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ACCLAIM FOR AMERICAN SOCCER NATION SPANS THREE DECADES OF PROFESSIONAL COACHES, PLAYERS, EDUCATORS, AND HISTORIANS:

“An essential text for any fan who wants to take a journey into the U.S. game’s roots and ambitions. It reads like history but feels like a full-field press into our optimistic soccer future.”

— Gregg Berhalter, director of football and head coach, Chicago Fire, MLS; former U.S. Men’s National Team head coach

“This book captures the heart, struggle, and progress of the men’s game. The chapters offer a sharp, honest look at how elite men’s soccer evolved across the nation, and what it will take to impress on the international stage.”

— Cobi Jones, 164 U.S. Men’s National Team Caps (all-time leader), three World Cups, @cobijones13, @cjfc13

“American Soccer Nation tells the full, dramatic story of how the world’s most popular sport took root in the U.S., only to be defined by a cycle of struggle, failure, and near-collapse. It traces the journey from immigrant-led leagues and the NASL’s high-flying bust to the slow, steady revolution sparked by the 1994 World Cup. Discover the academies and blueprints that are finally producing elite American talent, and why the nation is poised for a spectacular performance at the 2026 World Cup. Mark Franek nails it.”

— Mark McKenzie, defender, Toulouse FC, Ligue 1, France

“This book is like a hopeful cross into the hearts of American soccer fans. A well-told history about our gritty past and our potential future.”

— John Harkes, 90 Caps, two World Cups, technical director, McLean Youth Soccer; U.S. Youth National Team coach

“This book explores the historical roots of the country’s rise, and illuminates the emergence of a new era of power and influence for the sport.”

— Brenden Aaronson, midfielder, Leeds United, EPL, England

“A rich and inspiring look at the history of elite American men’s soccer. Blending deep historical knowledge with real insight from inside the modern game, American Soccer Nation tells our story with honesty, pride, and optimism. Celebrating the sport’s roots while spotlighting the progress happening now through MLS and MLS NEXT. Mark Franek’s perspective from inside Philadelphia Union and YSC Academy make this book feel genuine, informed, and important. A great read for fans and players who care about the future of the American game.”

— Auston Trusty, defender, Celtic FC, Scottish Premiership

“A rare combination of rigorous reporting and compelling storytelling. And, if that’s not enough, it’s rooted in the DNA of America’s up-and-coming soccer stars!”

— Jim Curtin, former head coach, Philadelphia Union, MLS

“American Soccer Nation captures something I’ve always believed: our game in the U.S. has a story worth celebrating. This book showcases the resilience, ambition, and passion that has carried American soccer to this moment—not by accident, but through decades of real investment and belief. Growing up in this system and now living it at the highest level, I know the future isn’t just promising—it’s already taking shape around us.”

— Quinn Sullivan, midfielder, Philadelphia Union, MLS

“Mark Franek’s American Soccer Nation is an engaging introduction to soccer’s long history in the United States. A timely and entertaining starting point for deeper discussion of the myriad topics associated with American soccer’s path toward its explosive growth today, this book is sure to become a classroom staple.”

— Ed Farnsworth, American soccer historian, writer, and editor, former board member and current communications director at the Society for American Soccer History (SASH)

“A refreshing, in-depth book just in time for the 2026 World Cup, with insights from some top players and thought leaders. A must-read for fans ready to embrace the growing game of American soccer!”

— Jack McGlynn, midfielder, Houston Dynamo FC, MLS

“This book rewrites the way American fans will understand their own soccer story. It’s bold, thoughtful, and deeply inspiring.”

— Alejandro Bedoya, 66 Caps, one World Cup, current captain of Philadelphia Union, MLS

“This book will be well received by those of us who grew up with the game of soccer in America. Coaches, players, and fans will find that it captures the unique history of our journey to establish the passion, culture, and outcomes needed to compete internationally.”

— Michael Curry, veteran American soccer coach, administrator and advocate, including leadership roles with the United Soccer Coaches, YSC Academy, and the United Soccer Coaches Foundation, Inc.

“As a former player and current content creator engaged in growing the sport of soccer in America, this book explores the American soccer development system and our top leagues. It is a reminder of our history, and what’s to come.”

— Raheem Taylor-Parkes, soccer content creator and media personality, GOAL USA, @Raheemovic

“A beautifully written history of elite men’s soccer on American soil. Written from somebody who has a front-row seat, and everyday interaction with some of the upcoming talents and next generation of the U.S. Soccer Federation. I’m recommending it with full confidence to all my teammates, and all soccer fans across the globe!”

— Paxten Aaronson, midfielder, Colorado Rapids, MLS

“Mark Franek is a gifted writer and educator who loves soccer! He brings these qualities to bear in American Soccer Nation, a beautifully woven story of the evolution of the beautiful game in America. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”

— Eddie Mensah, former CEO, Right To Dream Football Academy, Ghana; former director of programs, Steppingstone Scholars Inc., USA

“Mark Franek has broken new and fertile ground with American Soccer Nation. He goes beyond previous books limited to the failures of the U.S. Men’s National Team by providing a detailed—and accurate—history of the sport as well as a thought-provoking and insightful analysis of the growth, development, and present state of elite men’s soccer in this country. This is a seminal work and a must-read for players, coaches, fans, and anyone who truly cares about the future of U.S. soccer.”

— William Kashatus, historian, educator, and award-winning author of a dozen books on American sports history




[image: ]




[image: ]




American Soccer Nation copyright © 2026 by Mark C Franek

All rights reserved. Except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored, transmitted, or used in any manner whatsoever, including for training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or for automated text and data mining, without prior written permission from the publisher.

[image: ]

BenBella Books, Inc.

8080 N. Central Expressway

Suite 1700

Dallas, TX 75206

benbellabooks.com

Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com

BenBella is a federally registered trademark.

First E-Book Edition: April 2026

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025046769

ISBN 9781637748640 (trade paperback)

ISBN 9781637748657 (electronic)

Editing by Rick Chillot

Copyediting by Michael Fedison

Proofreading by Jenny Bridges and Rebecca Maines

Text design and composition by Aaron Edmiston

Cartoon on p viii, © Ivan Ehlers / The New Yorker Collection/The Cartoon Bank

Cover design by Morgan Carr

Cover images © Adobe Stock / TWINS DESIGN STUDIO; Augustas Cetkauskas


Special discounts for bulk sales are available.

Please contact bulkorders@benbellabooks.com.






For American soccer players, fans, and students everywhere

(to help fill a gap in the syllabus)




[image: ]

“It used to be a lot easier to ignore soccer.”




AUTHOR’S NOTE

In this book, the terms “Americans” and “Yanks” refer to all native-born or longtime residents of the U.S.—of any race, background, or original nationality—who support American soccer in what has become a vibrant and rapidly growing soccer nation. The word “Yanks” was coined by British soldiers during the lead-up to the Revolutionary War and used as an insult for American Colonists and their ragtag armies. Over time, the term lost much of its edge and has softened into a mostly playful, ironic label.

I use the words “soccer” and “football” interchangeably in this book. They mean the same thing. The Brits did so, too, for scores of years before boycotting soccer—their own word—when Yanks started using it to differentiate the beautiful game from “gridiron football” (i.e., the American game with helmets, pads, and ads). I omit the periods from frequently used soccer abbreviations—such as FC (football club), SC (soccer club), AC (athletic club), and FA (football association). Foreign words and phrases that are not the names of geographical places and professional sports teams are italicized when used initially. Then they revert to normal text.

My goal in this book is to accurately summarize the major events in the evolution of top-tier men’s soccer in the United States. The rich history of women’s soccer in America is excluded because of space restrictions. So too are numerous contributions of U.S. college soccer programs, including their role in supporting men’s Olympic appearances over the last century. Those stories deserve books of their own.

This book is not an encyclopedia or a compendium of soccer statistics. It’s more a collection of chronological stories that move swiftly across the landscape of American soccer history. Yanks have been playing soccer for a long time, almost as long as baseball. Some readers will want more detail in spots, or less coverage in others. Fair enough. A writer is really a coach who builds on the work of others and makes thousands of tactical choices along the way. Any major omissions or mistakes are my own.

Readers seeking a deeper understanding of soccer’s evolution in the United States are encouraged to visit the Society for American Soccer History (SASH) at www.ussoccerhistory.org. The SASH website features extensive content authored by prominent American soccer writers, along with links to their published work. For a more interactive and hands-on experience, consider visiting the National Soccer Hall of Fame in Frisco, Texas, located inside the stadium that hosts FC Dallas.




CONTENTS

Foreword by Tim Howard

Foreword by Cavan Sullivan

Introduction

1Pre-Football in America

Toward organized games (1600–1875)

2Pre-Football Gestation, British Birth, and Spread

From mob football to codification to ships bringing rulebooks to faraway coasts (circa 1000–1900)

3American Birth and Spread

Vast territory and scattered football footings (1869–1900)

4Planting Seeds of Hope in the Four Corridors

Amateur, semiprofessional, and proto-professional soccer leagues (1884–1900)

5Progress in the Four Corridors

Feuding continues, but soccer spreads (1900–1920)

6The Rise of America’s First Genuine Professional Soccer League

Businesses ignite the Golden Age of American soccer (1920–1925)

7The Golden Age of American Soccer

Growing pains and boom years of the American Soccer League (1924–1929)

8The Fall of the American Soccer League

The bust years (1929–1935)

9Yanks Stumble in Early Olympic Soccer Tournaments

Olympic-sized blunders for the Yanks while FIFA picks up steam (1905–1930)

10Inaugural 1930 World Cup Success

Yanks make the semifinals (1930)

11Yanks’ Soccer Progress Stunted by the Great Depression and WWII

But the U.S. team beats England in the 1950 World Cup (1930–1950)

12The Rise of the North American Soccer League

The good, the bad, and the ugly (1966–1975)

13The Fall of the NASL and the Rise of Total Football

American soccer retreats, once again, while the best in the rest of the world advance the game (1975–1985)

14Yanks Qualify for the 1990 World Cup, Win Bid to Host in 1994, and the Birth of Major League Soccer

Let’s get soccer right (1984–1996)

15MLS Arrives, Men Advance, Women Dominate

Base camp, gathering gear, and strategizing (1995–2002)

16MLS Quadruples Down

The owners make a series of bold, smart moves, while the National Team spreads (and contracts) its wings (2000–2007)

17MLS and the National Team Enter Expedition and Acclimatization Cycles

The Beckham Experiment revisited (2005–2015)

18The National Team Faces Summit Storms

And returns to base camp (2010–2018)

19The 2018 and 2022 World Cups, MLS Matures, and Preparations for the 2026 World Cup

Additional summit preparations (2018–2025)

20Total Immersion

Ingredients for success (2026 and beyond)

Appendix: Ancient Origins

Almost any game with a round ball is a good game (circa 3500 BCE–1000 CE)

Notes

Bibliography

Acknowledgments 




FOREWORD BY TIM HOWARD

Soccer in America has never known a better time. Soccer fandom, participation, and excitement about its future are the greatest they’ve ever been in America. And I see this firsthand when talking to constituents all around the country. It’s true—soccer isn’t part of our collective sports history the way it is in many soccer-loving nations. But that doesn’t mean our soccer history is a blank page. It’s more like a series of messy pages, as this book lays out. Those gritty stories from our shared soccer past—fun reading for any fan of the game or soccer athlete, from casual to professional—culminate in a final chapter that optimistically lays out a map to a bright future for the game on American soil. And I think Mark Franek mostly gets it right.

We’ve tried to figure out what the American way is, and the American way has turned out to be a melting pot of different ideas about how the game should be played and how our top league should be structured. And where we’ve too often failed is in trying to imitate too closely what works in other countries. We tried to do it the English way, and then we ripped that up and started again. We tried to do it the Dutch way, and we ripped that up, too. We jogged along for many decades, experiencing fits and starts and strange pauses, while several other sports in this country made giant strides in terms of popularity.

But lately—especially over the past ten years or so, leading right into the 2026 World Cup—American soccer has been engaged in a high press all across the nation. And we’re finally doing a lot of things right, and the sport is gaining significant traction. It will be interesting to see how the landscape evolves over the coming years.

True, I still worry a lot about the grassroots system in the States. No matter how much money we seem to put into the game, we still haven’t cracked the code in terms of how to develop elite young talent, nurture it through the teen years, and eventually inspire waves of top-tier players. We have to continue to adjust, experiment, pivot, and get better at every aspect of the game.

As I’ve laid out in my own book on soccer, The Keeper: A Life of Saving Goals and Achieving Them, and in my podcast with Landon Donovan called Unfiltered Soccer, coaches are really the foundation of everything. We have to figure out a way to create a better system for the types of coaching our best soccer athletes are getting as they move through our system. America is usually really good at imitating what works, but for some reason, we’re not doing that as quickly as we should for young people.

Spain has figured this out. Once you lock in the age groups, and—more importantly—the coordinated coaching system, real development becomes visible and sustainable. In the U.S., too often coaches bounce from one age group to another in our club system. That doesn’t help kids unlock their potential and supercharge progression. Twelve-year-olds shouldn’t be coached as if they were seventeen-year-olds. It simply doesn’t work. In many places in Europe, they understand you can’t coach every kid the same way at every age. Training has to be specific and intentional—and players and parents have to be patient. And here’s the thing: We actually have enough resources in America to get this right.

As I’ve said in several contexts over the years, it’s really hard to be a great coach—with the hours they put in and the headaches they have to endure. It’s incredibly important to give coaches the tools they need to develop young people, which requires space and time where players can learn and gain confidence. It doesn’t happen overnight. Good coaches are diligent and set up training progressions that are high-tempo and game-like. At the same time, these coaches gradually teach players how to fully embrace their own experiences and convictions, nudging them to eventually take control of their own preparation cycles and game performances.

I think about the little kid I was, and the coaches I needed. I needed their support, their love, and their drive to push me forward to be better. That’s never changed for me. The greatest thing a coach can give a player at any level is self-belief. And that lesson can be applied on and off the pitch forever.

At the other end of the developmental spectrum—for the very best players in America, both young men and women—we need to continue to create and broaden pathways to the pros. And that means more homegrown opportunities and more money in the system to entice our best young athletes—and even better players from abroad—to join our leagues. The owners of professional North American teams rightly want to see a better return on their academy investments. There isn’t a tidy solution that will work for all teams. The owners need to keep hammering at it.

Soccer pursuits in America have often been a slow burn because we have had a lot of people singing from different hymn sheets, and not everybody wants to collaborate. But there are at least two constants. The first is that Americans have a way of eventually figuring things out. The second is that our fans are amazing and passionate. And their numbers are growing each year.

Most important, our fans are bringing with them a much better understanding of the game. When I started coming up through the professional ranks, back in the late 1990s and early 2000s, there were very few fans who truly understood the game. Today, that’s all changed. The standards are just higher for everybody. This book is one small but important contribution to the rising tide of knowledge about the history of elite soccer in America and our place—and potential future—in the global game. American fans may not out-sing anybody with a clever song at an international match. American players on the immediate horizon may not consistently dictate the tempo of a world-class match. But I’m optimistic that we will eventually find our American rhythm. Through a lot of hard work, tinkering, and patience—we will astonish, both at home and abroad.




FOREWORD BY CAVAN SULLIVAN

I just turned sixteen, so I’m not qualified by age or expertise to give some big soccer history lesson. But I can share what Mark Franek’s English class was like, where he shared stories that eventually became chapters in this book. We wrote a lot in his class—mostly a bunch of stories about what we were reading and talking about, and we eventually self-published them in a little book. Mine was titled “Turning the Page,” and I finished it about eight months before I turned pro. The name comes from moving on within this sport, season after season, growing older, and facing ups and downs along the way. Perhaps sharing a bit of my origin story will help explain the necessity of Mark’s book.

My family’s big into soccer—my grandpop played at some successful Philly clubs and coached a Division I university, my uncle was on the USMNT and currently serves as a General Manager for an MLS team, and both my parents played at D1 colleges and beyond. So, I’ve always been around the game and knew a lot of its history, especially in Philadelphia. But Mark’s book takes a national look at the history of elite men’s soccer in the U.S. He now teaches a full course on it, helping my friends and peers understand how the sport started and grew, and helping us feel more connected to the game. If you see a footnote, though, just know there’s some kind of lesson coming up (and be happy he doesn’t quiz you on it). Mark was also good at getting us to tell our own stories in our self-published books, which are full of entries about soccer and what we felt about our student-athlete experiences. Most of what follows comes from things I wrote in his class.

Since I was little, soccer has been my “everything.” My dad literally put a ball in my crib to roll around with. After about ten months, I started walking and almost immediately found the ball and started kicking it. I joined my three older brothers in the basement with a mini goal and a bunch of balls flying around. We did that for years. Watching old videos now, I realize how “bad” my dad was as a goalie—constantly faking injuries from our weak shots. Of course, he was just putting on a show. You can see in his smile how much he loved it. That basement was my home within a home. The part of the house where I felt most like myself. When people make you feel good about what you’re doing, you fall in love with it. That’s pretty much what happened to me with soccer.

I’ve always been super competitive. The grit I have comes from my family and their urban roots in Northeast Philadelphia. There, I was surrounded by tough kids, including my three older brothers. Kids who could slide tackle, fight, and use curse words properly as toddlers. Kids who could take a hit and get back up every time without complaining. That was how it was; formal or not, we all cared. We would do anything to win. When I moved out of the city, it was not an easy adjustment. I have tons of stories that involve being punished for my competitive behavior on the playground and field. When I moved from Philly I joined a new team, the school I attended changed, I lost my friends, I lost my dad as my coach—I was surrounded by a totally different crowd. These players seemed to want no part of doing what it takes to win. At recess in school, if they were bumped a bit too hard, they stayed on the ground and needed the nurse. With my club team, kids would lie on the ground awaiting treatment, ruining the flow of training.

This is where I first encountered players who’d brag about being able to get 237 juggles and that they could perform a rainbow, yet were invisible in competitive situations. In both environments, whether it was from a coach or a teacher, I was told, “You’re playing too rough, it’s not the World Cup, just have fun.” The answer I gave with a smile on my face every time was, “Winning is fun.” As an aside, I really do wish more U.S. soccer players had the privilege to grow in such a place; one where, early on, you learn how to compete, fight, and discover a genuine passion for the game, and a sense of responsibility to your coach and teammates to always try to be your best.

Of course, not every kid will grow up in Northeast Philadelphia, and not every player will have a family who obsesses about the sport like mine did. But clubs can maybe create a simulated version of such an environment to see how that molds players. One of the later chapters in this book will touch upon how the Philadelphia Union is attempting to do this. For me, watching five- and six-year-olds doing ladder drills and trying to juggle tennis balls before they know how to compete hurts my heart. Sure, technique and ball mastery are quintessential, but not at the detriment of determination and competition. The best players fear nothing besides failure. And they always want to win.

Growing up, I always had a ball at my feet. In our basement and backyard, we played all day—balls, makeshift goals, all kinds of athletic games, nonstop. As a toddler at my oldest brother’s games, I’d pass the ball with my mom for hours on the sidelines (still today I enjoy stealing the game ball at halftime of my twin older brothers’ games and passing with my mother). When I finally got to play on a full field with my U-6 team, I was in heaven. Just being there made me smile. For a few years, my dad was always our coach. I later found out he had handpicked the players—mostly sons of guys he’d grown up playing with. At training, we warmed up as a team with ball work while chatting and joking around. Whenever someone got new cleats, we’d all step on them as a joke. I still don’t know why we found that funny.

Training was never boring. My dad crafted games called “Gauntlet” and “Thirty Seconds of Hell,” and always added a twist to the drills—some restriction or challenge to keep us on our toes. Sometimes we played two-touch only. If you took a third touch, the ball did not turn over . . . instead you had to take the ball to the house yourself and try to score—and you were guaranteed to get swarmed by defenders. Since no other player was available to receive the ball, you were facing a 7v1. Another way of putting it is, if you wanted to be selfish, you’d better be multiple steps ahead of the opponent’s entire team. These were the little things my dad did to create a team that loved what they were doing. Unlike the other teams we played, who had players picking dandelions in their own box. Yeah . . . our fields had those growing, and even sexier, we had broken glass, and occasional needles from junkies here and there. Before games, our parents walked side by side and picked up the debris. Our pitch often had squiggly lines or lines you could barely see. We didn’t care what field we were on, who our opponent was, or what time of day it was. We all wanted to get better, have fun, and win in the process, and my dad knew how to get that out of us.

I learned a lot from my dad over the years. He told me things like “be different,” “think faster,” and “never be satisfied.” But maybe the most important lesson was to “Never give up. No matter the circumstances.” Even if it wasn’t your best day, or if your team was down by three goals, you could always make something happen. In hindsight our conversations about soccer, which started at an early age, definitely challenged me to think more like a pro than a kid.

Every serious soccer player dreams of making his professional debut. But what made mine so special wasn’t setting the record for the youngest pro athlete to appear in all four major North American team sports. Sure, that’s cool. But in the end, that’s just a statistic. What really mattered was getting to share the field with my older brother, Quinn, and seeing my family on the sidelines. Quinn is six years older than me. We never played on the same team growing up—only against each other in the backyard or down the shore. So, stepping onto a professional field with him after he just scored a banger was surreal. Honestly, it felt like he was happier for me than I was for myself.

Soccer has already given so much to my family. My professional journey is just beginning, and I know bigger responsibilities and higher expectations are coming quickly. Thanks to the support of my family and a strong foundation built with the help of incredible coaches and teachers, I feel confident, excited, and ready to go out there and ball. I’m also hopeful and optimistic that my generation—and those that follow—can carry on the American soccer story told in this book, and continue to build on it year after year.




INTRODUCTION

I have one of the greatest jobs in the world. Every day for nine and a half months of the year, I go to work as an English teacher at YSC Academy, a private, accredited high school completely embedded within the youth soccer academy of the Philadelphia Union. The Union is a franchise in Major League Soccer (MLS), which is, as of 2026, three decades old and up to thirty teams. YSC Academy (School) and the Union Academy (the soccer school) have “grown up” with the MLS team, all three working together for over a decade to churn out several pros and about eighteen male college-bound student-athletes per year. More than 15 percent sign professional soccer contracts before graduating from YSC Academy. Several are currently playing in some of the best leagues in the world. Seven graduates have been capped by the senior United States Men’s National Team (MNT), collectively earning over a hundred caps in the past five years. These are major accomplishments for a program that didn’t even exist a little more than ten years ago.

Of course, most of the School’s graduates don’t play for the MNT or sign professional contracts. Instead, they graduate from YSC Academy and typically enter U.S. colleges, often on an athletic scholarship—a win-win from the families’ perspectives. The student body is about as ethnically and racially diverse as they come: one-third (respectively) White, Black, and Latino. They represent the diversity of America. And they are some very lucky kids. Their academic classes are compressed into the middle of the day within classrooms a stone’s throw from beautiful training fields. Most places on campus have a generous sightline to the stadium. The boys get to pursue their dreams within a caring school environment where the students are totally immersed in soccer. The academic school is really the “secret sauce” of the development model.

The Union’s model has become very successful and is a template for other MLS academies and has piqued the interest of soccer VIPs. In 2024, I gently scolded a student for being late to my class. I didn’t quibble with his excuse, though. He said he lost track of time because he was talking to Ole Gunnar Solskjær in Town Hall. The ex–Manchester United player (and recent Red Devils head coach) was one of many high-profile soccer figures from both sides of the Atlantic to regularly visit the School. After a certain age, if the boys “fail” to impress on the pro path (most will), they don’t get kicked off the team or out of school. They graduate, go on to college, earn degrees, and often continue to engage in the sport long after they start leading more sedentary lives.

In this way they are more like the nearly fourteen million other boys and girls each year who attend more traditional schools (or get homeschooled!) and play for all kinds of youth soccer teams, from recreation to elite. Despite the flawed pay-to-play model (discussed later in this book), Americans continue playing through college—both varsity and club—and into adulthood, joining thousands of amateur leagues across the country. Today’s American soccer players and fans are connected globally to the soccer world and can join many vibrant soccer communities at a rate that rivals or exceeds most of their international peers. When you look at the big picture and think optimistically, America might just be the land of soccer opportunity. The lead-up, communal game experiences, and residual glow of the 2026 World Cup will bear this out.

But the unfortunate truth is that most players, parents, fans, and even coaches, from the recreational to the professional level, don’t understand or appreciate our country’s soccer heritage. This collective ignorance of the historical roots and evolution of soccer in America weakens our ability to advocate for our kids, teams, and programs. It also makes us sound uninformed anytime a soccer issue appears. When the Head of School asked me to design a course on the “history of American soccer,” I leaped at the chance. I played varsity soccer for a time as an undergraduate at Duke University before beginning my teaching career. Each summer during my first six years of teaching, I took off for Iceland to play semiprofessional soccer in a tiny town on the north coast. Then, in the early fall, it was back to the U.S. to teach English and coach varsity soccer. I coached youth teams in a variety of contexts, in the U.S. and Iceland, but not particularly well. My mantra to the boys was to just “play harder and pass the ball to the next guy.” I also booted up every week for the Philadelphia Ukrainian Nationals, one of America’s oldest soccer clubs.

During my twenties and thirties, I wrote and published about fifty opinion-editorials on a wide range of educational and sports-related topics, often with a human interest theme—including a grumpy soccer piece about why a group of investors in my neck of the woods would name a team the Philadelphia Union and bring it to Chester, Pennsylvania, a small, economically challenged city about twelve miles southwest of Philadelphia, which wouldn’t know a soccer ball if it washed ashore from the Delaware River. I juggled these teaching, coaching, and playing gigs for about two decades. Today, my classroom window overlooks the Delaware River and I can see the Philadelphia Union’s training fields and stadium in the distance. When I explain the concept of irony to my students, I pull out my published soccer diatribe, mentioned above, which they find amusing.

In my early forties, I stepped out of the classroom, earned a law degree, then entered a big law firm where I drafted legal arguments in civil matters (i.e., non-criminal proceedings) for senior attorneys and partners. The disputes were almost always about money. I continued to play soccer in adult leagues a couple of nights a week. But only after getting permission from my girlfriend, then wife. When my son was born and “took” to soccer (as if he had a choice!), my love affair with the game began anew. I started looking at the game—its bonds and evolving relationships, on and off the pitch—through his eyes. Though personally and continuously devoted to soccer for almost half a century, I was, until very recently, oblivious to about 90 percent of the soccer history presented in this book. I bet many readers are on a similar journey.

One of the best places to start in designing a history of soccer course for students, so I was told, was with the magnificent opus penned by the Englishman David Goldblatt, called The Ball Is Round: A Global History of Soccer. The paperback comes in around 1,100 pages and weighs about a pound—not the sort of thing you want to bring into a modern high school classroom or recommend to a friend. Goldblatt covers more ground in his book than a bevy of students playing EA Sports FC after school. Yet he gives American soccer the short shrift. At times, he is dismissive of the Yankee experience.

Another book, more compact, is the Uruguayan Eduardo Galeano’s Soccer in Sun and Shadow, which covers a lot of global soccer history, but from a Latino perspective, using informative vignettes. But Galeano is downright hostile to the U.S. and to American soccer (he says so right in his book). Even many American soccer writers are blasé about the history and status of American soccer. I don’t blame them, entirely. As you’ll read in these pages, our soccer pioneers and ambassadors, from our past and present, have too often shot each other in the foot, slowing our progress. That part of the story must be told. But too many powerful stories of American grit and perseverance have been overlooked or minimized.

The titles of many recent American soccer books—even if most writers don’t get to choose the final title of their books—introduce topics and themes that march down the page in the same stubborn formation, attacking our sport with one condemnation and complaint after another. Imagine aspiring young soccer stars and American fans (from curious to serious) confronting the following books, which are most of the major publications about American soccer over the past twenty-five years: Offside: Soccer and American Exceptionalism (2001); Soccer in a Football World: The Story of America’s Forgotten Game (2006); Distant Corners: American Soccer’s History of Missed Opportunities and Lost Causes (2011); Why American Soccer Isn’t There Yet (2014); What’s Wrong with US?: A Coach’s Blunt Take on the State of American Soccer After a Lifetime on the Touchline (2018); Encyclopedia Blazertannica: A Suboptimal Guide to Soccer, America’s “Sport of the Future” Since 1972 (2018); Why the US Men Will Never Win the World Cup: A Historical and Cultural Reality Check (2019); What Happened to the USMNT: The Ugly Truth About the Beautiful Game (2021); and Switching Fields: Inside the Fight to Remake Men’s Soccer in the United States (2022). If I didn’t know any better, I’d think many American soccer writers and book publishers are playing on the wrong team. Or suffering from a chronic concussion. Why are so many people confused and utterly pessimistic about American soccer’s possibilities for success?

When I tried piecing together chapters and stories from the books on this list (some are very good, despite the titles) and shared them in my classroom, my students complained. They asked: Why so fragmented, boring, negative? (OK, they didn’t use the word fragmented. But they did say why so boring and negative.) At any given time, about a score of them represent U.S. Youth National Teams from Under-15 (U-15) to U-19 (those age-restricted categories requiring participants to be younger than the stated age at the start of the competition year). A handful of students in my classes are already signed to professional contracts. But they stay in school to finish their high school degrees even while their soccer commitments ramp way up. Most of the boys and young men on campus, regardless of where they are on their student-athlete journeys, are frequently ambivalent, even hostile, to things that don’t help them improve on and off the field. It’s part of their DNA.

Instead of tales of woe about why the U.S. will never succeed on the international soccer stage—which make them want to stab their eyes out with the nearest corner flag—they want vibrant content with hopeful messages. They want a book that focuses on the peculiar and powerful legs of the American journey. And they want it delivered like an exceptional, hopeful cross into the box, without downplaying the historical context of the global game or sugarcoating the facts. They also want to see themselves represented in pages that are easy and fun to read, like a game of rondo.

The best rondo (i.e., a brisk small-sided keep-away game) requires skill and elements of style. But what kind of style for a book on American soccer for our athletes, parents, and fans? Once again, I looked to students for inspiration. During my first year back in the classroom, after a ten-year absence when I was in the legal field, I was asked to help students revise our school’s core values (what many schools call an honor code). After reviewing codes published by some of the best European soccer academies and exceptional American high schools, both public and private, the boys whittled down a list of about fifty words to a final five values. Those values are now prominently displayed on banners outside the School and on every classroom wall: Respect, Honesty, Commitment, Inspiration, and Confidence. The latter value was a bit of a surprise to the teachers and coaches. But maybe it shouldn’t have been. Confidence—a curious mix of courage, naivete, and brazenness—has always been an important part of the American soccer soul. We Yanks embrace our underdog status and exude a can-do attitude, qualities forged from our complex and intertwined national character.

So, let’s get some style points out of the way before we start our journey in earnest, looking back on 150 years of soccer on American soil. The English created and codified the game in 1863 and did more to spread the game around the world in the latter half of the 1800s than any other country. The English (and Scottish, to be honest) gave soccer to us Yanks, and for many decades they helped us as we tried to advance the sport in our country. But very often we mucked it up. Meanwhile, English football steadily evolved, though its evolution wasn’t all in a straight line, either. But as I’m writing this, the top-tier English Premier League (EPL) is the most economically successful, watched, and competitive league in the world. Major League Soccer, a toddler by comparison, is gaining adherents but it still falls a few prodigious steps below the EPL in nearly every metric. The countries are at different points on their soccer journeys, and will face different prospects moving forward.

Nobody has a monopoly on soccer success—including the English, who have won exactly one World Cup and zero European championships, and have never beaten the MNT at a World Cup tournament. Still, over the past century, the English, and more broadly the Brits, have never missed an opportunity to criticize just about everything having to do with soccer coming out of the U.S. Likewise, the international soccer community loves watching the Yanks get beat, probably because of long-standing resentments and jealousies regarding the USA’s geopolitical power. Lately, the level of animosity has increased considerably, especially in England, most likely due to a slew of American owners who have made their way (really, just their money) across the pond to take over football clubs that have been under local ownership and control, some for over a century.

But the millions of Yanks who play or support soccer in this country don’t care about foreign ownership issues or judgments by our international peers. We believe in our soccer future. So, too, do a growing number of foreign scouts at shrewd football clubs who are signing young American players who have tremendous upsides. So, too, do a growing number of savvy investors. In June 2022, Apple signed an agreement with MLS for an exclusive media contract worth $2.5 billion over ten years. Less than a year later, the MLS added its thirtieth team (San Diego FC), whose ownership group forked over a record $500 million expansion franchise fee. Numbers this large are based on intelligent sustainability and profitability models. Anyone with even a basic understanding of soccer knows the beautiful game is here to stay in North America, and will surely continue to grow.

The final chapter of this book connects American soccer’s past to its present and provides a quick look ahead at what it will take to move from good to great on the international stage. This chapter grew out of a score of interviews with current and retired professional players, MLS academy and first team coaches, sporting directors, and owners across a half-dozen professional clubs. These conversations outline the essential elements needed to move the soccer needle at its highest level. A rising tide of professionalism, knowledge, and coordination will lift all boats in the vast U.S. soccer ecosystem.

So, to the English, who introduced us to soccer, and to everyone else—home or abroad—who doubts us, let’s begin with some pithy words from Ted Lasso, the coach from that delightfully eccentric American TV series of the same name that no one should ever confuse for a serious exposé on coaching or football. Responding to his mother, whom he loves, but who has been arrogantly aloof and dour for decades, Ted says, “Thank you and fuck you.”

Let’s move on. We Yanks are on a roll.
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PRE-FOOTBALL IN AMERICA

Toward organized games (1600–1875)

“There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made.”

— Willa Cather, My Ántonia

Balls have been used in sport for thousands of years. We just don’t know how far back the games go, especially for kicking games. Bits of evidence start to appear in the record about 4,500 years ago. Egyptian tombs contain balls made from linen, papyrus, leather strips, and wood. The living prepared the dead for their journey to the underworld and the possibility of eternal life—packed with their favorite ball. Murals in Egyptian tombs show a pharaoh holding a ball and a bat, men playing field hockey, and girls juggling balls with their hands. None of the murals, however, display kicking activity. Evidence of team-related kicking activities starts to show up in China and in Mesoamerica about 3,500 years ago. The Greeks and Romans kicked the ball, too. Kicking games were ubiquitous in ancient civilizations, though most were not direct ancestors of modern football. Readers interested in learning more about ancient (thousands of years ago) pre-football activities should consult the Appendix.

As Europeans (explorers, then settlers) and enslaved Africans started trickling into North America in the early 1600s, the land was not a blank slate when it came to pre-football activities. The earliest account of indigenous pre-football activity in the New World comes from a journal entry made by Englishman John Davis regarding an expedition arriving on the southwestern tip of Greenland in 1586. After setting anchor, the English had a series of interactions with the native Greenlanders that included gift-swapping and athletic competitions. Apparently, the English were “waved” ashore to “play with them at the foot-ball” wherein Davis’s entry boasted that his sailors “cast them down as soon as they did come to strike the ball.” Nothing more is said about the game, leaving us to wonder if the Greenlanders’ game was tamer than the English version.

Expeditions paved the way to colonization. According to several accounts from Colonists and Pilgrims in the New World—arriving in the first few decades of the 1600s and spreading out from Jamestown, Virginia, and Plymouth, Massachusetts—indigenous North Americans were already kicking balls and playing games akin to the mob football activity in the British Isles. An Englishman named Henry Spelman, who lived among the Powhatan in what is now the Commonwealth of Virginia, observed boys and women in about 1610 playing a ball game with kicking activity and goals, “yet they never fight nor pull one another down.” Another Englishman, William Wood, living in the Massachusetts Bay Colony from 1629 to 1633, described peaceful gatherings within clearings or along sandy beaches, “flat as a board,” where as many as one hundred Narragansett people assembled to “play ball with the feet.” Tribesmen appeared along the ocean shoreline, hung their weapons on trees, painted their faces, and drew a line in the sand “over which they sh[ook] loving hands, and [then] with laughing hearts scuffle[d] for victorie.” The daylong game involved “swift footsmanship,” gambling, and ended with a feast. The painted faces, according to Wood’s account, were clever disguises that eased post-game tensions during mealtime—since the orchestrator of a painful in-game kick, punch, or knock was difficult to determine once the face paint was removed with ocean water.

Farther north, in 1721 and back in Greenland again, Norwegian missionary Hans Egede described a match between two teams on a giant open field. A ball was tossed into the center of the crowd, and each team endeavored to kick the ball toward one of two objects positioned at opposite ends of the improvised field. The Greenlanders, according to Egede, believed that the dead also played football and that such play manifested itself as the Northern Lights.

In the late 1700s, in northwestern Ohio, the American Jacob Brunet observed a ball-playing competition “in the true aboriginal style” between two teams of Lenape Native Americans. An elderly chief called Buckongahelas (written as “Bu-kon-ge-ha-las” in Brunet’s account) invited his white American guests to a field outside of town where two pairs of stakes, six feet apart, were positioned at opposite ends and served as goals. The game involved about one hundred men on one team, and one hundred women on the other. The men could only kick and dribble the ball with their feet, while the women could throw and run with the ball in their hands. During gameplay, men grabbed and tackled the women, twirling them to the ground, playfully. But women had the last laugh in Brunet’s account. To end the game, a dexterous woman avoided tackles and ran through the goalposts for a score—all this at least a half-century before the creation of the English FA and Rugby Football Union.

Except for these accounts and a few other stray remarks in journals and books, explorers, arriving Colonists, and African slaves (the horrifying trade in the U.S. began in earnest in 1619) took no interest in the pre-soccer activities of the indigenous people of North America. The new arrivals had more pressing concerns, like how to survive the next winter. And they went about their business* and whatever pleasures the “fresh, green breast of the new world” had to offer with a temperament not particularly receptive to football.

The Puritans—those devout Christians who believed the Church of England wasn’t sufficiently reformed—stepped off the Mayflower with hard attitudes about fun and sport. Dancing between men and women was discouraged. Unsurprisingly, Puritans condemned mob football (whether native or imported) as the devil’s work: “Now who is so grosly blinde that seeth not that these [football] exercises not only withdraw us from godliness and virtue, but also haile and allure us to wickednesse and sin? For as concerning football playing I protest unto you that it may rather be called a friendlie kinde of fyghte than a play or recreation—a bloody and murthering practice than a felowly sport or pastime.” The Quakers, too, led by William Penn, also disapproved. Penn’s “Holy Experiment” in Pennsylvania banned “Riotous Sports,” including pre-football games. Such activities could tempt Colonists into immoral or licentious behavior. Whatever kind of football was being pursued in Colonial America was probably being played by boys who spent most of their time trying to avoid church officials and constables.

Pre-football activities in the New World faced numerous other headwinds—chiefly, rapidly expanding population (in geographically scattered cities), persistent inter-city travel logistics, and low-population densities when viewing the nation as a whole. The population of the Thirteen Colonies grew exponentially, fueled by religious and economic opportunity for white Europeans, the odious slave trade, and high birth rates. After U.S. independence, the population grew by nearly a third each decade between 1790 and 1860. However, even by the mid-1800s, East Coast towns and cities remained small, spread out, and difficult to navigate by train compared to urban areas in England, which had a centuries-long head start. Rural America, meanwhile, was vast, largely unexplored, and growing. The 1803 Louisiana Purchase doubled the young nation’s size, the French virtually giving the U.S. everything west of the Mississippi and east of the Rockies. Westward expansion soon followed, with explorers, settlers, and railroads pushing across the land. By 1865, the Mountain States, American Southwest (including Texas and California), and Pacific Northwest were under U.S. control. The country was massive. Today, all the countries of modern Europe (excluding the part of Russia within Asia) fit comfortably within the land area of the contiguous U.S.

Between the run-up and conclusion of two major wars—the Revolutionary War (1775–1783) and the Civil War (1861–1865)—Americans were concerned with matters far greater than ball-playing activities. To offer a one-hundred-year generalization worthy of a yellow card: The Yanks fought a war to get rid of British rule; spread westward, thousands of miles; pushed Native Americans off their lands; put an end to Britain’s maritime restrictions and anti-American influence on Native Americans and Canadian militias (which led to the War of 1812); entered the industrial revolution (particularly within the port cities of the East Coast); expanded and then rescinded slavery; and fought and concluded the Civil War. This was a lot for a new nation to tackle in a single century.

Outside of a few cricket matches that were quickly eclipsed (after the Civil War) by baseball games, team contests involving balls were rare. Pre-football activities during the first three-quarters of the 1800s were local affairs involving mostly children and young people kicking and throwing balls, and running around. These games—which probably existed in every town and city—were celebratory (often related to holiday gatherings and festivals) and transient, and thus inconsequential for the vast majority of Americans.

[image: ]

Pre-football in North America, like in England (as we’ll see in the next chapter), found a fragile “home” in the only place where large numbers of young men could gather without the direct oversight of adults: private high schools and elite colleges, mainly in the Northeast, when their
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