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Introduction

	There is no sporting event on earth quite like the FIFA World Cup. Every four years, roughly three and a half billion people across more than two hundred countries pause their daily lives to watch twenty-two players on a grass rectangle chase a single ball. Governments adjust working hours. Families fly across continents. Strangers who cannot share a language find themselves embracing in public squares, united by a goal scored in a language everyone understands. No Olympic Games, no Super Bowl, no Champions League final comes close to the scale of collective human attention that the World Cup commands. It is, quite simply, the most watched peacetime event in recorded human history.

	What makes the World Cup uniquely powerful is not merely its scale, but its heritage. Unlike almost any other sporting competition, the tournament carries within it nearly a century of human story: of nations defining themselves through football, of individuals rising from poverty to glory on the world's greatest stage, of moments so extraordinary that they are encoded permanently into the collective memory of billions. When Uruguay lifted the very first trophy in 1930, few could have predicted that this gathering of thirteen nations on a South American continent would grow into the planet-stopping phenomenon it has become. When Brazil wept after losing on home soil in 1950, when Pelé danced across a Swedish pitch at just seventeen, when Maradona conjured impossibility with his right foot in 1986, when Messi finally raised the golden trophy to the Argentine sky in 2022 — these were not merely sporting outcomes. They were moments that shaped cultures and defined generations.

	This book is a journey through that heritage. It traces the competition from its earliest origins in the vision of a single French administrator named Jules Rimet, through the political turbulence that framed the prewar tournaments, through the golden eras of Brazil and West Germany, through the arrival of commercial television and the transformation of football into a global industry, and all the way to the extraordinary edition that arrives in 2026 across the United States, Canada, and Mexico. It is a book for football supporters who want to understand not just what happened but why it mattered, and what each edition tells us about the world in which it was played.

	The 2026 edition of the competition is historic for several reasons. It will be the first tournament to feature forty-eight nations, a significant expansion from the thirty-two teams that competed from 1998 onward. It will be the first to span three co-host nations, and the first to return to North American soil since the United States hosted in 1994. The venues range from the legendary Estadio Azteca in Mexico City — where Maradona scored both his famous goals in 1986 — to the modern architectural giants of the United States, the immense MetLife Stadium in New Jersey, SoFi Stadium in Los Angeles, and AT&T Stadium in Dallas. It is a tournament that combines ancient football heritage with cutting-edge facilities.

	Throughout these pages, you will encounter the stories behind the statistics: the political dramas that shadowed the earliest tournaments, the legendary rivalries that defined entire decades, the moments of individual brilliance that elevated the competition into something that transcends sport. You will explore the host nations not merely as venues but as football cultures with their own deep histories and passionate communities. You will meet the players whose genius made the world stop, and the teams whose philosophies reshaped how football is played everywhere from Buenos Aires to Berlin to Bangkok.

	Whether you are a supporter who has followed every edition of the tournament since childhood, a newer fan captivated by recent dramatic finals, or simply someone who wants to understand why so much of the world cares so deeply about this competition, this book is written for you. It is a celebration of football's greatest stage, written with respect for the history that made it and excitement for the edition that is about to unfold. Take your seat. The beautiful game is about to begin.

	 

	


CHAPTER ONE: THE BIRTH OF THE WORLD CUP — ORIGINS AND FOUNDING VISION

	No event of the magnitude of the World Cup simply appears. Behind every nation that has ever qualified, every goal ever celebrated, and every trophy ever lifted lies a remarkable story of institutional ambition, political negotiation, and one man's extraordinary belief that the sport he loved deserved a stage worthy of its global following. This chapter explores the origins of the competition, from the establishment of international football's governing body through to the moment the world's first football championship kicked off on a July afternoon in Montevideo.

	1.1 Jules Rimet and the Dream of a World Championship

	[image: Image]

	Jules Rimet was born in 1873 in the small Burgundian village of Theuley-les-Lavoncourt, France. Nothing in his early life suggested that he would one day become the architect of the most watched sporting event in human history. He trained as a lawyer, developed a deep interest in the social power of sport, and became convinced from a young age that organised athletic competition could serve as a force for peace and international understanding. When he became involved in the administration of French football in the early twentieth century, he brought this missionary zeal with him, seeing in football not merely entertainment but a vehicle for human connection across national and cultural boundaries.

	Rimet became president of FIFA — the Federation Internationale de Football Association — in 1921, a position he would hold for an extraordinary thirty-three years. From the moment he assumed the role, he harboured an ambition that his colleagues in the organisation regarded with a mixture of enthusiasm and scepticism: the creation of a world championship open to all nations, independent of any existing competition, and controlled by FIFA itself. The challenge was considerable. International football in the early 1920s was still primarily an amateur affair. The Olympic Games hosted football tournaments, and national associations were jealous of their autonomy. Convincing them to cede authority over their players for a brand-new competition required both diplomacy and persistence.

	Rimet found his most important ally in Henri Delaunay, the secretary of the French Football Federation, who shared his vision and helped to draft the formal proposal for a world championship that was presented to the FIFA Congress in 1928. The Congress voted in favour, and the decision was made to hold the inaugural tournament in 1930. The choice of host nation came down to several candidates, with Uruguay ultimately winning the right to stage the competition. It was a decision that reflected both the South American nation's footballing dominance at the Olympic Games and its willingness to meet FIFA's financial demands, including the construction of a purpose-built stadium.

	The trophy that would bear Rimet's name was designed by a French sculptor. It depicted Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, holding an octagonal cup, and was crafted from gilded sterling silver standing thirty-five centimetres tall and weighing just under four kilograms. Rimet himself carried the trophy to Uruguay in a hat box, boarding a steamship in Europe with the golden goddess tucked quietly among his personal effects. It was an appropriately modest beginning for an object that would become one of the most coveted prizes in all of sport.

	Jules Rimet's legacy extends far beyond the administrative act of creating the competition. His belief that football could speak across languages, cultures, and political systems has proved remarkably durable. The World Cup has been staged through periods of war, Cold War tension, political boycott, and global economic crisis, and it has emerged from each challenge more popular than before. When the trophy was permanently awarded to Brazil in 1970 following their third victory, a new trophy was commissioned and named in FIFA's honour. But the spirit of the competition — the idea that a game could unite the world — remains unmistakably the legacy of a Burgundian lawyer who believed in the power of sport.

	⭐ KEY FIGURE

	Jules Rimet served as FIFA president for 33 years from 1921 to 1954, longer than any other individual in the organisation's history. He personally carried the original trophy to Uruguay in a hat box for the first tournament. The competition's founding award was named the Jules Rimet Trophy in his honour.

	 

	 

	 

	 


1.2 The Foundation of FIFA and Football's Global Ambition
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	The Federation Internationale de Football Association was founded in Paris on 21 May 1904. The seven founding member associations were France, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. England, who had effectively invented the codified rules of the game through the Football Association in 1863, declined to join initially, viewing with some suspicion an organisation established without their direct involvement. The English associations would join within a year, but their initial hesitation was emblematic of a tension between the game's British originators and its rapidly growing continental and global community that would persist throughout football's history.

	FIFA's early years were marked more by ambition than by tangible achievement. The organisation had few resources, minimal political authority, and only a handful of member associations who were willing to subordinate their national interests to a supranational body. Football was growing rapidly, however. The sport had spread from Britain across Europe in the latter half of the nineteenth century, carried by British expatriates, travelling sailors and merchants, and a network of schools and universities that used the game as a vehicle for physical education and character development. By the time FIFA was established, football was already being played across South America, where the game had taken particularly strong root in Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil.

	The organisation grew steadily through the first two decades of the twentieth century, expanding its membership to include nations from across the globe. The administrative challenge was formidable: football cultures varied enormously from nation to nation, amateur and professional arrangements differed, and the question of what constituted a legitimate international match was fiercely debated. The creation of a standardised set of rules, applied consistently across all member associations, was one of FIFA's most important early contributions to the game's development, providing the common framework without which an international tournament would have been logistically impossible.

	FIFA's relationship with the British football associations was complicated throughout this period. The various home nation associations periodically withdrew from the organisation over disputes about amateur status and the definition of acceptable payments to players. These controversies reflected the broader transformation of football from a gentleman's amateur pastime into a professional sport with enormous popular following and significant commercial potential. FIFA navigated these tensions with varying degrees of success, but the organisation's survival through the turbulent early decades of the twentieth century demonstrated the resilience of its core purpose.

	By the late 1920s, FIFA had grown sufficiently in membership and authority to make Rimet's dream of a world championship a realistic prospect. The 1928 Amsterdam Olympics, which featured a football tournament won by Uruguay, demonstrated both the international appeal of the sport and the administrative capacity to organise competition across national boundaries. The FIFA Congress decision in 1928 to establish a separate world championship represented the culmination of more than two decades of institutional development, a moment at which international football declared its independence from the Olympic movement and its confidence in its own global standing.

	📅 TIMELINE NOTE

	FIFA was founded 21 May 1904 in Paris by seven founding nations. By

	1.3 Football at the Olympics: The Necessary Precursor
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