethic of making do and empathy for those who tried to live by that creed.

				The first of Edward and Vera’s two children, Grant’s father, David, learned those lessons well. At Washington High School in Kansas City, Kansas, where he would teach government, sociology, and civics for nearly three decades, David met Helen Grace Smith, a phys ed teacher turned school counselor six years his senior. Active and competitive, Helen was a native of the Kansas City suburb of Independence, Missouri, Harry S. Truman’s hometown, with political convictions to match. She had been reluctant to rush into marriage and children. But on a snow-swept day in December 1968, with school on break, she and Dave married in a small chapel on the KU campus. After their two sons, Eric and Grant, came along, she chose to stay home in their simple ranch house in Mission, Kansas, to raise them through their early childhood. Living on one salary often made for tough kitchen table choices—yes to magazine subscriptions, no to cable TV—that would shape how the Wahl boys perceived the world. On regular trips to visit Grandma Vera in Lyons, the family would cultivate an appreciation for how good they nonetheless had it and why a simple piece of fruit found its way into Christmas stockings.

				For Christmas in 1982, Helen and Dave also gave the then ten-year-old Grant a subscription to Sports Illustrated. Each week he turned every page. “That was my way into this world,” he recalled years later. “I knew I wasn’t going to be an athlete. I felt like I got to know the writers—guys like Frank Deford became these mythical heroes to me.”

				Still in elementary school, he wrote the editors to tell them he intended someday to join the writing staff. His parents and older brother were floored when someone in New York wrote back. “It said something like ‘Dear Grant, thanks for your letter. That’s cute. Keep writing,’ ” Eric remembers. “But coming from where we did, you can’t imagine what that gesture meant to him.”

				Grant had grown up comfortable in his own somewhat dorky skin. He was the kid who memorized every county in Kansas and, when homework loomed, would tie his shoelaces to a chair in the basement until he got it done. By the end of his senior year at Shawnee Mission East High in 1992, Grant was an Eagle Scout and a stalwart of the cross-country team but no less goofy. He and his buddies might drive around town in hockey masks or stage a golf tournament among themselves, the Minor Masters, with the prize a green thrift-shop blazer. But he had also let others know he was serious about his dream to write for SI. When financial aid to attend Princeton came through, he chose the school that had produced Deford as well as the Pulitzer Prize winner and New Yorker editor David Remnick. In the late twentieth century, if you wanted to be a quarterback, you went to Miami; if you wanted to be a magazine writer, you went to Princeton.

				Grant spent part of his freshman year working in the dining hall. And then, shortly after Big Ed’s death in 1993, the Wahls inherited a parcel of family farmland in Rice County. Grant no longer had to wash dishes—which meant more time to write for The Daily Princetonian, even if the family’s modest change of fortune hardly placed him on an equal footing with the prep school crowd. The “Hey there” that would later open his podcast rang true. “It was easy for people from cushier backgrounds to take Grant’s earnestness for an angle or a ploy,” Eric says, “until they discovered they were getting the real Grant.”

				From the courses he chose to how he spent extracurricular time, Grant tried to “do things that would help me work at Sports Illustrated someday,” he would say. His resident adviser, Joel Samuels, served on the sports staff of The Daily Princetonian and took Grant under his wing. “That lasted about two weeks,” Samuels recalls. “Grant eclipsed me very, very quickly.” If some duty at the Prince beckoned, coursework could wait. On Mondays that first fall, the paper ran longer stories about cross-country than football because the freshman on the beat reported and wrote with such depth and grace.

				After Grant inevitably ascended to the sports editorship, he made sure to sustain staff morale. Closing nights might end with pizza and beer, and a departmental intramural hockey team featured Grant in goal in boots. But he also expected the section to uphold strict journalistic standards. When Grant found out that several men’s rugby players had misled one of his staffers, trying to get a fantastical version of a team trip in print as a practical joke, he vowed to team leadership that the Prince would no longer cover the offending sport as long as he was editor. When top editors asked how much space sports could fill beyond its customary back page, Grant & Co. would reply, “Whatever you can give us.” Several times during the fall of 1995, sports actually crept past the editorials.

				Grant had watched some soccer while growing up, primarily the Kansas City Comets of the Major Indoor Soccer League, who used laser lights and loud music to attract fans. And he had caught the 1990 World Cup—on an over-the-air Spanish-language channel because English-language coverage was limited to a cable package the family still couldn’t afford. But watching the exploits of such nations as Cameroon, Colombia, and Ireland on a TV set with wires sprouting from its top only intensified the romance. That first fall on campus, covering the Princeton men’s soccer team as it reached the NCAA Final Four, he peppered coach Bob Bradley with questions about strategy and tactics. During sophomore year, when he landed in the infirmary with mononucleosis, he befriended a varsity soccer player with intestinal flu named Jesse Marsch, who would go on to play in Major League Soccer and coach in Austria, Germany, and England’s Premier League. As the two undergraduates convalesced, watching the Winter Olympics together, Marsch fielded Grant’s questions about the game, and not for the last time.

				As it happened, two favorite authors of Grant’s youth would serve as visiting faculty during his time at Princeton. When Deford turned up to teach a seminar, more than two hundred students applied for a handful of spots, forcing the department to restrict enrollment to American Studies concentrators. Grant had declared for Politics and pleaded with Deford to make an exception, to no avail. “I turned into a bit of a stalker,” he later admitted. “He took pity on me and took me to lunch.” Grant thanked him with the gift of a wheel of cheese. He had better luck with Remnick, who stood in for John McPhee for a semester to teach The Literature of Fact, the school’s renowned nonfiction writing course. Upon finding out that McPhee, too, literally strapped himself into a chair when on deadline, Grant must have had a redoubled sense of his destiny.

				But before landing in Remnick’s class, Grant took the course he credited with securing his commitment to journalism. Politics and the Press was taught by Gloria Emerson, the former New York Times reporter whose 1977 book, Winners and Losers, about Vietnam’s haunting place in American life, won the National Book Award. Her reporting paid particular attention to the war’s effect on grunt GIs and Vietnamese civilians, and she famously called out John Lennon and Yoko Ono, whose style of protest she found inane. Grant would proudly point out that, of all the courses he had taken, his grade in that class had invited the most improvement. Emerson, by then in her midsixties, became “this semi–best friend of mine,” Grant would later say. “[She was] just an amazing, tough New Yorker who started out in fashion writing and ended up becoming a war correspondent and a legendary one at that. You can call her my mentor.”

				On Sundays through much of 1994 and into ’95, as Emerson recovered from a broken leg, Grant would swing by her apartment to deliver cigarettes and jelly donuts. She eventually gave him a key to her place, which included a spare room that Grant turned into his private writing studio. “She was exactly the kind of person he needed to be around—to experience that generational hauteur, that intellect from a different age,” Eric says. “I think what she liked most about Grant was his earnest streak. She had an outward gruffness that scared people in some ways, but if you put your chips in and made a good-faith effort to take part in her game of intellectual repartee, she took you in.”

				As a capstone piece for The Literature of Fact, Grant had the richest possible subject. After reading his profile of Emerson (this page), Remnick called it “among the very best student papers I’ve ever seen.”

				In 1994, Grant won a fellowship for Princeton undergraduates to fund summer travel for research. He split his time between Boston and Buenos Aires to compare Red Sox fan culture with its fútbol counterpart in Argentina. Bob Bradley shared the name of a contact at the storied club Boca Juniors, and Grant talked his way onto a bus filled with fans bound for an away match at Rosario Central. Traveling at night to avoid police patrols, with the hinchada anointing him “our good luck charm from the north,” Grant experienced a special kind of exhilaration. “Fists clenched, they pound on the walls, the windows, the cushions in front of them,” he wrote in an account of that journey for a student publication, The Vigil. “Each man belts out the words, their meanings overshadowed by the sheer force of the delivery. ‘Boooo-ca, Boca de mi viiiiii-da, vos sos la alegriiiiii-a de mi corazoooon!’ They do not sing the verses; they expel them, so forcefully that I can feel the passion coursing through the hard, bouncing seats.”

				Even the Boston stopover of that summer nudged him further toward soccer. The United States served as host of the 1994 World Cup, and Argentina contested two group stage matches in Foxboro, Massachusetts, where Grant sat in the stands, enthralled. “The trip confirmed for me that I really did want to become a sports journalist writing high-level magazine stories,” he later reported to the foundation that had underwritten his travels. “It also showed me that I could take on ambitious projects and do them well.”

				The following summer he returned to Argentina with an even more challenging brief—a senior thesis topic on the role of the soccer club as civic association in Argentine life. Invoking Alexis de Tocqueville and the social theorist Robert Putnam, “Playing the Political Game: Soccer Clubs in Argentine Civil Society” analyzed how the country’s more than three thousand fútbol clubs built social capital that could help Argentina transition to a more functional democracy. Grant collected data and spoke to soccer officials, journalists, academics, and politicians. He spent time with characters like Quique Ocampo, aka El Carnicero, or the Butcher, founder of Boca’s most prominent fan group. And he turned up regularly in the terraces of stadiums across Buenos Aires, precincts that respectable porteños avoided for their violence, because he wanted to better understand “the emotions felt by the participants” and avoid “becoming trapped in an academic cocoon.” He argued that the Argentine soccer club is “a central gathering place, one of the few venues in a stratified, hierarchical society where all social classes came together, whether it was at a table in the club’s cafeteria, on a club’s tennis court, or in the giant theater-in-the-round known as the soccer stadium.”

				Yet his thesis was no gauzy manifesto of football-conquers-all. Grant delved into the pathologies—fan violence, sexism, huge disparities in wealth—that kept the culture of Argentine soccer from more fully fostering democracy in a country shaped by Peronism, military rule, and hyperinflation. In one chapter he explained how directors of fútbol clubs forged alliances across the divides of political party so long as both sides derived some financial benefit. “Here,” he quoted one Argentine, “it is said that among firemen no one steps on the firehose.” Even as a college student, Grant had a nose for the game’s blazer-wrapped con men and the grifts they engaged in. It remained for him simply to ascend to a platform from which to hold them to account.

				Back at Princeton for his senior year, sporting the black shearling aviator jacket he had picked up in Buenos Aires, Grant probably came off as more of a sophisticate than he actually was. He soon turned the head of a junior molecular biology major in his eating club. Grant’s courtship of Céline Gounder featured him capering about in a fresh snowfall, wearing nothing but a bathrobe and hiking boots—whatever got his fired-with-purpose, doctor-to-be girlfriend to unleash the breadth of her smile. When he took her to meet Gloria Emerson, Céline knew that things were serious. “Thank God she liked me,” Céline says. “It was love at first sight. Not me and Grant—me and Gloria.”

				Grant would write his thesis in the room Emerson had set aside for him—as he called it, “the most scenic study carrel in all of Princeton.” In an author’s note, Grant made sure to point out that, even as Emerson had encouraged him, one professor dismissed his proposed topic as “a silly idea.” That “silly idea” wound up winning senior thesis prizes in both Politics and Latin American Studies. The defiance in Grant’s author’s note foreshadowed a professional career in which he would relish a fight with deskbound second-guessers who might deter him from chasing a story he believed in.

				The summer after graduation, Grant landed an internship in the sports department of the Miami Herald. He impressed enough that editors offered him a staff position for the fall. Instead, he took a job as a fact-checker at SI, with only a vague promise of a chance to write. But by now he was accustomed to placing bets on himself. Céline herself graduated the following spring and completed a master’s in epidemiology at Johns Hopkins. With a place now awaiting her at med school in Seattle, she believed it fell to her to propose if Grant were to follow her across the country. Her plans to do so over a romantic dinner at Commune, a fancy Manhattan restaurant, got scuppered when her would-be fiancé accidentally set his menu on fire. She proposed the next morning, this time while wedged alongside Grant in the Ikea love seat of his tiny studio apartment.

				Jon Wertheim, another middle-class public school kid from the Midwest, had also begun at SI in 1996, and the two shared an office. He remembers Grant making light of his own Eagle Scout pedigree. “It was sort of ‘That’s my nerdy self,’ ” Wertheim remembers. “But I think that helped inform his approach to the job. He always had this great curiosity. He wanted to know about everything and everyone.”

				Grant attached himself immediately to college basketball, a major beat where many writers up the masthead had distinguished themselves. If soccer was a learned subject, college hoops had come down as an heirloom from his family’s ties to the University of Kansas. He would turn his relocation to the Pacific Northwest into a virtue, cultivating sources and finding stories at schools such as Gonzaga and Arizona, helping to drain East Coast bias from the magazine’s basketball coverage. But his first bylined piece was a soccer story, examining a controversy surrounding Howard University’s powerful teams of the 1970s (this page). The following summer, after landing a promotion to writer in less than a year on staff, he joined a team of three in France for the World Cup. Wertheim remembers Grant returning from Paris abuzz, already plotting ways to persuade editors to cover the Women’s World Cup a year later. “One of his talents was that he saw around corners,” Wertheim says. “He understood that soccer was the growth stock. He understood the richness of the stories, the women as well as the men—the internationalism.

				“He had a lot of old-school sensibilities. He didn’t cut corners, he didn’t go for cheap yucks, he didn’t do hot takes or clickbait. But in other ways Grant was a visionary. He once wrote of Lionel Messi, ‘He has the ability to see shapes and patterns before anybody else does.’ Grant could have been describing himself. The LeBron [cover] story [when James was still a junior in high school] was a great bit of foresight. And he saw early that sports and social justice would have this huge intersection.”

				In a 2003 piece, he introduced the English superstar David Beckham to SI’s readers and, four years later, revisited him for a cover story after Beckham joined the Los Angeles Galaxy of MLS. Grant realized that the groundbreaking signing offered a chance to tell a book-length story of glamour and substance that would blend Old World football with the new frontier of the American game. For more than a year Grant filled his notebook and, with Céline bound for South Africa to study ways to diagnose and prevent tuberculosis, took a leave from SI to follow her there. He wrote most of The Beckham Experiment in a Johannesburg coffee shop. The story he wound up telling was consummately Grant, a kind of soccer Upstairs, Downstairs that made sure to celebrate the grafters on MLS minimums as they labored in Beckham’s gilded shadow.

				The Beckham book’s appearance on the bestseller list gave Grant another proof point to persuade SI to let him cover soccer full-time. Already a prominent figure on the SI website who foresaw the media industry’s digital future and how demographic change would shape Americans’ habits, he made a further case: a commitment to soccer could help SI cultivate the younger, more online readership that his bosses claimed to want to reach. He was detailed to the sport full-time late in 2009, with the first World Cup on African soil set for the following summer. He called it “winning the career lottery.” As he would later reflect, “I never expected to do soccer full-time. I’d like to say this was all planned and inevitable, but it wasn’t.”

				Grant and Céline’s marriage was one of mutual support as much as mutual devotion. But it took some coordination. Grant wore his work life portably, flying his latest college hoops or soccer sortie out of whichever airport was nearest the site of his wife’s calling of the moment. The two seized what time they could between the last epidemic or soccer scandal and the next, literally: Céline spent two months volunteering in West Africa during the Ebola outbreak; for Grant, the oily scene in a hotel lobby in Zurich prompted him to run for the presidency of FIFA, the sport’s world governing body (this page). He would write much of his second book, Masters of Modern Soccer, on the White Mountain Apache reservation in Arizona, where Céline was treating Indigenous patients.

				Their respective life’s work may have differed in particulars but not in kind. Both devoted themselves to understanding as best they could, sharing that understanding as widely as possible, and urging that others act on the facts to bring about a better, more just world—to demonstrate that good journalism and good science alike demand that we not look away. “We couldn’t always be what the other one wanted or needed,” Céline says. “But I think we also understood that we were each and together part of something bigger.”

				Céline deserves some credit for transforming someone who used to lug a grease-soaked bag of Wendy’s back to his desk into a foodie who could flush out the best sushi in dozens of cities around the world. But at heart Grant was still that goofball from Shawnee Mission East. He became notorious among the press corps as the guy who, over the length of a Cup or Copa or Euro, would “launder” his jeans by stashing them in a freezer.

				He defended that practice with the same stubborn, contrarian streak his editors would sometimes see. Asked by a colleague how to cope with editing, Grant once advised, “Hire a therapist.” “You can’t be ‘more unique’ or ‘less unique,’ ” Grant once muttered as a story of his went through the SI editorial gauntlet. “There’s no modifying ‘unique.’ ” Those editorial clashes were never born of a desire to lord it over a coworker but in service of the highest ideal, what he believed to be the best possible story. “Grant had a really low threshold for moral outrage,” Wertheim said, “whether it was a comma in his copy or the mistreatment of migrant workers or LGBTQ+ people.”

				That devotion to principle helped account for the end of his run at SI during the early weeks of the Covid-19 pandemic. In 2019, a Canadian marketing firm, Authentic Brands Group, had bought Sports Illustrated and hired a media company called Maven to run SI’s journalistic operations. When Maven took a scythe to salaries across the board, Grant objected loudly and publicly, insisting that management commit to restoring the old pay scale as soon as the pandemic had passed. Just like that, after nearly a quarter century of prizewinning work, dozens of covers, and nothing but stellar evaluations, he was shown the door.[*2]

				As his wife played a high-profile role advocating for vigilance and vaccination during the Covid-19 pandemic, eventually joining the pandemic advisory board for the Biden administration’s transition team, Grant worked to reboot his career. In August 2021, he launched his Substack, Fútbol with Grant Wahl, turning down offers from legacy brands so he could have editorial freedom. No overlord would veto a story idea with some tossed-off “Nobody cares” or “Who’s gonna read it?” Grant was going to make people care, compel them to read. He sustained a manic travel schedule, delivering a stream of high-quality, magazine-style content to thousands of paid subscribers and many more unpaid, while continuing to amplify his written voice with podcasting, video storytelling, and his usual social media presence. Sprinkled through this volume are highlights from the fifteen months when Grant served as his own assignment editor, including an excerpt from a story of which he was especially proud, about the laborers who had toiled under Qatar’s onerous kafala system as the country prepared to host the World Cup (this page).

				As hard as they both were working, Grant and Céline had found a groove in their life together now that Grant could control his schedule. For someone who was always having his passport stamped, he had nonetheless circumscribed his life in Manhattan. A half block in Chelsea included all he really needed: a desk in a coworking space; a table at Smithfield, the tavern where he’d meet friends to watch Champions League matches; and the apartment he shared with Céline, where their dogs, Coco and Zizou, would wait expectantly for him to come through the door.

				In early November 2022, just before heading to the airport to fly to Qatar, Grant performed a rite that was partly an act of devotion and partly a renewal of vows. He pulled out his profile of Gloria Emerson and reread it.

				

				—

				On that devastating December night, after learning of Grant’s death on the other side of the world, Mark Mravic, a longtime friend and collaborator and this collection’s coeditor, posted two sentences to Twitter. “Life is random and meaningless,” he wrote. “Anyone care to debate?”

				Years before, Mravic had left a spot as a graduate student in philosophy to go into journalism, and at Sports Illustrated, in addition to duty as Grant’s favorite editor, he served as unofficial staff philosophe. Now, as the hours ticked by, Mravic found himself fielding the counterargument on blast. The refutation that led him to “yield my point, humbly” about the purposelessness of life came, Mravic later put it, in the form of “Céline’s grace and composure, Eric’s strength, the coming together of family and friends and colleagues and fans.” But it came first in a chorus from around the world, a balm out of the dark. No one, not even someone who had worked with Grant as long and as closely as anyone else, had known the extent of his good works.

				“Grant wasn’t a close friend,” says Musa Okwonga, who cohosts the Stadio podcast for The Ringer. “He was a good friend.” That distinction nods at how Grant assembled a kind of global family of soccer followers and at countless acts of kindness that people who had brushed up against him over the years recalled in the wake of his death. A round of layoffs in the business? There was Grant, working the phones, haranguing sports editors and soccer producers about the virtues of someone out on the street. A fresh entry-level hire on the video team or among the web producers at SI.com? There was Grant, making sure she was invited to one of the regular dinners he and Céline hosted, where former SI editor in chief Chris Stone remembers him as “a true middle-of-the-table guy,” head on a swivel, lubricating conversation, saloniste of soccer and more—“out of noblesse oblige or a sense of mentorship,” as Wertheim puts it, “but also because he honestly wanted to know who you were and where you came from and what you thought.” A blind email from a random someone eager to make a life and living covering the game? There was Grant, lending an ear and sharing advice, as giants such as Emerson, Deford, and Remnick had once done for him—or simply acknowledging the correspondent, as that clerk in the SI letters department had done when Grant was a grade-schooler. Some soccer writer with a first book out? There was Grant, not just inviting the author onto his podcast but eventually carving out a regular segment dedicated to writing about the game and conducting interviews with the respect that comes from having always, at the very least, actually read the book. A fellow journalist victimized by a crime far from home, as then freelancer Alexander Abnos was in Rio de Janeiro at the 2014 World Cup, where thieves robbed him at gunpoint of his wallet, laptop, and phone? There was Grant, who five years earlier had himself been mugged in Honduras (this page), tracking Abnos down, letting him vent, and reassuring him with calmness and by example that life would go on. As Okwonga puts it, “Grant went the long way ’round. He helped everyone and still ascended to that level.”

				Grant thought of other reporters as teammates—a formulation that applied beyond the ranks of the outlet that cut his paycheck. As Wertheim notes, “If you were practicing acts of journalism, if you had that blank screen you were obligated to fill, if you got quotes and went places and tried to tell stories and truths while fighting jet lag, Grant thought of you as a kindred spirit.”

				Those responses to colleagues weren’t in the least transactional. “Truly good people like this don’t live their life needing their goodness rewarded,” wrote 
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