
   	

  Acknowledgments


  


  First and foremost, I have to thank my wife Linda, who makes everything in my life better, including my writing, by being my editor and sounding board. Thanks to my best friend Norb Ecksl for always being supportive and providing another look at the manuscript, and to Ken Samelson for bringing this project to me and to Globe Pequot editor Rick Rinehart for seeing it through. Also at Globe Pequot, many thanks to Nicole Myers, production editor, and Nancy Syrett, copyeditor.


  Although some of their specific works are mentioned in the bibliography, I have to acknowledge the earlier soccer historians whose research informs any discussion on American soccer’s past: Sam Foulds, Colin Jose (who passed away during the writing of this book), and Roger Allaway. And a tip of the hat to my former boss Jim Trecker, who began mentoring me when I was 14 years old and now, nearly 50 years later, continues to be a source of help and information.


  Special thanks to Major League Soccer vice president of communications Dan Courtemanche for assistance with photos and insight into the league’s history.




   	

  Acronyms


  


  AFA American Football Association


  AFC Asian Football Confederation


  APSL American Professional Soccer League


  ASL American Soccer League


  CISL Continental Indoor Soccer League


  Concacaf Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football


  FA Football Association


  FC Football Club


  FIFA Fédération Internationale de Football Association


  IFA Israel Football Association


  ISL International Soccer League


  LAFC Los Angeles Football Club
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  WHAT WAS THE FIRST STADIUM IN THE UNITED STATES BUILT SPECIFICALLY FOR SOCCER?
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  When Major League Soccer (MLS) launched in 1996, part of its long-term plan was to build stadiums for its teams. The first MLS owner to do that was soccer pioneer Lamar Hunt, who built Columbus Crew Stadium in Columbus, Ohio. After a vote for a publicly funded downtown arena and stadium failed, Hunt leased land at the state fairgrounds and constructed the $28.5 million Crew Stadium with private funds.


  But while Crew Stadium (later MAPFRE Stadium) was the first stadium built for an MLS team, it wasn’t the first facility purpose-built for a soccer team in the United States.


  The roots of the game in the United States can be traced to the ethnic clubs and factory teams that made up the early competitions. Many of those clubs and factories had fields, grounds, or even stadiums for their teams.


  In 1913, Bethlehem Steel built the first soccer field with stadium seating, a facility that still stands today on the campus of Moravia College in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. J&P Coats also built a stadium for its athletic teams, and it was the site of the first U.S. Challenge Cup (now the Lamar Hunt U.S. Open Cup) final in 1914.


  In 1922, Sam Mark took control of the American Soccer League (ASL)’s Fall River (Massachusetts) Soccer Club, and leased a plot of land just past the end of the city’s South Main Street over the state line in Tiverton, Rhode Island. Mark, who also operated a local baseball club, selected his stadium site in order to avoid Massachusetts blue laws, which prohibited sporting events on Sunday. For several years, Mark’s Stadium was a key venue in American soccer. In addition to hosting the ASL club, it was the site of the 1925 Challenge Cup final between Shawsheen FC of Andover, Massachusetts, and the Canadian Club of Chicago. Touring clubs Rangers FC, Kilmarnock, Velez Sarsfield, and Celtic all played friendlies against the Marksmen.


  In 1929, Nat Agar, owner of the Brooklyn Wanderers, bought Hawthorne Field in Brooklyn, giving another ASL team ownership of its home stadium.


  In 2024, the Kansas City Current became the first women’s professional team in the world to build its own stadium, with the opening of the 11,000-seat, $120 million CPCK Stadium.


  It also should be noted, however, that in 2010 Women’s Professional Soccer’s Atlanta Beat partnered with Kennesaw State University to build a $16.5 million, 8,300-seat soccer stadium. Part of the funds for the stadium came from the team.






  WHERE IS THE MOST UNUSUAL PLACE A SOCCER GAME HAS BEEN PLAYED?
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  Obviously, soccer is the type of sport where a game can be played almost any place there’s room to kick a ball. This could be a backyard, the street, or the median along I-95 near the Delaware House rest area (now Biden Welcome Center)—a game I was a part of in 1977 involving the Cosmos Supporters Group and anyone else who wanted to join in.


  But we’re talking a sanctioned game with official teams, so the answer has to be either Madison Square Garden (11 vs. 11 on a full-size field), a prisoner of war (POW) camp, or the mythical birthplace of baseball, Doubleday Field in Cooperstown, New York.


  The second Madison Square Garden, on 26th Street and Madison Avenue in New York City, was unlike any sports arena ever built—before or since. Designed by noted architect Stanford White, the Garden featured a 32-story tower topped by a statue of the goddess Diana, making it the second-tallest structure in the city. The arena floor was a massive 200 feet by 350 feet, well large enough to accommodate a regulation-size soccer pitch.


  When the Garden was built, there were few major indoor sporting events. Basketball was in its infancy, and hockey was primarily a Canadian and outdoor pursuit. Association football was one of the first team sports played in the Garden.


  The occasion was a benefit to fund a monument for the USS Maine, a warship that had been sunk in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898. Less than two weeks later, a daylong Carnival of Sports was organized by the New York Journal, featuring such diverse attractions as Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, a horse race, bicycle races, and boxing exhibitions.


  The association football game featured the True Blues of Paterson and the Arlington Athletic Association. The True Blues finished second in the American Football Association Cup in 1897, and the Arlingtons went on to win the cup in April 1898.


  Few details are known about the game itself, other than it was won by the True Blues 2–1.


  During the height of World War II, Camp Shanks in Orange County, New York, was the embarkation point for more than 1 million U.S. troops headed for Europe. But during 1944 and 1945, the facility was used primarily as a prisoner of war camp, housing both German and Italian prisoners. After Italy surrendered to Allied forces on September 9, 1943, and switched sides to fight the Nazis, many of the Italian captives became part of the Italian Services Unit and were given noncombat-related jobs to help with the war effort.


  Naturally, the military wanted to provide entertainment for not only the troops but also the prisoners now turned allies. After Brooklyn Hispano won the 1944 U.S. Challenge Cup over Pittsburgh’s Morgan Strasser at the Polo Grounds, club manager Duncan Othen was asked not only to bring the team to Camp Shanks for a game but also to help organize a formal league for the prisoners in the New York area. So on June 16, just 10 days after the start of the Normandy invasion, the American champs played a team of POWs.


  The fact that Hispano won 2–0 did not dampen the spirits of the festive crowd of Italian Service Unit members, who cheered, chanted, and whistled throughout. At halftime, they sang arias from Carmen and the bawdy Italian standard “Rosamunda.” Vic Taggart and Billy Gonsalves scored the goals.


  In 1955, soccer invaded baseball’s Valhalla in Cooperstown, New York. As part of Cooperstown’s Memorial Day celebrations, the Albany Athletic Club took on one-time Amateur Cup champions Brooklyn Sporting Club at the Baseball Hall of Fame’s Doubleday Field, playing to a 5–5 draw.






  WHEN DID THE FIRST FOREIGN CLUB TOUR NORTH AMERICA?
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  It seems no summer is complete without a half dozen or more top clubs from Europe or South America crisscrossing the continent to play friendlies or contrived cups or tournaments.


  The idea of foreign teams crossing the pond to teach Americans soccer—or pick up a few bucks—is nothing new, but the tradition is actually seeded in the brutality of what was college football at the turn of the 20th century.


  So many injuries resulted from the gridiron game that there was actually talk of banning the sport on college campuses. President Theodore Roosevelt invited top football experts to the White House to discuss changes in the game. One of the results of that meeting was an invitation to the Pilgrims, one of England’s leading amateur soccer clubs, to tour the United States and help popularize a different kind of football.


  The team went 21–2 while making stops in Montreal (Quebec); Niagara Falls, Toronto, Hamilton, and Berlin, Ontario; Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis (Missouri), Philadelphia, and New York; and Boston and Fall River (Massachusetts).


  Pilgrims players Fred Milne and Vivian Woodward were invited to the White House to discuss the sport with President Roosevelt.


  The 1905 tour was such a success that the Pilgrims returned again in 1909, and another English club, the Corinthians, made excursions in 1907 and 1911.


  Thomas W. Cahill, writing in the Spalding Soccer Foot Ball Guide of 1911, said the Pilgrims “came to this country on a mission to spread the gospel of soccer and to show Americans what a spectacular, clean, and athletic-building game soccer foot ball really is when properly played as the rules intended it should be.”


  One of the more popular pre–World War II tours was conducted by the Hakoah All-Stars of Vienna in 1926 and 1927, playing games in several Major League Baseball stadiums, including Ebbets Field and the Polo Grounds. Maccabee of Palestine came to the United States in 1927 and 1936, also playing in big league stadiums including Yankee Stadium and Fenway Park.


  The largest crowd to see a soccer game up to that time, 46,000, attended the Hakoah vs. New York All-Stars friendly on May 1, 1926, at the Polo Grounds.


  Other famous teams to visit during the 1920s and 1930s were Charlton Athletic, Glasgow Celtic, Glasgow Rangers, and Real Madrid. In 1927, Nacional of Uruguay made an extensive 13-game tour. While billed as the national team that had won the gold medal at the 1924 Olympics, they were in reality a club team; however, the team did have 11 players who played in either the 1924 or 1928 Olympics, and five who were on the first World Cup–winning team in 1930.


  The first full national team to tour the United States was Scotland, in 1934 and 1939.


  Out of necessity, the tours stopped during the war years, but these resumed in a big way in 1946 and 1948 when Liverpool made the first of their many visits to the United States.


  Coming less than a year after the end of the war in Europe, Liverpool’s 1946 tour provided a sense of normalcy not only for the team but also for the fans who got to see some top-flight soccer in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Toronto, St. Louis, and Fall River. It also gave the players a chance to get some nourishment along the way, as Europe remained gripped by food shortages.
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  NEWSPAPER AD PROMOTING LIVERPOOL’S GAME AT EBBETS FIELD IN 1946. Author’s collection


  No team to ever visit North America so thoroughly covered the length and breadth of the continent—or made as much of an impact—as Brazil’s Santos FC did in the 1960s and early 1970s.


  Showcasing the incomparable Pelé, and using his popularity as a cash cow, the team played a total of 46 games in the United States and Canada between 1966 and 1973, playing everywhere from Fenway Park and Yankee Stadium to the Los Angeles Coliseum and Soldier Field.


  Four of the games at Yankee Stadium drew crowds of more than 35,000, and a series of matches against North American Soccer League teams in 1968 drew some of the largest crowds in league history, matched or exceeded only by those set after Pelé joined the New York Cosmos in 1975.






  HAVE AMERICAN TEAMS MADE FOREIGN TOURS?
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  From Arsenal to Wrexham, foreign teams have been crisscrossing the North American continent since 1905. While the exchange between visitors and American clubs has been far from a balanced one, North American clubs have been making visits abroad for almost as long.


  The first U.S. club to make a foreign excursion was Bethlehem Steel, which visited Sweden and Denmark in 1919. By that time, the team had won four U.S. Challenge (Open) Cups and boasted a lineup studded with top American stars including six future Hall of Famers: goalkeeper George Tintle, defender John “Jock” Ferguson, and forwards Archie Stark, Harry Ratican, Davey Brown, and Thomas “Whitey” Fleming.


  Sailing from New York on July 23, Bethlehem played their first game on August 23, a 2–2 draw in Stockholm with AIK. The 14-game tour lasted more than a month, wrapping up with a scoreless draw against Hammarby on September 24. That gave them a tour record of six wins, two losses, and six ties.


  As the U.S. National Team, which was labeled the All-Americans, had done in 1916, the Bethlehem aggregation also played a series of baseball games while in Europe. The team was scheduled to head to Brazil upon its return from Scandinavia, but that series was canceled.


  The New York Cosmos were most persistent in their peregrinations, going on some sort of tour every season from 1975 until 1984. They became only the second sports team, besides the Harlem Globetrotters, to play on every continent. Their travels also often matched them against some of the best teams in the world, including Roma, Flamengo, Bayern Munich, AEK, Boca Juniors, Napoli, and Fiorentina. Because of the extensive extra-seasonal schedule, team management often supplemented their under-contract cadre of stars like Pelé, Franz Beckenbauer, Giorgio Chinaglia, and Johan Neeskens with players from other NASL teams and the occasional special guest such as Johan Cruyff, who joined the team for a game at Stamford Bridge against Chelsea in 1978.


  While the Cosmos were the NASL’s most frequent off-season travelers, no league team took a longer single excursion than the Dallas Tornado. Between the 1967 and 1968 seasons, soccer pioneer and NASL cofounder Lamar Hunt decided to send his team on tour. Starting in August in Cordoba, Spain, and ending in Tahiti in February, the Tornado played 45 games in Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and the South Pacific. The tour included two games in Saigon at the height of the Vietnam War.


  In addition to the Cosmos and Tornado, other teams to regularly make foreign trips in the NASL era were the Fort Lauderdale Strikers, Tampa Bay Rowdies, Tulsa Roughnecks, and Vancouver Whitecaps.


  While the trips were generally a training exercise, or a money-spinning expedition, they sometimes also involved some diplomacy. The Cosmos, as a part of Pelé’s Farewell Tour in 1977, played games in Shanghai and Peking, China, the first American professional sports team to play in that country. The Chinese returned the favor and played the Cosmos later that year, as well as a series of games against the U.S. National Team in Washington, DC, Atlanta, and San Francisco.


  The following year, while the Chicago Sting was training in Barbados and Haiti, team president Clive Toye received an invitation to take the team to Cuba, thereby becoming the first U.S. sports team to play there since the Castro takeover in 1959.


  While Major League Soccer teams have made some international forays, they have typically been for preseason training. After David Beckham signed with the LA Galaxy, the team made visits to Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, China, and Hong Kong.


  Likewise, trying to cash in on the signing of Lionel Messi in 2024, Inter Miami made a preseason tour that included stops in Saudi Arabia, Hong Kong, and Japan, but the tour was marred by Messi not playing in the Hong Kong game and the ensuing uproar it caused.






  WHAT’S THE FARTHEST A TEAM HAS HAD TO TRAVEL FOR AN AWAY GAME?
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  Spread out across two countries, Major League Soccer teams have to cover some of the largest distances of any soccer teams in the world. A trip from Boston to Los Angeles is 2,590 miles, while Vancouver (British Columbia) to Miami is 2,801 miles.


  Teams have often reported travel horror stories, but those were made less frequent under the five-year collective bargaining agreement signed in 2020, which allowed greater use of charter flights.


  While the National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL) isn’t quite as far flung, it still has teams going from Portland (Oregon) to Orlando and New York to San Diego.


  But the longest road trip ever made by a team to a regular season away game has to be a record held by the New York Cosmos.


  With Pelé and a full cast of other stars, the team was accustomed to making long foreign tours before and after each season. After making one of those tours in the 1977 preseason, which took them from Bermuda to Switzerland and Italy before returning to New York, the team then opened the North American Soccer League season with a trip to Las Vegas, then Hawaii.


  New York to Las Vegas is 2,230 miles. After falling to the Quicksilvers in the Saturday night opener 1–0, the team left directly for Honolulu, another 2,762 miles, already longer than any other travel distance within the league.


  The Wednesday night game against Team Hawaii at Aloha Stadium had a 7:30 p.m. local kickoff, 1:30 a.m. Thursday in New York. The game was televised in New York later that evening.


  The travel might have affected the Cosmos a little bit, as Team Hawaii dominated the first half and got an early goal from Bert Bowery, who put a header past Cosmos goalkeeper Shep Messing. New York tied it up on a goal by Jadranko Topic and then got the winner from Steve Hunt, who later that season was the hero of the team’s Soccer Bowl victory. The game was not quite a tropical dream for either team. After the game, the Cosmos flew 4,983 miles back to New York, and while the Cosmos sometimes used a Warner Communications jet, this was not one of those occasions. The trip was all commercial.


  Team Hawaii, which lasted only one season before moving to Tulsa, didn’t have a trip as long, but their schedule was still brutal, even with the league grouping road trips to include as many as four games. One June trip had them going to Dallas, Connecticut, Fort Lauderdale, and Tampa, a total of 11,500 miles.






  HAVE FANS ALWAYS TRAVELED TO AWAY MATCHES?
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  Fan travel for away matches is hardly a new phenomenon. In the 1970s and 1980s, several North American Soccer League teams had active supporters groups that hit the road regularly with their teams. But the tradition goes back even further than that. Take the 1930 U.S. Challenge (Open) Cup, during which the Fall River Marksmen did not have a home match in either the Eastern final against Bethlehem Steel or the championship round against the Cleveland Bruells.


  The game against mighty Bethlehem proved to be the best attraction for the Fall River faithful. According to some reports, as many as 3,000 fans made the trip from Massachusetts to the Polo Grounds in New York City.


  While many took the train, others traveled in style, joining Sam Mark’s team on the steamships of the Fall River Line.


  These were no standard issue ferries but, rather, luxurious liners that rivaled those of the major trans-Atlantic passenger lines.


  For the Polo Grounds contest, the Marksmen traveled on the Priscilla, leaving Fall River at 7:30 in the evening and traveling overnight. Heading out of New Hope Bay, with a stop at Newport, the steamer made its way into Long Island Sound, through the Hells Gate Channel and down the East River and then up the Hudson before docking in the morning at Pier 14 in lower Manhattan.


  According to the Fall River Herald News, more than 1,500 passengers made the voyage on the two steamers. The Plymouth sold out quickly, and the Priscilla was taken out of maintenance and put into service, also quickly filling up.


  Once on board, high-end passengers could enjoy accommodations in some 300 first-class staterooms. Dining options in the luxurious Grand Saloon included Cape Cod oysters, roast spring lamb, or a porterhouse steak, with more than 200 items on the menu in addition to more than 100 wines.


  Once in Manhattan, fans could attend Sunday services before heading by subway up to the Polo Grounds. The trip back to Fall River followed the same evening departure schedule.


  Although the replay game was only 19 miles away, getting there proved to be less leisurely or convenient for the large contingent of fans who wanted to head to Battery Park in New Bedford, Massachusetts.


  Working with local police chiefs, Mark had a route laid out with appropriate signage. According to the Fall River Herald News, it mattered little. The road between the two cities was clogged with cars of every type for hours before and after the game. Parking in New Bedford was no better, despite residents willing to rent out every inch of ground to the 11,056 who attended the game.


  For those fans who stayed at home, the Herald News set up a special telegraph wire from the Polo Grounds for both the Eastern final and the final, as well as from Battery Park in New Bedford and Luna Park in Cleveland, Ohio. Crowds of up to 2,000 stood outside the newspaper offices to listen to broadcast recreations as their team completed its march to the Challenge Cup title.






  WHEN WAS SOCCER IN THE UNITED STATES ORGANIZED?
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  When the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth in 1620, they found the Native Americans playing a game called Pasuckquakkoowog, which loosely translated means “they gather to play football.”


  The sport obviously became popular with the English settlers, so much so that in 1657 the Town of Boston banned the playing of football in the streets because of injuries and destruction of property. While it’s not clear when the ban was lifted (if ever), it was more than 200 years later when the first football club in the United States was formed in the Massachusetts city.


  While there are some claims that a club in New Orleans might have been formed earlier, the Oneida Club of Boston is generally acknowledged as the first football club in the United States. The Oneidas were not playing soccer as we know it today but, instead, a form of football known as the “Boston game.” It was played with a large round ball, and kicking and carrying the ball were permitted. The rules of association football were not codified until 1863, the year after the Oneidas were formed, but the roots of all the various forms of football in America can be traced back to that first club.


  Gerrit Smith Miller, a student at the Espes Sargent Dixwell Latin School of Boston, is considered the founder of organized soccer in the United States. He organized the Oneida Football Club, consisting of students from Dixwell and the Boston Latin and Boston English high schools.


  Miller also played baseball for the Lowell Baseball Club and, after attending Harvard, became a successful businessman. Three early baseballs in the possession of the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown are from Miller’s time pitching for his hometown Peterboro (New York) club.


  In 1925, Harvard president Charles Eliot dedicated a marble monument on the Boston Commons that reads “On this field, the Oneida Football Club of Boston, the first organized football club in the United States, played against all comers. From 1862–1865. The Oneida goal was never crossed.”


  The first attempt to form a governing body of the sport in the United States was the American Football Association (AFA), which was organized in 1884 at a meeting in the Hose House of Clark Needle and Thread in Kearny, New Jersey.


  The AFA organized the first U.S. cup competition, the American Football Association Cup, beginning in 1885, making the United States the first country outside the United Kingdom to hold such a competition.


  The association ceased operating in 1899 but was revived in 1905. The AFA had aligned itself with England’s Football Association, which, when calls came to form a rival U.S. governing body in 1911, made a strong ally to try and fend off the assault in front of the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). The knock on the AFA was that it was too regional, with most of its members/cup entries from New England, New York, New Jersey, and Eastern Pennsylvania. But at the time, St. Louis was the nation’s only other strong soccer area.


  The call for a new organization was vigorously trumpeted in the annual Spalding’s Official Soccer Foot Ball Guide, whose then-assistant editor and later editor, Thomas Cahill, was ultimately elected secretary of the new U.S. Amateur Football Association and later the United States Football Association (now U.S. Soccer).


  The two competing bodies both lobbied for FIFA membership and were told to settle their differences first. That ultimately led to the formation of the United States Football Association (USFA), which has since undergone several name changes. The USFA was admitted to FIFA in 1914 and began its own cup competition, the U.S. Challenge Cup (now the Lamar Hunt U.S. Open Cup). The AFA Cup continued until 1924 and was won by Bethlehem Steel five times. When the American Soccer League broke from the USFA in 1928, it relaunched the cup, but for only one year.


  Although not recognized by either modern federation because it predates their formation, the generally accepted first international soccer game for both the United States and Canada was played on November 28, 1895, at the ONT (Our New Thread) Grounds in Newark, New Jersey. It was played under the auspices of the American Football Association.


  The Canadians won the game 1–0 on a goal by A. Gibson. Some accounts of the game describe it as a return match, but the Canadians’ first game of their tour was against the ONTs. They also played three indoor games at the nearby Newark Skating Rink.


  The United States’ first official international came against Sweden as part of a 1916 tour that included an international against Norway, as well as four friendlies against Swedish clubs. The United States won two, lost one, and tied one against the club teams. They also played a pair of baseball games against the Vasteras Base Ball Club.


  In the first full international, the United States triumphed over Sweden, 3–2, on August 20, 1916, at Rasunda Stadium in Stockholm. Contemporaneous newspaper accounts credit the first goal to team captain Tommy Swords of Fall River FC. U.S. manager Thomas Cahill, however, in his report for the 1916–17 Spalding Soccer Foot Ball Guide, lists Bethlehem Steel’s C. H. Spalding as the goal scorer, and he is credited with the score by U.S. Soccer. Charles Ellis of the Brooklyn Celtics put the United States up 2–0, but Erik Hjelm pulled the Swedes within one. Harry Cooper of New York FC again made the advantage two goals, before Sweden pulled another one back on a tally by three-time Olympian Karl Gustafsson inside the final five minutes.


  Between their first official game in 1916 and the 1930 World Cup, the United States played only 11 games, three of them Olympic matches, in 1924 and 1928.


  Only two of those contests were at home. They were both against Canada and both at Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field, the first on November 8, 1925, the second, a year later, on November 6. The pair of games were dominated by the United States, both ending at 6–1.


  The honor of the first goal on American soil fell to Dave Brown, who opened the scoring 10 minutes in. Canada equalized through Roy Faulkner, leaving the sides level at halftime. Archie Stark, American pro soccer’s all-time leading scorer, began the onslaught to open the second half. Ten minutes later he added a second, before Brown netted his second 17 minutes into the half. Stark added two more to close out the scoring.


  It was an incredible four-goal performance for the center forward, who, for a variety of reasons, was only capped twice; he declined a call-up for the 1930 World Cup, citing business obligations.


  After paying a $1,200 guarantee to Canada and 25 percent of the gate ($941.82) to the Brooklyn Baseball Club for rental of the field, as well as other disbursements, the USFA made a net profit of $377.60 on ticket sales of $4,297.






  WHAT IS THE SOCCER PYRAMID?
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  The soccer pyramid refers to the different levels of soccer based on U.S. Soccer’s Pro League Standards. In other countries, the pyramid is a little different since generally the leagues are connected through promotion/relegation.


  The Pro League Standards set minimum criteria for a league to be considered Division I, II, or III. Those include market size, stadiums, and financial wherewithal, as well as a minimum number of teams and where they are located. The standards are different for men’s and women’s leagues.


  Since 1996, Major League Soccer has been the nation’s only Division I Men’s League. It was selected from among three applications at the time. MLS also operates the Division III MLS Next Pro, consisting of MLS teams’ reserves, as well as a growing number of independent teams. For a time, MLS reserve teams were a part of the United Soccer Leagues, and MLS also previously managed its own MLS Reserve League. In 2020, MLS began its own youth academy league, integrating what had previously been U.S. Soccer’s Development Academy program into MLS Next.


  The National Women’s Soccer League, the third attempt at a first division women’s professional league, after the failure of the Women’s United Soccer League (2001–2003) and Women’s Professional Soccer (2009–2011), began play in 2013 with eight teams. After a decade, it has firmly established itself and, in 2024, saw a league-record single-game crowd of 35,038 pack Wrigley Field for a game between the Chicago Red Stars and Bay FC.
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