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Introduction

	[image: Image]

	There is a moment that happens every four years — a collective holding of breath that crosses oceans, languages, political borders, and centuries of cultural difference. It is the moment the referee blows the whistle to begin the opening match of the FIFA World Cup, and in that instant, billions of human beings are connected by a single, universal passion. The ball moves. The crowd erupts. And the world watches together.

	The FIFA World Cup is the largest single-sport event in human history. More people watch it than any other athletic competition on the planet. More nations participate in its qualifying rounds than are members of the United Nations. Its final match routinely draws audiences of over one billion viewers, a number that defies comprehension. And yet for all its scale and spectacle, the World Cup was once just a dream — the vision of a determined Frenchman named Jules Rimet, who believed that football could unite a fractured world.

	This book is the story of that dream. It is the complete chronicle of how a small tournament hosted in South America in 1930 grew into the most anticipated sporting event on Earth. It traces the path from thirteen teams competing in Uruguay's dusty stadiums to the landmark 2026 edition, where forty-eight nations will compete across sixteen cities spanning the United States, Canada, and Mexico — the first World Cup ever to be co-hosted across three countries simultaneously.

	Within these chapters, you will journey through nearly a century of football history. You will witness the tears of defeat and the triumph of victory. You will meet the players whose names are carved into the permanent record of sport — Pele, Maradona, Zidane, Ronaldo, and Messi — and understand why each of them represents something far larger than individual achievement. You will relive the matches that stopped nations: the Maracanazo of 1950, West Germany's miracle of 1954, the Hand of God in 1986, and Messi's redemption in Qatar in 2022.

	But this book is not only about the past. It is also a guide to what is coming. The 2026 World Cup represents a turning point in the tournament's history — not just because of its unprecedented scale, but because of what it symbolises. Football is no longer the exclusive domain of Europe and South America. Africa, Asia, and North America are producing players and teams of extraordinary quality. The game is truly global now, and the 2026 tournament will be its grandest expression yet.

	Whether you are approaching this book as a lifelong supporter who has watched every tournament since childhood, a curious newcomer discovering football's greatest stage for the first time, or a passionate follower of the beautiful game who simply wants to understand the full sweep of its history — you will find something here that speaks to you. The World Cup belongs to everyone who has ever kicked a ball, watched a match, or felt their heart race when a goal is scored in the final minute.

	So, pull up a chair. The whistle is about to blow. Let the story begin.

	


CHAPTER 1: THE BIRTH OF A DREAM — ORIGINS OF THE FIFA WORLD CUP

	1.1 Football Before the World Cup: A Game Without a Global Stage
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	By the early years of the twentieth century, association football had already established itself as the most widely played sport on Earth. From the factory towns of northern England to the port cities of South America, from the streets of Madrid to the dusty pitches of West Africa, the game had spread with extraordinary speed. The rules were standardized. Clubs were formed. National teams began to emerge. Yet for all its global reach, football lacked one crucial thing: a definitive international championship that could crown a true world champion.

	The Olympic Games had attempted to fill this void. Football was included in the 1900 Paris Olympics and again in 1904 and 1908, but participation was limited, organisation was inconsistent, and the amateur-only restrictions meant that many of the finest players in the world — those who earned their living from the game — were ineligible to compete. The 1924 Paris Olympics and the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics came closer to producing a genuine world-class competition, with Uruguay dominating both tournaments and announcing their arrival as a true football power. But the Olympic framework was never designed to host professional football, and the sport was rapidly outgrowing it.

	At the heart of the push for a standalone world football championship was the Federation International de Football Association — FIFA — founded in Paris in 1904 with just seven member nations. By the 1920s, its membership had grown substantially, and the organization’s leaders were increasingly convinced that football deserved its own global stage. The debate over how to create that stage, who would host it, and whether amateur or professional players would be allowed was intense, politically charged, and fiercely contested. The outcome of those debates would shape world football for the next century.

	📖 HISTORICAL TERM

	FIFA — Federation International de Football Association — is the world governing body for association football, founded in Paris on 21 May 1904. It oversees all major international competitions including the World Cup.

	The 1928 Amsterdam Olympics proved to be the decisive moment. Uruguay, reigning Olympic champions, played football of such breathtaking quality that it convinced the world football community that a proper World Cup — open to professionals — could not wait any longer. UEFA and FIFA leaders began the formal planning process almost immediately after Amsterdam. The dream that had been forming for decades was now about to become reality.

	 


 

	💡 DID YOU KNOW

	The 1928 Olympic football tournament drew crowds of over 250,000 spectators in total — a level of public interest that convinced FIFA leaders a dedicated World Cup competition was both viable and necessary.

	1.2 Jules Rimet and the Vision That Changed Sport Forever
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	Jules Rimet was born in 1873 in the French village of Theuley-les-Lavoncourt, a modest beginning for a man who would become one of the most consequential figures in the history of sport. He discovered football as a young man in Paris and immediately understood its extraordinary potential as a force for social connection and international harmony. Rimet became president of the French Football Federation in 1919 and was elected FIFA president the following year — a position he would hold for thirty-three years.

	Rimet's ambition was singular: to create an international football championship that transcended politics, united nations through sport, and gave the world's finest professional players a stage worthy of their talents. He was not alone in this vision — his colleague Henri Delaunay was equally passionate about the idea — but it was Rimet's persistence, political skill, and personal authority that ultimately drove the project to completion. When the FIFA Congress voted in 1928 to create the World Cup, it was the culmination of nearly a decade of Rimet's careful advocacy.

	The vote to award the first World Cup to Uruguay was not without controversy. Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, and Sweden all submitted bids to host the inaugural tournament. But Uruguay had compelling arguments on its side. The country was reigning Olympic champion, having won gold in both 1924 and 1928. They offered
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